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PROLOGUE


THE SPEECH


On October 30, 1974, the New York Nets flew to Salt Lake City to face the Utah Stars. It was the Nets’ fifth game in six nights, all in different cities. The punishing schedule spoke to the grind of playing in the American Basketball Association, the monthslong blur of predawn wake-ups, airport layovers, and half-full arenas. But that evening promised to be different. Even though the Stars had staged their home opener for the 1974–75 season a week earlier, the franchise had held off on any festivities. The Stars were taking a big risk that year, and the front office recognized that their unprecedented experiment required a blessing from the undeniable face of the league—the MVP, the scoring leader, the defending champion. They were waiting for Dr. J to arrive.


From the moment he’d surfaced on the national stage as a sinewy, scarcely known forward, his Afro flared high and the ABA’s distinctive red-white-and-blue ball swallowed up by his enormous hands, Julius Erving appeared a vision of the future, an avatar of a sport that was shifting from the ground to the air. Like compatible puzzle pieces, the ABA and Erving had locked into place at once. One was a fledgling start-up scrambling to disrupt the National Basketball Association’s hold on the sport’s top talent, the other a leaper from Long Island who’d amassed a cult following on the asphalt courts of New York City. Erving carried that playground sensibility into the ABA, complete with an alter ego, Dr. J, whose balletic moves defied belief.


But few saw them. Because no television network broadcast ABA games nationally, Dr. J remained more rumor than reality, a ghost in the machinery of professional basketball. “I heard the legend of Dr. J, and I said, ‘That’s bullshit.’ Until I saw him in that game,” remembered Calvin Murphy, a five-foot-nine dynamo for the Houston Rockets who first competed against Erving in a charity contest during the early 1970s. “When I saw him sit on the rim, take them big hands, and dunk that ball over my whole team, I said, ‘Yep, it’s for real.’”


Despite possessing the sport’s most electrifying player, the ABA struggled to stay solvent. In a league characterized as much by instability as by flamboyance, Erving at times seemed the difference between treading water and sinking. To chip away at the NBA’s supremacy, ABA executives threw whatever they could think of against the wall, gimmicks and three-point shots and slam-dunk contests. The Utah Stars went so far as to nab a hoops prodigy straight out of high school.


In the third round of the 1974 draft, the Stars selected a nineteen-year-old center who’d sailed to two state championships at Petersburg High School. For months, college recruiters had camped out in south-central Virginia, promising Moses Malone the world if only he’d sign his name to their commitment letter. While Malone had eventually settled on the University of Maryland, his true desire had been to bypass college altogether. And that was exactly what he ended up doing.


It was a risky, controversial gambit. Detractors charged the Stars with robbing an adolescent of his education; sportswriters questioned whether Malone’s gangly frame could withstand the pounding from men many years his senior. To calm skeptics’ nerves, cautious Stars officials turned to the ABA’s most beloved and distinguished asset.


The night before Halloween in Salt Lake City, a crowd some seven thousand strong hustled to their seats. Like many arenas of the era, the Salt Palace, a cream-colored structure shaped like a snare drum, had minimal pregame entertainment—no loud music, no scoreboard antics, no dance troupes. What they had instead was Erving, clad in the patriotic colors of his Nets warmups, staging a one-man dunking exhibition in the layup line. For audiences not yet weaned on nightly highlight clips, the spectacle would’ve been as thrilling as the game itself. But then Erving did something unexpected. He strolled to halfcourt and grabbed hold of the public-address microphone.


Even though he was only a half decade older than Malone, Erving, in his fourth season out of the University of Massachusetts Amherst, had already assumed the responsibilities of an elder statesman. A master improviser on the court, he’d learned to deliver what was expected of him off it as well, no matter how peculiar or unconventional, such as praising a competitor in another team’s arena. The impromptu speech Erving gave before tipoff was equal parts stirring and comforting, befitting someone whose postgame interviews poured out of him with such fluency that they came across as scripted.


“My high school coach once told me that when you go into the ocean for the first time, you cannot expect to swim right away. First you have to get your feet wet.” Erving then turned to Malone. “But, Moses, you have been thrown into the ocean, and you can swim already.”


The person least moved by the speech was its subject. The press conferences, the magazine profiles, the highway billboards that heralded his arrival in Salt Lake City, the pregame praise from a renowned competitor—none of that interested Moses Malone. Basketball was his passion; the public-facing obligations that those who played the sport at the highest level had to fulfill were, for Malone, irritants to be swatted away. He would no more give a follow-up speech thanking Erving than he would strip naked at halfcourt. Wringing words out of the lone teenager in professional basketball already was taxing the most seasoned sportswriters. Malone’s approach to his job was as blunt as his demeanor: suit up, sweat and bang, go home.


The philosophical gap between the two individuals off the court manifested in different ways on it. That evening, Malone controlled the paint; Erving managed the flow. Every time a shot went up, Malone broke hard toward the basket, sidestepping defenders, worming through gaps, tipping misses to himself. New York head coach Kevin Loughery watched in disbelief as the Stars rookie grabbed fifteen rebounds, nearly half of what the entire Nets roster pulled down. “You don’t expect an eighteen-year-old or whatever he is to come out and play like that,” Loughery marveled.


Held to two free throws in the first quarter, Erving exploded for thirty-four points over the next three. Malone kept pace with twenty-eight of his own. At one point, Malone caught a pass inside the foul line, spun around his defender, and, according to Steve Rudman of The Salt Lake Tribune, “nearly ripped the basket from its moorings in one of the grandest stuffs ever witnessed, reminiscent, in fact, of the thing that made Erving famous.” Erving countered with what Rudman characterized as “aerobatic rushes, vacuum dunks and the neatest rendition of rhapsody in a blur there is in basketball.” It was a battle between two equal but opposing forces: smooth and rough, graceful and grinding, ice and fire. In the end, a three-pointer—an ABA invention that the NBA wouldn’t implement until 1979—by Erving sealed the game for the Nets.


After his team’s 95–91 win, a reporter asked Erving for an assessment of the adolescent whom he’d publicly praised beforehand. “In two words,” Erving responded, “I believe.”
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Over the following eight years, Erving and Malone switched leagues and clubs, won MVPs and shattered records, honed novel styles of play and endured postseason heartbreak. Along the way, the speech bound them together. Whenever they faced each other, Malone would sidle up to Erving and ask, “How’s my swimming going?”


Every basketball fan is familiar with the rivalry in the 1980s between Earvin “Magic” Johnson’s Los Angeles Lakers and Larry Bird’s Boston Celtics. It was, according to legend, the matchup that helped the NBA shed its reputation as a drug-addled, violence-prone league and blossom into a sporting juggernaut whose appeal spanned continents. But this binary between Magic and Bird, the Lakers and the Celtics, has overshadowed other players and teams from this pivotal era that were every bit as instrumental in shaping basketball as a sport, an art form, and a cultural phenomenon. None more so than the two ABA expats who eventually banded together on the Philadelphia 76ers to disrupt the decade-long title swaps between the Lakers and the Celtics.


This is the story of the rambling road that led Moses Malone and Julius Erving to each other. Opposite in temperament and antithetical in approach—one having reimagined the way that basketball was played on the ground, the other in the air—Moses and the Doctor meshed seamlessly, their strengths and weaknesses in perfect counterbalance, establishing a blueprint for future superteam pairings. Together, they set out to accomplish what no other club fronted by stars from the ABA had managed. More than a championship, it was legitimacy they were chasing, not only for Erving’s playground-infused style and Malone’s unorthodox path but also for a defunct league whose freewheeling, expressive spirit has since come to define basketball across the globe.
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CHAPTER 1


CALL ME THE DOCTOR


For hoops junkies in the early 1970s, there was no better place to get a fix than at Holcombe Rucker Park, then known as PS 156 Playground, at the corner of West 155th Street and 8th Avenue in Harlem. During the offseason, several of the sport’s best players migrated from indoor arenas to the outdoor court that came to be regarded as the Madison Square Garden of playground basketball. Hours before games, at the annual summer tournament, kids staked out spots in the branches of surrounding trees. Faces dotted the windows of nearby housing projects. Spectators jammed bleachers and sidelines, climbed poles and fire escapes, squatted on oil cans and orange crates, and clustered on rooftops and viaducts to glimpse a rare sight: household names like Walt Frazier, Wilt Chamberlain, and Connie Hawkins swapping buckets and talking trash with neighborhood streetball idols. The chance to witness the cream of basketball’s named and nameless colliding on asphalt drew crowds that, in sportswriter Peter Vecsey’s words, were “thicker than ants at a picnic.”


The scene, noisy and exuberant, doubled as a summer block party. Pushcart vendors peddled hot dogs and lemon ices, music blared from transistor radios, shirtless musicians pounded on drums, and horns blared amid snarled traffic from double-parked cars. Everywhere, the smell of sweat, grilled meat, and exhaust saturated the muggy air.


The games lived up to the joyous atmosphere. Letting it all hang out, Rucker competitors punctuated their run-and-gun flurries with behind-the-back passes and chest-thumping dunks. The more dazzling the moves, the more electrified the sidelines. While a drained midrange jumper might draw smattered applause, a twisty reverse layup could whip onlookers into a backslapping frenzy, even if it clanged off the rim. Rather than deflecting blocked shots to their teammates, Rucker defenders spiked balls volleyball-style off the encircling chain-link fence. It was the essence of playground basketball, rhythmic and inventive, theatrical and virtuosic, as much an attitude as a style of play.


In the summer of 1971, a new, mysterious figure emerged on the Rucker scene. He was twenty-one years old, long-limbed and thin as a straw, his Afro adding several inches to his six-foot-seven frame. Rumors circulated of a streetball sensation who could bend and contort his body in confounding ways. Creative and coolheaded, he threw down vicious slams yet seldom flashed a hint of emotion, devastating defenders not by jawing in their ears but by trotting downcourt expressionless.


From the sidelines, a megaphone at his mouth, Rucker emcee Ernest “Plucky” Morris burned through a litany of nicknames. The Claw, Houdini, Little Hawk—each one was inadequate. Finally, during a stoppage in play, the stranger sauntered over to Morris and declared, “Look, if you want to call me something, call me The Doctor.”


It was an unveiling, the surfacing of the last American athletic icon whose feats would be more heard about than seen.
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Unique to the mainstream sports birthed in the United States, basketball was conceived as an indoor activity. When James Naismith, a physical education instructor, nailed a peach basket to the wall of a YMCA in Springfield, Massachusetts, in 1891, he was, above all, seeking to keep restless young men engaged over the long, cold New England winter. The game’s first stars were not the players but the coaches—tactical authority figures who formulated the patterns and strategies on which basketball basics were built. The style of play that developed inside high school and college gymnasiums was plodding and schematic, predicated on principles of teamwork, discipline, and unselfishness: the ball rotating from station to station, the players traversing predetermined routes, the defense reacting and adjusting. Coaches prized the so-called fundamentals of the sport—skillful yet unshowy dribbling, passing, and shooting that minimized error and kept the top-down systems humming efficiently.


There was another, parallel style of basketball that evolved outdoors. It sprouted in ethnically diverse inner-city blocks where the sons and daughters of Irish, Italian, and Jewish laborers lofted rubber balls into milk crates fastened to lampposts and telephone poles. It took equal hold in vacant lots and schoolyards tucked between rowhouses and tenements in segregated neighborhoods like Harlem and North Philadelphia. These became the laboratories where city-dwelling adolescents, lacking access to the grass and open spaces that other games required, organically forged an alternative aesthetic for a sport still in its infancy.


For Black streetballers, whose childhoods often were marred by rampant discrimination, overcrowded housing, and drug-related violence, basketball offered salvation of sorts, an outlet through which they could channel their creative drives. “Just as white college basketball was patterned and regimented like the lives awaiting its players, the Black schoolyard game demanded all the flash, guile, and individual reckless brilliance each man would need in the world facing him,” wrote Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, an alumnus of Harlem’s competitive blacktop courts.


As much as wins, the playground game rewarded athletic ingenuity. “Our game belonged to us and had varying degrees of difficulty,” recalled Chet Walker, a Hall of Fame forward from Benton Harbor, Michigan. “You tried the most wonderful stuff you could think of to score on your friends and make them remember it. It was art, it was survival of the fittest, it was theater.” Players who put their personal spin on everything from dribbling to rebounding to blocking shots—ideally while making their opponents look foolish in the process—transformed into urban legends whose idiosyncratic moves sparked chatter across subway lines and brownstone stoops. There was Earl “the Pearl” Monroe twirling around defenders. There was Connie “the Hawk” Hawkins gliding toward the rim, the ball enveloped in his spidery right hand. There was Earl “the Goat” Manigault slamming the ball with his right hand, catching it on the way down with his left, and then ramming it through again. Whenever one of these larger-than-life figures stepped onto an outdoor court, his nickname blew from spectator to spectator like a warm breeze.


In 1950, a generation before streetball legends like Monroe, Hawkins, and Manigault emerged, this novel style of basketball planted its seed when Holcombe Rucker, a Black parks director in New York City, inaugurated a tournament that later bore his name. Over the following decades, the Rucker Tournament in Harlem became the go-to summer scene for professional and playground players alike. Preaching education alongside athletics, Holcombe Rucker made it his mission to funnel striving streetballers into college with scholarships. It didn’t take long for outdoor basketball to infiltrate indoor arenas nationwide.


As a child, Julius Erving kept an eye out for traces of it in the games he watched on television. Certain players, like “Jumpin’” Johnny Green of the New York Knicks and Elgin Baylor of the Los Angeles Lakers, captivated him with their artistry. “Elgin taking the rebound and dribbling through traffic is something that I began doing in my feverish daydreams,” Erving wrote, adding, “I see [his game] somehow as liberating, the black body moving through white bodies, and the self-sufficiency of the act. For the first time, I have this idea that certain ways of basketball are more beautiful than others.”


The innovative on-court style that would whisk Erving to basketball superstardom was rooted in dreams from his childhood. “Back then,” Erving recalled, “before I was physically able, I felt these different things within me, certain moves, ways to dunk. I realized all I had to do was be patient and they would come. So I wasn’t particularly surprised when they did. They were part of me for so long.” On the playground courts of Campbell Park, outside the housing project where he was raised in Hempstead, a town on Long Island near Queens, Erving worked on his game year-round. He dribbled through puddles and around sidewalk cracks until the ball became slick from overuse. In winter, when snow blanketed the ground, Erving shoveled off a rectangle of asphalt so that he could continue launching jumpers at rims frosted with ice. On his way to and from the court, Erving built up his leg strength by hurdling benches cemented to the sidewalk and bounding up dimly lit stairwells.


The game’s cerebral demands, too, consumed Erving. Throwing up thousands of shots, he tested assorted spins and release points until he became as skilled with the backboard as a pool shark is with the bumpers, unlocking angles and openings inaccessible to less studious players. “I set no dimensions for my game,” Erving explained. “I decided not to limit myself when I found I could do anything that I had ever seen any guy do.” Since he had not yet hit a growth spurt, Erving developed the skill set of a guard coupled with the leaping ability of a forward. One of his neighbors spoke of watching Erving practice for hours alone: “Behind his back, between his legs, dunk, and things like that. It would be ten o’clock at night and my mother-in-law couldn’t stand the bouncing ball. We’d say, ‘Julius, either go home or shoot without bouncing the ball.’”


As uninhibited as Erving was on the court, he craved structure off it. His parents’ marriage had been short and stormy, ending when Erving was three. His father died years later from injuries suffered in a car accident. The responsibility of raising Erving and his two siblings fell to his mother, Callie, who supplemented her domestic labor with welfare checks. When Erving turned thirteen, she remarried a sanitation worker more than two decades her senior and uprooted the family to the neighboring town of Roosevelt. “Basketball was my only escape,” Erving said of his childhood. “Many times when I was growing up, things would get off on the wrong foot at the house and I’d go down to the park and play ball all day. When I came back, the trouble which had happened at the house was the last thing on my mind. It freed my head.”


Filling the father-figure role was Don Ryan, the coach of a Salvation Army team in Hempstead, who plucked a preteen Erving straight off the playground. Piling into station wagons, the club motored into wealthier communities that Erving had little access to, which embedded the idea of basketball providing an avenue into the wider world. Even then, as Erving helped Ryan’s squad win back-to-back championships, there was a split between his play and his demeanor. With a basketball in hand, Erving was bold and daring, unafraid to improvise. Without it, he was reserved and pensive. “If someone had said then he would become a Doctor, I’d have said a medical doctor,” Ryan reflected. “He was so intense, so serious.”


The nickname that would stick into adulthood came from Leon Saunders, an argumentative friend whom Erving dubbed “the Professor.” Saunders in turn labeled his dispassionate companion “the Doctor.” It was an apt moniker for someone whose placid, clinical bearing had prompted classmates to tease Erving about carrying himself like an old man. On the basketball court it took on a different meaning. Like a doctor, Erving operated, dissected opponents, cut like a scalpel toward the basket.


There was a pattern that recurred at every step along his basketball journey. In a team structure, Erving was eminently coachable, willing to sacrifice his statistics and suppress his instincts for the betterment of the team. But in his free time, he strayed from his coaches’ tutelage, devoted to manifesting the athletic artistry he envisioned in his mind. “His talents were evident,” remembered Earl Mosley, his junior high coach, “because he used to play with the junk shot, before and after practice. Twisting things, lobs and all kinds of spinning maneuvers.” In high school, Erving would sweat through practice and then undertake his own custom-designed drills: shooting right- and left-handed, leaping up to touch the rim, flipping the ball every which way off the backboard. Ray Wilson, his high school coach, used to watch him from afar, impressed by his dedication but dismayed at the effort wasted on shots that would never fly in formal competition. Sometimes he’d pull Erving aside and say, “I don’t know why you’re throwing that junk up there, son.”


Once, during a varsity game, a guard floated a pass to Erving on a fast break. Rather than catching it, collecting himself, and laying the ball softly off the backboard, Erving snatched the ball in the air and flipped it through the hoop in one motion. Wilson was livid at Erving for bringing the outdoor game indoors. “Take that play back to the playground!” he screamed, yanking Erving from the action. It was only later that Wilson realized that, far from chucking up trick shots for their own sake, Erving was pushing the airborne borders of a sport still stubbornly earthbound. “I was putting limitations on him,” Wilson recognized. “He needed to get away from structured situations to where he could truly express himself, take the chance of doing things that hadn’t been done without the fear of people saying, ‘Don’t dare to be great.’”
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The summer before his senior year, Erving attended a basketball camp in the Adirondack Mountains. Wayne Embry, a ten-year NBA veteran who’d won a championship with the Boston Celtics months earlier, made an appearance. After Embry agreed to go mano a mano with the camp’s best player, one of the coaches whispered, “Go get Julius.” Not wanting to embarrass the spindly teenager, Embry declared that he wouldn’t take any shots from inside the free-throw line. The contest opened with Erving sinking seven straight baskets, after which he sheepishly mumbled, “Mr. Embry, you can play regular basketball against me.” So Embry, lowering his shoulder, muscled into the paint. “I am trying to practice my hook, but he was blocking my shot all over the place,” Embry remembered. “He totally dominated me.”


How could a player capable of beating an NBA star one-on-one escape the attention of many major college basketball programs? Whether because of his still growing frame (Erving peaked at six foot three in high school, sprouting four more inches after graduation), his suspect jump shot, or his muzzled play in formal settings, the recruitment process never reached a fever pitch. One of the schools to dangle a scholarship was the University of Massachusetts Amherst. Erving’s high school coach, Ray Wilson, had been a college teammate of Jack Leaman, the head men’s basketball coach at UMass. This connection helped persuade Erving to enroll in a state school known more for academics than athletics. Despite being tucked into the same scenic valley as Springfield, the industrial city where James Naismith had birthed the sport, UMass Amherst was a basketball backwater. When Erving enrolled there in 1968, not a single UMass graduate had ever made it to the NBA, and the program had never been nationally ranked. Anonymity was all but guaranteed on a team that seldom crossed paths with the country’s top collegiate talent.


George Mumford, a finance major at UMass who later worked as a consultant for several NBA franchises, never forgot the first time he saw his future roommate in action. It was during a pickup game over Labor Day weekend at the start of the fall semester. “I was there with a bunch of freshmen and we were looking to play basketball,” Mumford recalled, “and we saw this dude playing in dress shoes, dunking on people.” Confined to the freshman squad because of NCAA regulations that prohibited first-year players from participating in varsity competition, Erving did the impossible: his flashy style of play grabbed the attention of a campus in which basketball, as one writer claimed, “created as much enthusiasm as an 8 a.m. lab.” It was said that students would show up for the freshman game and then leave before the varsity squad took the floor afterward. Not once that winter did the freshmen suffer a loss. In his downtime, Erving continued to refine his game. “When Julius got to Massachusetts, he couldn’t hit a 15-foot jump shot,” claimed team captain Ray Ellerbrook. “So every day he’d go out there maybe an hour before practice and stay an hour after practice, shooting, shooting, shooting.”


In his varsity debut in 1969, Erving rendered the Amherst crowd “hoarse and hysterical” with a twenty-seven-point outburst. The excitement built game after game. Jack Leaman recalled one contest in which Erving, saddled with four fouls, raced downcourt on a fast break. A guard planted himself in front of the basket, certain to draw the charge that would foul Erving out of the game. Resigned, the UMass head coach glanced down the bench for a substitute. But then a roar echoed across the arena. When Leaman looked up, the guard was still standing in place, waiting for contact that never came. “To this day, I don’t know what Julius did,” Leaman said. “They tell me he shifted his body in midair to avoid the contact, but if they told me he jumped over the kid, I’d believe that, too.”


The bored students who used to amble tardily into Curry Hicks Cage, a musty, barnlike building with a jumble of exposed pipes above the hardwood court, soon swelled to standing-room-only masses. “The games back then used to start at 8 o’clock,” said Wally Novak, the ticket manager at UMass. “Well, around 1:30 or 2, the kids would start lining up, four across, outside the Cage. It got so bad, the food service started delivering what they called ‘Survival Lunches’ because the kids weren’t eating. They didn’t want to lose their place in line. By 4:30 or 5, I’d open the door and let them in. Within an hour, the place would be full, and then they’d all wait for Julius. We had to turn thousands of kids away back then. I’ve never seen anything like it.” Despite this campus-wide frenzy, the students witnessed a neutered version of Erving. Since college basketball had outlawed dunking in 1967, in part to mitigate Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s (then Lew Alcindor’s) dominance at UCLA and in part to stanch the seepage of the playground aesthetic into university settings, Erving found his most potent and crowd-pleasing weapon stripped from his arsenal. Merely touching the rim resulted in a technical foul. “It’s a shame we didn’t have dunking then,” said Leaman. “[Erving would] have built us a new arena.”


Erving’s years in Amherst were a time of growth and change, with the most life-altering incident occurring away from the court. During his freshman season, his younger brother, Marvin, began complaining about excruciating pain in his joints. Three years apart in age, the two siblings had grown up with mutual admiration for each other despite their opposing interests. Julius was the athlete, Marvin the academic. In high school, Julius became captain of the basketball team while Marvin was elected class president. Marvin revered his older brother for his physical qualities, but Julius revered Marvin equally for his scholarly traits. It was inevitable that Julius’s future would involve basketball, yet Marvin’s seemed boundless, dependent on wherever his roving intellect steered him.


In February 1969, Marvin was rushed into a New York City hospital. Unaware of the gravity of his brother’s condition, Julius closed out the season in Amherst. It was only later, upon receiving a call informing him of his brother’s death from lupus, that Julius realized he’d never had a chance to say goodbye.


The pain was overwhelming. Julius lost control, bawling during the drive home to Long Island. For three days he sobbed over Marvin’s grave. Then, all at once, a realization hit him: “I was really brought to my knees and made to feel helpless and powerless. I could be gone tomorrow. I felt helpless, but I also became fearless. I felt, ‘Well, if I’m going to do something I’m going to let it all hang out.’”
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A phenomenon in Massachusetts’s Pioneer Valley, Erving remained shrouded in secrecy outside it. A breakout role on the US Olympic Development Team during the summer of 1970, in which he excelled against many of the country’s top basketball prospects, earned him respect among his peers but did little to raise his national profile. In 1970–71, his junior season, Erving averaged nearly twenty-seven points and twenty rebounds for a team that routinely squared off against basketball lightweights scattered across New England. His team’s lone moment in the national spotlight came in the National Invitational Tournament at Madison Square Garden. Before UMass’s first-round game against North Carolina, sportswriter Peter Gammons rang up a fellow Tar Heels fan to warn him of a springy forward who could give the perennial powerhouse fits.


“Who or what,” Gammons’s friend responded, “is a Julius Erving? Or for that matter, a UMass?”


The answers were no clearer after the game. Erving fouled out; UMass got trounced, 90–49. It was a deflating end to the season, but there was one final twist. Steve Arnold, a sports agent in New York City, caught wind of the basketball mania sweeping through Amherst. Phoning Erving out of the blue, Arnold posed a straightforward question: “Would you be interested in playing pro basketball, right away, if I can line up a team to take you?”


With few exceptions, the NBA had refrained from signing players until they’d finished their four-year college eligibility. The ABA, however, had no such misgivings. Founded in 1967, the ABA, desperate for fans and funds, took a more flexible attitude toward established norms. In its fierce competition for young talent, the ABA went where the NBA wouldn’t. The league instituted a “hardship clause” that permitted the drafting of undergraduates with college eligibility remaining if those players could demonstrate financial need—a standard that was malleable enough to encompass nearly everyone.


Spencer Haywood, an Olympic gold medalist in 1968, tested the waters the following year. He became the ABA’s first hardship case when he joined the Denver Rockets after his sophomore season at the University of Detroit. The experiment was an unqualified success, with Haywood leading the league in scoring and being awarded the MVP. The next year, he sued the NBA when he attempted to jump leagues. The subsequent lawsuit was settled in Haywood’s favor, paving the way for the NBA to adopt its own hardship clause. The ruling opened the floodgates just as Erving was winding down his junior year.


When Jack Leaman caught word that agents were lurking about, he urged Bob Woolf, an attorney in Boston who also represented basketball players, to speak with his star about the decision. Erving’s mind, however, already seemed made up. “I don’t have anything left to accomplish at Massachusetts,” Erving reportedly told Woolf. “I’m tired of playing against teams like Vermont and New Hampshire.” By then, Erving had developed a keen sense of his own value. “I know they were charging 50 cents a ticket when I got [to UMass],” he said, “and now it’s $3.50.”


Because Erving was still largely untested, few professional scouts had him on their draft radars after his junior year. When Arnold approached executives from the Virginia Squires, an ABA franchise that split their home games between several cities across the state, none had seen him play. The grainy black-and-white footage that Arnold sent them showed a long-stemmed forward who could bound from one end of the court to another in only a few strides. It proved intriguing enough to merit a meeting with Erving and his agents at a Philadelphia hotel. There, Al Bianchi, the Squires head coach, took one look at Erving’s oversized hands and, in a thick Queens accent, exclaimed, “My god, did you see those meat hooks?” From palm to fingertip, Erving’s hands measured twelve inches, 25 percent above average for a man of his height. One writer pointed out that if Erving’s height were in proportion to his hands, he’d top out at nine feet tall.


Even though the franchise was terminally strapped, Squires executives swallowed hard and prayed that the half-million dollars they offered Erving wouldn’t wreck their payroll. Later, when the press badgered him about why he hadn’t stayed in Amherst until graduation, Erving didn’t equivocate. “Let’s put it this way,” he explained, “I have my college degree in basketball.”
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His college stint over and his pro career yet to begin, Erving spent the summer in between on the playground. Dave Brownbill, a former point guard at Hofstra University, remembered the first time he spotted Erving. Leaping for a rebound, Erving seized the ball with one hand and then took off dribbling the other way, all without using his other hand. There was something comical about the scene: one of the highest-paid basketball players in the country was pounding the asphalt in anonymity on Long Island.


Soon, Erving and Brownbill began tooling around New York City, jonesing for pickup basketball. No longer grounded by NCAA restrictions, Erving’s game took flight. Dunking became an artful yet aggressive expression of his newfound liberation, something that Erving claimed he “couldn’t get enough of” at first. Sometimes Brownbill had to serve as peacemaker when an Erving slam left humiliated defenders raring to retaliate. “He wouldn’t really mean to [embarrass opponents],” Brownbill explained, “but it was just his natural instinct.”


Embarrassing opponents in a pickup game was one thing; doing so at Rucker Park was something else entirely. As an amateur athlete on scholarship, Erving had been prohibited from competing in the Harlem Professional Basketball League, an annual round-robin tournament at Rucker from mid-July to early August. In the summer of 1971, having already signed a professional contract, Erving was free to join the Westsiders, a squad cobbled together by Peter Vecsey, a sportswriter for the New York Daily News. The roster was rounded out by young standouts like Charlie Scott, Billy Paultz, and Ollie Taylor.


The moves that Erving had dreamed of in childhood now burst forth as if a dam had been breached. “I could see him creating things in real time,” George Mumford recalled, adding, “He was unlocked and was able to explore what was possible. He was curious to see how far his talents could take him.” Fortified by the thousands of hours he’d logged alone, Erving surrendered to the game’s flow. Once, while driving back from a game, Brownbill asked Erving about a dumbfounding move he’d made. Erving had to take a beat to recall it. “It’s all on instinct,” he said, according to Brownbill’s recollection. “I just see what’s in front of me and then know how to attack it. And once it’s over with, I go on to whatever’s next.” It was more than just physical expression; improvisation gave Erving a psychological edge, too. “You want to outscore [your opponent] and you also want to freak him out with a big move or a big block,” Erving explained. “That way even if the score is tied, you and he both know who’s really ahead.”


With each passing game, a movement bubbled up, what the New York Amsterdam News called “The Julius Erving Cult.” Vecsey himself joined it. “Stories of [Erving’s] heroics have already grown out of proportion, that is, until you witness his achievements,” he wrote. “Immediately, you are converted to a ‘believer,’ joining the masses already convinced that Erving has all the tools to be the greatest single attraction since the veteran Houdini.”


One afternoon, Erving snapped the Rucker Tournament’s single-game scoring record by pouring in fifty-four points. On another, a player heaved a halfcourt prayer as the buzzer was about to sound. Erving caught the wayward shot in stride and, as if it were an alley-oop, stuffed the ball through the hoop. In ecstasy, fans spilled onto the court, mobbing Erving through halftime. Ken Buck, the first full-time Black referee in the NBA, who officiated at Rucker in the offseason, found himself at a loss for words. “He shocked me,” Buck said. “I never knew he was that good.” It was a coming-out party, the minting of a new playground idol. An unknown in June, Erving had become by August someone whose rumored presence could pack an outdoor court before he’d even arrived. Once, Erving lent his car to Brownbill. Boos rained down when Brownbill stepped out of the vehicle alone. “Where’s the Doctor? What happened? You were supposed to bring the Doctor with you!” the disappointed crowd yelled at him.


Word of Erving’s exploits coursed through local basketball circles, up to the highest levels. During one game, Brownbill, chasing a missed shot out of bounds, was stopped cold when an enormous hand lifted the ball off the asphalt. Staring back at him was Connie Hawkins, the foremost NYC playground icon, now a forward for the Phoenix Suns. Throughout the 1960s, Hawkins had reigned over the city’s outdoor courts. His delayed entry into professional basketball because of a dubious point-shaving scandal hadn’t prevented him from attaining all-star status in both the ABA and the NBA. At Rucker, he was known simply as “the Hawk.” At first, spectators had pinned the moniker “Little Hawk” on Erving in homage, but the newcomer made clear that he intended to forge his own identity.


Hawkins and Erving soon joined forces on a squad of NYC stars that squared off against a roster of similarly renowned players from the Baker League, Philadelphia’s equivalent of Rucker. Over a pair of home-and-away contests, some of the biggest names in the Northeast battled for bragging rights: Hawkins, Charlie Scott, and Nate “Tiny” Archibald for New York; Earl “the Pearl” Monroe, Archie Clark, and Billy Cunningham for Philadelphia. In the first game, Philadelphia eked out a one-point victory on its home turf, but the tables turned in the second, with New York edging its rivals by five. Fittingly, Hawkins and Erving were named co-MVPs.


That summer, Hawkins turned twenty-nine, close to elderly in the NBA—a mere 16 percent of players were thirty or older that season. With the dawn of the new decade emerged a younger figure around whom urban folklore was already being spun, a near mirror image of Hawkins, with not only the same reedy physique but also the same mythmaking prowess. A king assessing his heir, Hawkins was not yet ready to cede any turf. When asked if he noticed similarities between Erving and himself, Hawkins scoffed. “First of all,” he said, “no one compares to me in moves. One thing you can say, though, we are both black.”


Even though Erving had yet to log a minute in professional basketball, local reporters wasted no time in casting the twenty-one-year-old as the embodiment of the sport’s future, smooth, stylish, and impervious to gravity, someone who, according to the New York Amsterdam News, was fashioning a “new type of basketball game. Basketball—Julius Erving style.”


Erving wouldn’t simply be the next Connie Hawkins. He would be, the Amsterdam News concluded, “James Brown, Muhammad Ali, Aretha Franklin, Willie Mays, all in one.”
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Weeks after the Rucker Tournament concluded, Erving traveled to Newport News for training camp with the Virginia Squires. Minutes into the first full-court scrimmage at Fort Eustis Anderson Fieldhouse, a shot caromed high off the back of the rim. A half dozen outstretched arms vied for the rebound. Rising above them, seemingly out of nowhere, a hand cupped the ball at its apex and then rammed it through the hoop. The dunk, as swift and sudden as a knockout punch, stunned everyone into an edgy silence.


Sharing the court were several invitees who were engaged in a cutthroat competition for end-of-the-bench spots that were often filled by white bruisers who saw limited playing time but appeased fans uncomfortable with the increasing dominance of Black players. Erving’s putback slam humiliated them in front of club executives who soon would decide their fates, namely, head coach Al Bianchi and Squires business manager Johnny “Red” Kerr. Sensing the danger, Kerr leaned over to Bianchi and whispered, “Al, we better get him out of there before he gets hurt.”


During the Squires’ first exhibition contest, against the Kentucky Colonels at Virginia State College in Petersburg, Erving, according to the New York Amsterdam News, brought the crowd “out of their seats with a couple of his patented stuff shots and had them screaming with those twisting moves to the basket that became so familiar to those who followed the summer action at the Harlem Pro League.” Bianchi couldn’t believe his luck. A decade as a guard who’d had to scrape and scuffle to avoid washing out of the NBA had given Bianchi the toughness he needed to survive as a coach in the ABA, where franchises moved at the drop of a hat and talent remained in short supply. Scouts scoured the country for it, combing playgrounds and backwater college programs for anyone who might’ve gone undetected.


As Bianchi watched Erving pour in thirty points and snag thirteen rebounds against the club that had come within one win of the ABA championship the previous season, he undoubtedly was struck by the same thought that had flashed through his mind the first time he’d seen Erving in action: “Look what we found.”















CHAPTER 2


THE PRODIGY


A few miles from the gymnasium in Petersburg where Julius Erving made his professional debut, another sensation was surfacing. Unlike Erving, Moses Malone wouldn’t take anyone by surprise. His rise would be one of the most covered sports stories in the nation.


Vic Fulp, a reporter for the Richmond Times-Dispatch, wrote the first newspaper profile of the adolescent prodigy in 1972, when Malone was averaging twenty-two points and twenty rebounds per game as a sophomore at Petersburg High School. The interview was tougher than Fulp had anticipated. Through much of their chat, Malone buried his face in his hands, squirming and evading as if he were being interrogated. “I don’t ever relax,” Malone said. “Like if I know there is a ball around, I’ll spend most of the time at the schoolyard playing.”


Whatever quotable material Fulp was able to squeeze out of Malone, he printed—with one exception. Midway through, Malone mused, “I don’t think I’ll go to college. I want to play pro ball when I finish high school.” Three years earlier, Spencer Haywood, one of Malone’s athletic idols, had jumped to the ABA following his sophomore year of college. Afterward, Malone had jotted down his desire to outdo Haywood by skipping college altogether. He’d then pressed the note between the pages of his family’s Bible as a compact between him and God.


Even though others like Erving subsequently turned pro before their college eligibility expired, no player had yet done so straight out of high school. It seemed a fantasy, a daydream of a naive teenager. Fulp left the lines on the cutting-room floor, presumably to spare Malone the embarrassment of not comprehending the enormous disparity between high school and professional basketball.


Malone, however, was dead serious.
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On the courts outside the elementary school on Virginia Avenue in Petersburg, the primary objective was to keep the lights on. The losers of the postsundown pickup games had to feed quarters into a coin-operated machine that bought another hour of illumination from nearby streetlights. As a skinny kid whose impoverished upbringing left him with no change to spare, Malone couldn’t afford to lose. To stay on the court, he conditioned himself from an early age to be relentless, fanatical, untiring. “About 20 guys would come and go and the games never stopped,” Malone recalled. “If I got home at 3 or 4 in the morning, Mama didn’t worry. She knew where I was.” Sometimes, after everyone had cleared out, Malone would linger there, hoisting unpolished jumpers and chasing down his misses. “Kids in the neighborhood,” one store owner recalled, “say Moses slept with his basketball.”


Malone dedicated himself to basketball partly to cope with a turbulent childhood. His mother, Mary, separated from his hard-drinking father when Malone was a toddler. The meager paychecks that she brought home from her jobs as a nurse’s aide and a grocery bagger at Safeway barely kept the two afloat. They lived in a rundown asphalt-sided frame house with sporadic running water and unmended holes in the walls that let in cold air during winter. It was in the middle of a twenty-five-block, historically segregated section of Petersburg known as the Heights. Johnny Byrd, the owner of a nearby convenience store, manned the cash register with a .38 Special strapped to his hip—a necessary deterrent for the burglars who’d shot at him over the years. “It was a tough neighborhood,” one resident remarked. “Guys hanging on the corner, drinking all night. You put a kid there with no father, no brothers or sisters, he’s gonna be tested to the max. And Moses was, every day.”


It wasn’t just Malone. Petersburg tested every Black resident who grew up there. Infamous as the city where bunkered Confederate soldiers resisted defeat in the waning months of the Civil War, Petersburg held tight to its Southern customs. For white residents, the cobblestoned streets and white-columned mansions in the historic district evoked a romanticized antebellum past; for Black residents, the remnants of the downtown slave market served as a reminder of Petersburg’s brutal racial history. In 1954, the year before Malone was born, twenty Virginian legislators convened in Petersburg to assert their unyielding opposition to school integration as mandated by the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education ruling. Throughout Malone’s childhood, segregation, residential as well as educational, remained the norm in Petersburg as school boards stalled through outright defiance or token desegregation. Only in 1970, Malone’s freshman year, when a federal court ordered the merger of the town’s Black and white high schools, did integration occur at a meaningful level. The opening of the newly constructed Petersburg High School triggered waves of white flight from public to private schools. A month into its first semester, the high school closed for days to deal with white students who were vandalizing stores in protest. Stanley Taylor, an incoming Black student, still bristled decades later at the slurs and stray elbows he stomached while walking the halls between classes.


This racial turmoil stirred up anxiety in Malone. “Before he came to high school, I don’t think he’d ever talked to a white person,” Bob Kilbourne, Petersburg’s athletic director, said of Malone. So withdrawn was Malone that he sometimes slunk outside to eat potato chips during lunch instead of socializing in the cafeteria. When called on in class, he couldn’t spit out his answers fast enough. His slender body crowned by a bulbous head prompted classmates to call him Jughead. “He was real quiet then and never had anything to say to anybody,” teammate Robert Hanford claimed.


Through basketball, Malone emerged from his shell. Even before high school, he’d built a reputation on playgrounds and in summer youth leagues, where counselors forbade Malone from setting foot in the lane in an attempt to moderate his dominance. Eager to witness the six-foot-six wunderkind in action, Petersburg fans started chanting, “Play Moses!” midway through his freshman season. In his varsity debut, the fourteen-year-old racked up thirty points, albeit more on tenacity than skill. “I can remember when Moses didn’t even have a shot,” head coach Carl Peal later said. “He would throw the ball up to the boards and score by tapping it in.”


Offensive rebounding became Malone’s lifeblood, the fuel that would power his game for decades. Nimble, quick, and physical, with an unquenchable thirst for the ball, he was unusually suited for this laborious task. Otis Fulton, a six-foot-eleven center from Thomas Jefferson High School in Richmond, gave up on boxing him out in the traditional back-turned, butt-out manner. Instead, Fulton took to face-guarding Malone, bumping him far from the basket so his smaller teammates could take care of rebounding. “That was the only way that I could at all control him,” Fulton said.


From his freshman to his junior year, Malone sprouted an additional four inches. Soon, his per-game averages ballooned to thirty points and twenty rebounds. As the varsity squad muscled into contention for the Virginia state title, the community, Black and white residents alike, responded with an enthusiasm that Petersburg High School couldn’t contain. Referees struggled to prevent standing-room-only crowds from spilling onto the court; school officials fretted about the tiny gymnasium turning into a fire hazard. As a result, several Petersburg games shifted across the Appomattox River to the Virginia State College gymnasium, the same one where Julius Erving had debuted on the Squires. Even then, demand for tickets often exceeded the four thousand available seats.


In 1973, Malone’s junior year, Petersburg rampaged through the winter undefeated. Against Richmond’s John Marshall High School in the sectional final, Malone broke open a tight game by scoring seventeen straight points, helping Petersburg cruise to a 62–43 victory. “Once the Crimson Wave gets the ball inside to Malone, there is virtually no way the soft-spoken junior can be stopped,” asserted the Richmond Times-Dispatch. Petersburg’s subsequent romp through the AAA state tournament in Virginia moved Malone to the front of his recruiting class.


Scouts were already circling. Dave Pritchett, an assistant coach at the University of Maryland known affectionately as “Pit Stop” for his tendency to abandon his rental car outside airport terminals while dashing onto whichever plane would transport him to the next prospect, slipped unnoticed one night into Petersburg, where he watched Malone bolt halfway across the court to wipe out a layup. Upon returning to College Park, Pritchett shut himself in his office and sat there alone, processing what he’d witnessed. Later, he sought out Maryland head coach Charles “Lefty” Driesell. “There’s a God in heaven and he’s been great to us,” Pritchett told him. “One hour and fifteen minutes down the road is the greatest player I’ve seen in twelve years.”


Intrigued, Driesell decided to make the trip to Petersburg himself. On an outdoor court where he’d heard Malone often played, Driesell took stock of a pickup game in progress. Two decades of coaching likely had convinced him that he’d seen it all, yet watching Malone that afternoon, Driesell was struck by a simple, inescapable realization: “That guy is the truth.”
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In the summer of 1973, Malone attended the Five-Star Basketball Camp that Howard Garfinkel organized in Honesdale, Pennsylvania. A basketball fanatic, Garfinkel dedicated himself to helping top-ranked high school players iron out their individual weaknesses. With Malone, however, he didn’t know what to do. “Moses Malone is the only player in the history of Five-Star who didn’t belong there,” Garfinkel later stated. No matter which players Garfinkel teamed him up with, Malone never lost a game. Garfinkel took to yelling, “Whoosh! Whoosh!” whenever Malone swept another rebound off the backboard. The only thing that gave Garfinkel pause was Malone’s shyness. Malone, Garfinkel claimed, “didn’t say three words the whole time he was in camp.”


Malone’s senior year, Petersburg High School was untouchable. The team applied a full-court press on defense and ran its offense at a breakneck pace. Stanley Taylor, the team’s flashy point guard, fastened silver tassels to his socks and bells to his shorts. A metallic jingle rang through the gymnasium as he sprinted back and forth, tassels aflutter. With their center pulling down twenty-five rebounds a night, Malone’s teammates knew that they could jack up shots, and more often than not, Malone would be there to clean up their misses. Lefty Driesell, a frequent visitor to Petersburg that winter, once counted the number of entry passes Malone received during a game. Only four plays were run for him, but he still managed to score fifty-two points, almost exclusively from offensive rebounds.


No club came within thirty points of beating Petersburg High School during the regular season. In one-third of their games, Malone outscored and outrebounded the entire opposing roster on his own. Once, while leaving his feet for a jumper, a rival player glimpsed Malone lunging toward him. Rather than risk having his shot swatted into the bleachers, he spiked the ball to the floor in resignation. Otis Fulton recalled a sequence in which Malone caught a pass near the top of the key, then barreled down the lane. Holding his ground, Fulton drew a charge. On their way downcourt, he joked, “I’m glad you don’t have a jump shot.” Icily, Malone shot back, “Don’t need no jump shot.” They were, Fulton recalled, the only words Malone ever spoke to him.


From barbershops to churches, nail salons to street corners, the talk of Petersburg centered on its basketball prodigy. Petersburg High School games became the hottest ticket in Virginia. Sprinkled among the spectators one evening were three head coaches from top-ranked college programs, more than a dozen recruiters, a writer from Sports Illustrated, and a camera crew shooting footage for a CBS program called Eye on Sports. That winter, the city’s post office mailed out its annual holiday cards with the tagline “Greetings from Petersburg, Home of Moses Malone.”


Sweeping through to the state finals, Petersburg High School faced its toughest opponent in two seasons. West Springfield, a high school established eight years earlier among the swelling middle-class suburbs of Virginia’s Fairfax County, punched above its weight through pick-and-roll basics. Having rarely competed against someone of Malone’s height, West Springfield prepared for the championship game by having its shooters launch jumpers over a teammate holding up a broomstick.


On March 3, 1974, chartered buses and packed cars streamed north along Route 64 from Petersburg. At University Hall in Charlottesville, a record-smashing crowd of eight thousand fans watched in dismay as West Springfield clung to a narrow lead through three quarters. The two-pronged strategy of slowing the pace and keeping Malone as far from the offensive boards as possible brought West Springfield to the brink of pulling off perhaps the most shocking upset in Virginia high school basketball.


In desperation, Petersburg coaches scrapped everything and turned to Malone. “Answer the bell!” they urged him during timeouts. Despite contending with a defense that collapsed on him from all sides, Malone managed to snatch nineteen rebounds—one more than the entire West Springfield club—and shovel in a layup that nudged his club ahead for good in the final quarter. As the buzzer sounded, Petersburg escaped with a 50–48 victory, the closest any team had come to beating it over the school’s fifty-game win streak. West Springfield had executed its game plan flawlessly, but in the end, it had no answer for Malone, who clinched his second straight state championship.


Weeks later, on March 22, Petersburg celebrated “Moses Malone Day.” Limousines shuttled Malone and his teammates to school. At a morning assembly, while the high school band played “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hand,” administrative officials retired Malone’s number. The mayor gave a speech; cheerleaders recited a poem. Afterward, at an outdoor ceremony, college coaches ranging from Maryland’s Lefty Driesell to Detroit Mercy’s Dick Vitale waited their turn to laud the prospect they prayed would play for them next year. The program was supposed to commence with a sing-along for Malone’s upcoming birthday. But when Malone caught wind of this, he marched across the stage and told the woman who was to kick off the festivities that she should skip the song. When she asked why, Malone glared at her. “Because I don’t like it.”


That afternoon, Malone told a reporter, “A person can ask me anything. If I don’t want to talk about it, I just say it’s personal… I really don’t mind talking with coaches, anybody, as long as they don’t get personal.” And for Malone, his birthday was personal.


The program was amended. No song was sung.
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Over the following months, hundreds of recruiters, from Maine to Hawaii and everywhere in between, descended on Petersburg. “I’d walk out of my house in the morning and they’d be there, looking for Moses,” remembered Robinette “Pro” Hayes, an assistant coach at Petersburg High School. “I’d get to school and they’d be there. I’d come home at night and they’d be there.” More than a quarter of all college basketball programs nationwide seduced Malone with offers of scholarships, perks, clothes, women, bribes—whatever it took to lure the surest thing in basketball since Wilt Chamberlain to their campus. One abandoned a new car with the keys on the dashboard in front of his house; another slipped Malone’s uncle an envelope stuffed with cash. A thriving grift soon took hold in Petersburg, with hustlers guaranteeing recruiters access to Malone in exchange for under-the-table payments. An assistant coach from the University of New Mexico set up camp at Howard Johnson’s in Petersburg for two straight months to show his dedication. The press tracked the ins and outs so closely that, as one journalist put it, the Malone saga shared “front-page headlines in Washington with the final days of Watergate.” A television news anchor in Richmond went so far as to read an open letter on air that urged Malone to stay loyal to Virginia.


The intrusion of so many recruiters and reporters into his private world put the shy and introverted Malone on edge. After school, he often sneaked into his house through a back window to avoid the swarm of cameras out front. In the dark, he’d hide under his bed so that no one peeking through the windows could catch a glimpse of him. Columnist Sam Lacy claimed in the Baltimore Afro-American that Malone’s telephone “took more punishment than the gong in the ring at Madison Square Garden.” Changing the number, which Malone did twice, did little to stanch the calls. Day and night the doorbell rang, with one recruiter arriving as soon as another left. Those who scored an audience with Malone struggled to crack his sphinxlike demeanor, to extract anything out of him beyond curt responses in a voice so deep that, in one reporter’s words, “it sounds as if his vocal cords are in his legs.” Malone developed a code for friends: if someone knocked on the front door four times, paused, knocked three more times, paused again, and then knocked twice, the Malone family would let them in. To everyone else, access remained restricted. “All this stuff is fine, I suppose, but you know, most of the time I just want to be left alone,” Malone told the Richmond Times-Dispatch, which characterized the adolescent as “Garbo-ish.”


His last months of high school sped by in a blur: banquets, interviews, alumni pitches, backslaps, handshakes, and tutoring sessions to raise his grades to the C average needed to earn a college scholarship. In between, Malone was on the road. “The recruiters dragged me to about twenty-five schools,” he recalled. “Sometimes they brought me in to meet the president of the university, who talked to me like he wanted to be my father. That made me laugh. They fixed me up with dates. Then when I got home those girls called me long distance and pretended they were in love with me. What kind of stuff is that?” The frenetic pace put a strain on his family. His mother, Mary, developed painful ulcers, which Oral Roberts, the famed televangelist, offered to heal should her son choose to play basketball at the university that bore his name.


By June, a front-runner had emerged. Since he’d first laid eyes on Malone, Lefty Driesell had sensed that signing a prospect of this caliber would power the University of Maryland to a national championship. Over the next year, Driesell put thousands of miles on his Lincoln Continental, driving back and forth from College Park to Petersburg. As affable as he was dogged, Driesell leaned on decades of salesmanship to outmaneuver the mob. He never panicked when Malone dodged his presence. “To tell you the truth, I rarely talked to Moses,” Driesell remembered decades later, adding, “He didn’t sit down and let me recruit him. He was always leaving.” Instead, he worked on gaining Mary’s trust, intuiting that no one had more influence on Malone than his mother. For one of Malone’s visits to the campus, Driesell, having learned of the teenager’s love for cars, rented a Mercedes-Benz and dispatched assistant coach Howard White to Petersburg in it with simple instructions: chat with Malone about cars, then transition to his intentions for next year. Malone, however, foiled the plan by closing his eyes as soon as he climbed into the Mercedes. During the subsequent three-hour drive to College Park, Malone pretended to sleep, and not a word passed between the two.


Eventually, Driesell’s tricks and persuasion, along with Mary’s desire for her son to stick nearby, won out. After Malone verbally committed to Maryland over the phone, Driesell and assistant coach Dave Pritchett dashed down to Petersburg with the formal paperwork. So paranoid was Pritchett about Malone changing his mind that he insisted that he and Driesell sleep in their car outside Malone’s house. Driesell refused. When they showed up along with Pro Hayes at 6:30 in the morning on June 20, 1974, Chuck Noe, the head coach of Virginia Commonwealth University, was already at the door. “I told you!” Pritchett yelled in a panic.


After Noe’s last-ditch pleas fell short, Mary Malone invited Driesell, Pritchett, and Hayes inside. Moses was fast asleep upstairs. Late for work already, Mary and Hayes climbed the stairs to wake Moses. Bleary-eyed, he rolled over, snatched the commitment letter from Hayes’s hands, signed it, and then fell back to sleep.


When Hayes charged downstairs with the completed document in hand, he claimed that Driesell “leaped about three feet in the air.”
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Two months earlier, in April 1974, the Utah Stars of the ABA had thrown an unexpected curve into the country’s wildest recruiting saga by picking Malone in the third round of the amateur draft. The selection wasn’t unprecedented—the Philadelphia Warriors had drafted Wilt Chamberlain out of high school in 1954, and the Detroit Pistons had tapped Reggie Harding in 1962 after he’d run into college eligibility issues. But neither player had risen directly to the pros. Malone hadn’t entered his name in the draft or given any public indication that college wouldn’t be his next step. When someone informed Malone of the Stars’ selection, he’d blown it off as a joke: “Don’t give me that. They’re not gonna take no player out of high school.” But then, while driving home, he heard a radio report confirming the news.


The idea of Malone skipping college dismayed his inner circle. Bob Kilbourne, the athletic director at Petersburg High School, had fought off scouts from the Virginia Squires, who’d found it impossible to ignore the in-state phenom whose high school games sometimes outdrew their own. When the Utah Stars pulled the trigger instead, Kilbourne’s response was equal parts paternal and patronizing: “I know it’s a big temptation for a boy from St. Matthew Street, but pro basketball will be there later and he needs to get an education first.”


Perhaps if Utah Stars representatives had pursued Malone as vigorously as college recruiters did, he would never have committed to Maryland. But in the first few months after the draft, the Stars made no concerted effort to sign their third-round pick. The reasons had little to do with Malone. During the four years that Malone had attended high school, the Stars had won more games than any other ABA franchise. In 1970, fresh from having relocated to Salt Lake City from Los Angeles, the Stars had shocked the league by storming to their first championship. Three straight division titles followed, culminating in 1974 with another trip to the ABA Finals, where they lost to the New York Nets. Despite this on-court success, Bill Daniels, the owner of the Stars, struggled to stay one step ahead of bill collectors. Half of the twelve thousand seats at the Salt Palace remained vacant during home games, well below the ticket sales needed for the Stars to break even. Fed up with unremitting red ink, Daniels unloaded the club to a syndicate headed by a local businessman named James Collier in August 1974.


Aware that drastic measures were needed to turn a profit, Collier trained his sights on the Stars’ unsigned third-round pick. He tasked general manager Arnie Ferrin with an unconventional opening assignment: finding out if Malone’s heart was set on playing for Maryland. In his first phone conversation with Malone, Ferrin emphasized that if it was an education Malone was after, the Stars wouldn’t stand in his way. Malone, however, equivocated just enough for Ferrin, Collier, and Morris “Bucky” Buckwalter, the Stars’ incoming head coach, to drop everything and fly to Virginia.


They holed up at a Holiday Inn outside Petersburg. The fall semester would commence on August 28, leaving them with mere days before Malone attended his first class in College Park. Buckwalter understood that convincing Malone to back out of his commitment to Maryland would require a visual demonstration of all he stood to gain from professional basketball. So on August 25, across the orange crate that served as the family’s coffee table, Buckwalter stacked $5,000 in hundreds, money that Malone could walk away with the moment he signed the six-figure contract also presented to him. Buckwalter then whipped out a photo of a green Lincoln Continental Mark IV, claiming that it, too, would be Malone’s. Without missing a beat, Malone asked if the car came with a built-in phone, which Buckwalter agreed to with a laugh. It had been the most words he’d gotten out of Malone, whose inscrutable reaction to each sales pitch consisted of nodding and making a guttural “Mmmm” sound that resembled a push lawn mower after an insufficient pull of the ripcord. Decades later, during a basketball-related trip to China that Malone and Buckwalter took together, the two reminisced over a glass of wine. To Buckwalter’s astonishment, Malone recited minute details from those initial conversations, underscoring that his caginess in no way meant that he didn’t comprehend the situation.


The one thing that Malone insisted on was transparency with the University of Maryland. Lefty Driesell claimed that Mary Malone called afterward to inform him of the meeting with Buckwalter. In a panic, Driesell asked to speak to her son. “Moses,” Driesell told him, “you ain’t signing nothing for less than a million dollars cash.” Then he climbed into his car and sped south to Petersburg.


Even though Driesell couldn’t offer the same monetary rewards, he was adamant that attending college was in Malone’s financial interests. “The publicity he’s going to get in his first year at the University of Maryland may be worth a million bucks,” Driesell told reporters. “Tell me something: how many times will the Utah Stars be on television next season? Maryland will be on national TV six times and on regional TV 11 times.… It just makes sense for him to wait.” Driesell might’ve been more accepting if Malone were to jump directly to the NBA, a league that, though only a quarter century old, had established itself as the gold standard of professional basketball. But the ABA, in Driesell’s mind, was nothing but a “beachball league,” chock-full of “bandits and outlaws.” The ABA, he claimed, “was giving these wild contracts to people, and the money ended up not being as much as they told players it was going to be.” Driesell could scarcely contain his contempt for Stars executives, who he thought were preying on his prized recruit: “I tell you what they’re doing: they’re trying to take advantage of this kid because they know he’s poor.”


Certain that Malone was being ripped off, Driesell contacted Donald Dell and Lee Fentress, a pair of lawyers in Washington, DC. “He called us,” Fentress remembered, “and said, ‘I know you guys have done a few basketball contracts for your clients. Would you look at this contract and advise Moses?’” Sure enough, it turned out that the contract that Buckwalter had offered was a team-friendly four-year deal with twelve one-year options that were terminable at the Stars’ discretion. Both Fentress and Dell instructed Malone not to sign it. Fentress assumed that Malone would rededicate himself to the University of Maryland; instead, Malone confided in Fentress about the note he’d pressed into a Bible that sketched out his dream of skipping straight to the pros.


Seeing which way Malone was leaning, Fentress called Driesell to state that he and Dell couldn’t represent the Maryland head coach and Malone at the same time. If Malone’s heart was set on turning professional, then they intended to work on securing a fairer contract for him. Though his strategy to dissuade Moses from joining the ABA had backfired, Driesell took the long view. “I was just looking out for Moses,” he said decades later. “I was trying to get him not to sign. But I also wanted him to get the best deal he could because he deserved it.”


Over the next two days, Buckwalter, Ferrin, and Collier tore across the state’s toll roads at a frantic pace, burning through nearly a hundred quarters in their journeys to Malone’s house and his new agents’ offices. Not wanting to draw the attention of the press, they’d park their rental car atop a nearby hill in Petersburg and descend only when the coast was clear. Once, when reporters showed up unannounced, Ferrin, Collier, and Buckwalter had to crawl on their stomachs across Malone’s lawn to escape, fending off stray dogs that nipped at their clothes.


Fentress and Dell got to work stripping the contract of any contingency language. Mary Malone was the lone holdout, uneasy with her son missing out on a college education. “All that money the pros offered—he can get it later,” she told sportswriter Rick Telander. “His education is only four more years. We can make it. We’ve slept on couches a long time. I told ’em my child wasn’t gonna play no pro ball.” So in their talks with the Stars, Fentress and Dell wrote Mary into the contract, adding a monthly stipend and a housing allowance for her. “That inducement to his mother became very important to Moses,” Dell remembered. Eventually her skepticism waned, and the two sides settled on a five-year deal worth close to $1 million, all guaranteed. Even though Dell was no stranger to brokering deals for athletes, cutting a landmark contract for a teenager left him plagued with fears of having become a “flesh-peddler.”


On August 27, Malone lingered in bed until noon, then kept everyone guessing by taking off with his mother for College Park. Officials at the University of Maryland were so encouraged by his presence that they convened a snap press conference. But Malone and Mary didn’t attend; instead, they circled back to Washington, DC. In his lawyers’ offices, where Dell claimed that Malone and Driesell had “had a strong disagreement about Moses’s decision to go pro,” Malone made up his mind. Around 11 p.m., Malone, Dell, and Fentress piled into a car and drove across the Francis Scott Key Bridge to Virginia, since the legal age to sign a contract there was eighteen, as opposed to twenty-one in DC. At a nondescript Ramada Inn in Rosslyn, just over the state line, Malone ended the drama with his signature.


Back in Petersburg on August 28, Malone stepped outside clad in a T-shirt, red pants, and a straw sombrero. Trailing him was a scrum of reporters and TV cameras. Malone had no interest in giving them what they wanted. A newly minted millionaire at nineteen, he ignored their requests with the confidence of a man twice his age.


“If you are going over to the school [playground] to play, can we shoot some film on you?” one Richmond correspondent asked.


“I don’t think so,” Malone answered. “More I think about it, it’s too hot to go shoot.”


“How about lifting up the hat so we can see your face?” a cameraman begged.


“No, I don’t think I can do that, either,” Malone said. “I like it just the way it is.”


That day, Malone caught a flight to New York City, where he attended a press conference to announce his signing. Mary appeared relieved that the interminable recruiting saga was finally over. “Tonight,” she said, “may be the first in two years that I’ll get eight hours sleep.”


The sporting establishment, fearful that the move would weaken a college basketball industry that had grown fat off the labor of unpaid athletes, reacted with defensive fury. “The signing is reprehensible, unbelievable,” fumed University of Maryland athletic director Jim Kehoe. “What will Malone do if he doesn’t make it? What will he do with the rest of his life?” New York Daily News columnist Carl Rowan concurred: “The overriding factor is that in playing for the Stars, Malone will not gain the education, the self-assurance, the ability to cope in all situations—things he needs far more desperately than a pocketful of money.”


Even in the Black press, contentious arguments broke out. A. S. “Doc” Young, a longtime columnist for The Chicago Defender, the most significant African American newspaper of the mid-twentieth century, criticized Malone for being a bad role model whose decision would spur less talented prospects to forgo their college degrees: “In an era when disadvantaged people desperately need all the education they can get, the black athlete who gives education the finger must be included with the worst examples impressionable kids will ever see.” Sam Lacy of the Baltimore Afro-American saw things differently. He took particular issue with “whites who have never been black, who don’t understand what it means to be black, who cannot—despite their protestations to the contrary—even hope to comprehend the stature of a poor black from a poor environment in a rich America.” As a result, Lacy contended that “whenever a black kid from a black ghetto finds himself offered a million dollars he should grab it and run like hell.”


Malone, for his part, brushed off the doubters. “It don’t make no difference how old I am,” he later explained, “because I still think I can bust y’all.”
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