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  KOBE BRYANT




  Introduction




  The story of Kobe Bryant is one of great complexity, yet the series of events that led him to where he is today is one that easily followable, completely understandable, and wildly entertaining. He is an African-American living in the United States. He is a philanthropist, an endorser, an entertainer, and possibly a criminal. He is an intellectual, a man who speaks eight languages. He was born to a great athlete and became an even greater one. He is one of the greatest athletes to ever walk the earth. One of the greatest ever to play one of the greatest games ever. He is arguably the second greatest guard to ever play in the NBA. He is one half of the greatest duo in history. He is a complicated family man, a misunderstood leader, and an enigma to some. To others, he is truly one of the greatest athletes ever, one who can do things on a basketball court that no other human can do. Many people love him, some hate him, but no one can ignore him.




  Kobe Bryant: The player




  Kobe Bryant is a shooting guard who is capable of playing the small forward position and can also defend almost any position in the league. He is considered one of the most complete players in the NBA. He has been selected to every All-NBA Team since 1999. Sportswriters and sportscasters frequently compare Bryant to Michael Jordan, a comparison Bryant dislikes. In 2007, an ESPN poll of sportswriters voted him as the second best shooting guard in NBA history behind Jordan.




  Bryant is a prolific scorer, averaging 25.4 points per game for his career, along with 5.3 rebounds, 4.7 assists, and 1.5 steals (as of the end of the 2011–2012 regular season). He is known for his ability to create shots for himself with a dazzling variety of dribbling moves and is a competent three-point shooter at 33.7%. Bryant shares the single-game NBA record for three pointers made with 12. Bryant is often cited as one of the most prolific scorers in the NBA, and utilizes his wide array of moves and shots to elude defenders and score from virtually anywhere on the floor.




  Some of Bryant's best moves are his turnaround jump shot and his ability to post up his defenders and score with a fade-away jumpshot. Chris Ballard, a Sports Illustrated NBA writer, describes a "jab step-and-pause" as a move Bryant uses where he jabs his non-pivot foot forward to let the defender relax and instead of bringing the jab foot back, he pushes off it and drive around his opponent to get to the basket.




  Aside from his scoring ability, Bryant has established himself as a standout defender, having made the All-Defensive first or second team twelve of the last thirteen seasons. Bryant rarely draws charges playing defense, which he believes has spared his body and contributed to his longevity. He has also been outspoken about his willingness to avoid taking charges. He has also been noted being one of the premier clutch performers in the NBA. In an annual survey of NBA general managers, Bryant was selected in 2012 for the 10th consecutive season as the player they most wanted taking the shot with the game on the line. Both Sporting News and TNT named Bryant the NBA player of the 2000s (decade).




  Bryant is a 15-time All-Star, a 14-time member of the All-NBA Team, and 12-time member of the All-Defensive Team. He ranks third and fifth on the league's all-time post-season scoring and all-time regular season scoring lists, respectively.




  Who is Kobe Bryant?




  Kobe Bean Bryant (born August 23, 1978) is an American professional basketball player who plays for the Los Angeles Lakers of the National Basketball Association (NBA). He entered the NBA directly from high school and has played for the Lakers his entire career, winning five NBA Championships with the team despite the ups-and-downs that come in any career as long as his.




  Bryant enjoyed a successful high school basketball career at Lower Merion High School, where he was recognized as the top high school basketball player in the country. He declared his eligibility for the NBA Draft upon graduation, and was selected with the 13th overall pick in the 1996 NBA draft by the Charlotte Hornets, then immediately traded to the Los Angeles Lakers for center Vlade Divac.




  Bryant and Shaquille O'Neal led the Lakers to three consecutive championships from 2000 to 2002. A heated feud between the duo and a loss in the 2004 NBA finals was followed by O'Neal's trade from the Lakers after the 2003-04 season.




  At 34 years and 104 days of age, Bryant became the youngest player in league history to reach 30,000 career points. He is also the all-time leading scorer in Lakers franchise history. Since his second year in the league, Bryant has been selected to start every All-Star Game. He has won the All-Star MVP Award four times (2002, 2007, 2009, and 2011), tying him for the most All Star MVP Awards in NBA history. At the 2008 and 2012 Summer Olympics, he won gold medals as a member of the USA National Team. Sporting News and TNT named Bryant the top NBA player of the 2000s.




  In 2003, Bryant was accused of sexual assault after having sex with a hotel employee in Colorado. In September 2004, prosecutors dropped the case after his accuser refused to testify. A civil suit was later filed and settled out of court.




  Early years




  Childhood and youth




  Kobe Bryant was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania as the youngest of three children and the only son of former Philadelphia 76ers player and former Los Angeles Sparks head coach Joe “Jellybean” Bryant and Pamela Cox Bryant. He is also the maternal nephew of John “Chubby” Cox. His parents named him after the famous beef of Kobe, Japan, which they saw on a restaurant menu. Bryant was raised Roman Catholic. When Bryant was six, his father left the NBA and moved his family to Italy to continue playing professional basketball. Bryant became accustomed to his new lifestyle and learned to speak Italian and Spanish. Joe Bryant played eight seasons in the NBA (Philadelphia, San Diego and Houston) before retiring in 1983. With his father playing professional basketball in Europe, Kobe spent eight years of his childhood in Italy.




  Bryant started playing basketball when he was 3 years old. His favorite team growing up was the Lakers. Bryant's grandfather would mail him videos of NBA games, which Bryant would study. At an early age he also learned to play soccer. His favorite team is AC Milan He has said that if he had stayed in Italy, he would have tried to become a professional soccer player. Bryant is a big fan of former FC Barcelona manager Frank Rijkaard and player Ronhaldino.




  Upon Joe Bryant's retirement from playing basketball in 1991, the Bryant family moved back to the United States.




  High school




  Kobe Bryant earned national recognition during a spectacular high school career at Lower Merion High School, which is located in the Philadelphia suburb of Lower Merion. As a freshman, Kobe played for the varsity basketball team. He became the first player in decades to start for Lower Merion's varsity team, but the team finished with a poor 4–20 record. The following three years, the team compiled a 77–13 record, with Kobe playing all five positions on the court at various times during the season.




  During his junior year, Kobe averaged 31.1 points, 10.4 rebounds and 5.2 assists and was named Pennsylvania Player of the Year. College recruiters from across the country were lined up to recruit him after this breakout year. Duke, North Carolina, Villanova and Michigan were at the top of his list, but when Kevin Garnett went in the first round of the 1995 NBA Draft, he began considering going directly to the pros, as that now seemed like a better option.




  While in high school, then Philadelphia 76ers coach John Lucas invited Bryant to work out and scrimmage with the team. There he played a one-on-one game with Jerry Stackhouse.




  In his senior year of high school, Bryant led the Aces to their first state championship in 53 years. During the run, he averaged 30.8 points, 12 rebounds, 6.5 assists, 4.0 steals, and 3.8 blocked shots in leading the Aces to a 31–3 record. Bryant ended his high school career as Southeastern Pennsylvania's all-time leading scorer at 2,883 points, surpassing both Wilt Chamberlain and Lionel Simmons.




  Bryant received several awards for his performance his senior year including being named Naismith High School Player of the Year, Gatorade Men's National Basketball Player of the Year, a McDonald's All-American and a USA Today All-USA First Team player.




  Bryant's varsity coach, Greg Downer, commented that Bryant was "a complete player who dominates". In 1996, Bryant took R@B singer Brandy Norwood to his senior prom though the two were, and remain, just friends. Ultimately, the 17-year-old Bryant made the decision to go directly into the NBA, becoming only the sixth player in NBA history to do so. Bryant's news was met with a lot of publicity at a time when prep to pro NBA players were not very common (Garnett being the only exception in 20 years). Bryant's SAT score of 1080 would have ensured his basketball scholarship to various top-tier colleges and Bryant has stated that had he decided to go to college after high school, he would have attended Duke University. Instead, Bryant decided to fulfill his lifelong dream of becoming an NBA player.




  NBA career




  1996 NBA Draft




  Bryant was chosen as the 13th overall draft pick by the Charlotte Hornets in 1996, becoming the first guard to ever be taken out of high school. According to Arn Tellem, Bryant's agent at the time, Bryant playing for the Charlotte Hornets was "an impossibility". Bill Branch, the Hornets' head scout at the time, said that the Hornets agreed to trade their draft selection to the Lakers before picking Bryant. The teams agreed to the trade the day before the draft and the Lakers did not tell the Hornets who to select until five minutes before the pick was made. Branch said that prior to the trade agreement, the Hornets never even considered drafting Bryant. To be fair, many teams were not interested in Bryant either, primarily because it was believed he only wanted to play for an L.A team.




  Prior to the draft, Bryant had worked out in Los Angeles, in which he scrimmaged against former Lakers players Larry Drew and Michael Cooper, and according to then-Laker manager Jerry West "marched over these people". On July 1, 1996, West traded his starting center, Vlade Divac, to the Hornets in exchange for Bryant's draft rights. Since he was still 17 at the time of the draft, his parents had to cosign his contract with the Lakers until he was able to sign his own when he turned 18 before the season began.




  Stage One




  Bryant mostly came off the bench behind guards Eddie Jones and Nick Van Exel during his rookie year. At the time he became the youngest player ever to play an NBA game (a record since broken by Jermaine O'Neal and Andrew Bynum), and also became the youngest NBA starter ever. Initially Bryant played limited minutes, but as the season continued, he began to see some more playing time. By the end of the season, he averaged 15.5 minutes a game. During the All-Star Weekend, Bryant was the winner of the 1997 Slam Dunk Contest, becoming the youngest player to be named the slam dunk champion at the age of 18.




  Bryant's performance throughout the year earned him a spot on the NBA All Rookie second team with fellow Lakers' bench teammate Travis Knight. His final minutes of the season ended in disaster when he shot 4 air balls at crucial times in the game. He first missed a jumper to win the game in the 4th quarter and 3 three-pointers in overtime (2 of which would have tied the game in the final minute). With that the Utah Jazz ended the playoffs for the Lakers in the second round. Shaquille O'Neal commented years later that "[Bryant] was the only guy who had the guts at the time to take shots like that."




  In Bryant's second season he received more playing time and began to show more of his abilities as a talented young guard. Bryant would see an increase in minutes when the Lakers "played small", which would feature Bryant playing small forward along side the guards he'd usually back up. Bryant was the runner-up for the NBA Sixth Man of the Year and through fan voting, he also became the youngest NBA All-Star starter in NBA history. He was joined by teammates Shaquille O'Neal, Nick Van Exel, and Eddie Jones, making it the first time since 1983 that four players on the same team were selected to play in the same All-Star Game. Bryant's 15.4 points per game were the highest of any non-starter in the season.




  The 1998-99 season marked Bryant's emergence as a premiere guard in the league. With starting guards Nick Van Exel and Eddie Jones traded to other teams before the start of the season, Bryant started every game for the lockout-shortened 50 game season. Bryant also signed a 6-year contract extension worth $70 million. This would keep him with the Lakers until the end of the 2003–04 season. Even at an early stage of his career sportswriters were comparing his skills to that of Michael Jordan and Magic Johnson. The playoff results, however, were no better, as the Lakers were swept by the San Antonio Spurs in the Western Conference Semifinals.




  An era of Greatness




  Kobe Bryant's postseason fortunes would soon change as Phil Jackson became coach for the Los Angeles Lakers in 1999. After years of steady improvement, Bryant became one of the premier shooting guards in the league, earning appearances in the league's All-NBA, All-Star, and All-Defensive teams.




  The Los Angeles Lakers became true championship contenders under Bryant and Shaquille O'Neal, who formed a legendary center-guard combination. Jackson utilized the triangle offense he used to win six championships with the Chicago Bulls, which would help both Bryant and O'Neal rise to the elite class of the NBA. The three resulting championships won consecutively in 2000, 2001, and 2002 further proved such a fact.




  Bryant started the 1999-2000 season sidelined for six weeks due to an injury to his hand in a preseason game against the Washington Wizards. Once Bryant came back and started playing over 38 minutes a game, he saw an increase in all statistical categories in the 1999–2000 season. This included leading the team in assists per game and steals per game. The duo of O'Neal and Bryant, backed with a strong bench led to the Lakers winning 67 games, tied for fifth-most in NBA history. This followed with O'Neal winning the MVP and Bryant being named to the All-NBA Team, Second Team and All-NBA Defensive Team for the first time in his career (becoming the youngest player ever to receive defensive honors).




  While playing second fiddle to O'Neal in the playoffs, Bryant had some clutch performances including a 25 point, 11 rebound, 7 assist, 4 block game in game 7 of the Western Conference finals against the Portland Trailblazers. He also threw an alley-oop pass to O'Neal to clinch the game and the series. In the 2000 NBA Finals against the Indiana Pacers, Bryant injured his ankle in the second quarter of Game 2 and did not return. In Game 4, Bryant scored 22 points in the second half, and led the team to an overtime victory after O'Neal fouled out of the game. Bryant scored the winning shot to put the Lakers ahead 120–118. With a 116–111 Game 6 win, the Lakers won their first championship since 1998.
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