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FOREWORD

World B. Free

I am not going to lie. I was less than thrilled when I got traded to the Cavaliers from Golden State in mid-December 1982. When I got the news, I was in shock. I was coming from a team that was struggling somewhat to a team that only wished it was in the Warriors’ shoes. The Cavs had finished just 15-67 the season before. By the time I played my first game in the wine and gold, the team had won just three of 23 games in 1982–83.

Upon arriving in Cleveland, I began hearing all the horror stories about the owner, Ted Stepien. Stepien was pretty much running the franchise into the ground by way of wacky trades and other goofy moves, with players coming and going all the time, and had his eyes set on Toronto becoming the team’s new home. It was a chaotic situation, to say the least. And the fans had long since become fed up with Stepien. We were playing before minuscule crowds at The Coliseum. It was a nightmare.

I knew firsthand that Cleveland was a good basketball town. I remembered, from my early years with Philadelphia, fans flocking to The Coliseum to watch very talented Cavs teams. They had guys like Austin Carr, Dick Snyder, Bingo Smith, Campy Russell, Jim Cleamons, and Jim Chones.

Times had changed, though. Boy, had they ever. When I first got to Cleveland, during a game you could dribble the basketball and hear the echo across the entire arena! Dribbling one basketball sounded like 10 basketballs dribbling at one time! When the coach would yell a play, all of the fans knew what the play was because there were about 12 people there!

However, even though I was in a lousy situation, I tried, like I always do in any aspect of my life, to turn a negative into a positive. I remember telling a reporter, “Before I leave here, this place is gonna sell out. This is the beginning of a new beginning.”

The Cavaliers played much better the rest of that 1982-83 season than they had before I got there, finishing with 23 wins. With Stepien thankfully gone and under new—and much more stable—owners Gordon and George Gund, our win total jumped to 28 in 1983-84. Under new head coach George Karl, who replaced Tom Nissalke, we got off to an atrocious start, however, in 1984-85, losing 19 of our first 21 games.

I had played against George in the pros and knew he was a hard-nosed guy. It was his way or the door. We butted heads a couple of times during that terrible start. He wanted me to take fewer shots and be more of a distributor of the ball. I knew, though, that I could still roll and do what I did best, and that was shoot the ball. His way obviously wasn’t working, and he realized it was killing my game, too. George and I had a meeting in his office that was very productive. We realized we needed each other to turn this thing around, and we finally found a happy medium and got on the same page. He allowed me to take my shots again, but I began involving my teammates more. I even became a decoy at times. I saw that the other players were growing, and I began to have more confidence that they’d hit their shots when I’d pass the ball to them.

We started playing much better ball. With veterans like Phil Hubbard and Johnny Davis and youngsters such as Roy Hinson, John Bagley, and Paul Thompson contributing big time, we began to come together and grow as a team. Fueled by a pair of six-game winning streaks, incredibly we put ourselves in position to earn the franchise’s first postseason berth in seven years. And, on April 9, we did just that with a 114–100 victory over New Jersey in front of more than 10,000 raucous fans at The Coliseum. That attendance figure might not sound all that impressive to younger fans, but considering that we regularly played before home crowds in the 3,000–4,000 range when I first got to Cleveland, it was reason to celebrate. We finished with a 36-46 record that was good enough for the eighth and final seed in the Eastern Conference playoffs.

Our first-round opponent was top-seeded Boston, the defending NBA champion, a team that finished a league-best 63-19 and was led by future Hall of Famers Larry Bird, Kevin McHale, and Robert Parish. No one gave us a chance, but I felt we could beat the Celtics, I really did, especially after the first game up in Boston when we lost by only three points. We wound up losing the series three games to one, but, man, did we ever throw a scare into those boys from Beantown. We gave them everything we had and more. Every game was close. It just didn’t go our way at the end of the three games we lost.

What made that Boston series even more special to me was the fact that, in the last two games at The Coliseum, we played before sellout crowds of nearly 21,000, bringing to reality exactly what I had told that reporter some two years earlier. It was beautiful. It was like my championship! To put it in perspective, what we accomplished in Cleveland in that 1984-85 season was an even bigger thrill for me, believe it or not, than when I was a member of the Philadelphia team eight years earlier that advanced all the way to the NBA Finals. True, I was a key cog for that Philly club, but that squad had guys like Dr. J., George McGinnis, and Doug Collins. The Cleveland situation was more of a challenge for me. I was in my early-30s and on my last legs. After all the work I had put into basketball, building that place back up was my greatest achievement. It was something that was really needed because, although many people consider Cleveland to be a Browns town first and an Indians town second, basketball is very, very important to that city.

I was awfully proud of the LeBron James–led Cavaliers who in 2016 brought a championship to a title-starved town that deserved one like no other. There is one other thing I would like to see while I am still alive—and that is to have 21, my jersey number with the Cavs, hanging in the rafters of The Q. Even if it never happens, though, I will always have fond memories of my four years in Cleveland.

Especially that remarkable playoff run 32 years ago that brought excitement back to Cavaliers basketball after some very dark days.


PREFACE

My number one Cavs memory is when LeBron James and company defeated the Golden State Warriors in Game 7 of the NBA Finals on June 19, 2016, giving the city of Cleveland its first major professional sports championship in more than half a century. The spectacular parade and rally downtown three days later brought chills up my spine. Odds are, though, that my second-favorite Cavaliers memory will shock you. I’d put money on it.

The Miracle of Richfield? I barely missed out on all the fun, as I began following the Cavs the very next season. The near upset of Larry Bird and Boston in the 1985 playoffs? Nope. The next season’s NBA Draft day that brought to town Brad Daugherty, Ron Harper, and Mark Price? Uh-uh. The Game 7 blowout of the Celtics in Bird’s farewell six years later that I witnessed in person? Not. The 2003 Draft Lottery that brought to town the one and only LeBron James? His buzzer beater against the Magic six years later? Try again.

My second-most cherished Cavaliers memory came when I was 12, soon to be 13, years old, long before LeBron was even a passing thought in his mother’s mind. It was a game against Bird, just a rookie then, and Boston on the night of March 22, 1980, toward the end of a season in which Cleveland finished just 37-45. The game wasn’t even on TV locally, since it was back in the days when most went untelevised. I listened to Joe Tait’s radio call of the Cavs’ 109–105 victory—win number eight in a row—that inched them closer to a coveted playoff berth, which seemed impossible two weeks beforehand. The contest was played at a rocking Coliseum before nearly 20,000 fans. I believe, at that time, it was the most exciting Cavaliers home game since the Miracle of Richfield, even more so than the thrilling, four-overtime shocker over Magic Johnson and the Lakers some two months earlier.

The great thing about being a sports fan is that, just like in all aspects of life, everyone has an opinion. Debating who the best player is, what the best team is, who the best coach is … that’s what it’s all about.

The Cavaliers have definitely had their ups and downs throughout their 46 seasons, from their 15-win expansion year all the way to their 2015-16 championship season. Cleveland Cavaliers A–Z offers fans a chance to relive their favorite memories from Cavs history, plus many more, in a unique format—more than 550 items of interest, including every single player who ever suited up for the Cavs, within 26 chapters for each letter of the alphabet, plus individual, team, and attendance statistics.

It is quite possible that I am the only Cavs fan out there who has such a strong recollection of that 1980 game against the Celtics. But that’s okay.

After all, to each his own.


DECADE-BY-DECADE TIMELINE

1970-71 to 1979-80

It was an inauspicious start for the Cavaliers in their inaugural season of 1970-71. Under owner Nick Mileti and head coach Bill Fitch, they lost their first 15 games, including a 141–87 thrashing by Philadelphia. Win number one came by a 105–103 score at fellow expansion team Portland. The Cavs then lost 12 more in a row to fall to an appalling 1-27. Their first win at home, the decrepit Cleveland Arena, was by a 108–106 score over their other fellow expansion club, Buffalo. The Cavs dropped to 3-37 before winning two straight games for the first time, both at home—120–107 over the Braves the day after Christmas and 114–101 over the 76ers two days later. The Cavaliers, who were led by Walt Wesley and John Johnson, finished 15-67 and in the far reaches of the Central Division basement.

The Cavs slowly and steadily progressed, for the most part, in the coming years. They improved to 23-59 in 1971-72 and 32-50 in 1972-73 but dropped to 29-53 in 1973-74, their final season at the Cleveland Arena. By the time The Coliseum, a brand new basketball palace in nearby Richfield, became their home in 1974-75, the Cavaliers’ roster had some talented players on it like Jim Cleamons, Dick Snyder, Foots Walker, Austin Carr, Bingo Smith, Jim Brewer, Campy Russell, and Jim Chones.

Cleveland opened the 1974-75 season with six road games, going 3-3, including a win at defending NBA champion Boston. Unfortunately, the Cavaliers christened The Coliseum by losing badly to the same Celtics. Then they won three games in a row and went on to enjoy a solid first three months of the season, winning 22 of 40 games. They dropped eight straight to fall four games below the .500 mark before winning 10 of 13 to improve to 32-29. The playoffs were a distinct possibility. A seven-game losing streak ensued, however, before the Cavs won seven of 10 to get to 39-39 with four games left. They lost at Houston and Atlanta, then returned home for a crucial contest against New York, another team in the running for an Eastern Conference playoff berth—the biggest game in franchise history to that point. Before a then NBA-record crowd of 20,239, the Cavaliers prevailed 100–95. They needed to win their finale against the Kings three days later on a Sunday afternoon in Omaha, Nebraska, to qualify for the playoffs and close the regular season with a 41-41 record. Unfortunately, they lost 95–94 when Fred Foster’s shot from the top of the key was blocked as time expired. It was a disappointing end to a season filled with hope.
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In a key matchup for both teams, the largest crowd ever to watch an NBA game to date—20,239—cheers the Cavs to a 100–95 victory over the Knicks, April 3, 1975. (The Cleveland Press Collection, Michael Schwartz Library, Cleveland State University)

With basically the same cast of characters, the Cavaliers got off to a slow start in 1975-76, losing 10 of their first 16 games. Then, on Thanksgiving Day, they acquired Akron native—and living legend—Nate Thurmond, by way of a trade with Chicago. The Cavs lost four of six games following the trade, but with Thurmond backing up Chones—giving the team a needed defensive presence underneath—they reeled off seven straight wins to improve to 15-14. When they lost to Detroit in overtime on January 7, that dropped them to 18-18, but it would be the last time they would sit at the .500 mark that season. It would be a battle between the Cavaliers and Washington for the Central Division title the rest of the way. With seven players averaging double figures in points per game, led by Chones’s 15.8, the Cavs dethroned the five-time defending division champs by a single game, 49-33 to 48-34.

After receiving a first-round bye, the Cavaliers opposed the Bullets in what would turn out to be a memorable seven-game conference semifinal series, with the Cavs coming out on top. Three of their victories came in miraculous fashion—two at The Coliseum—in what would soon become known as the “Miracle of Richfield.” Chones broke his right foot in a practice session two days before the start of the conference title series with Boston, ending his season. With Thurmond manning the starting center spot, the Cavaliers took the eventual NBA champions to six tough games before falling, prompting many to opine that the Cavs, not the Celtics, would have won the whole shebang had Chones been in there.

With a healthy Chones back, the Cavaliers raced out of the gates scorching hot in 1976-77, winning their first eight games. They were 16-4—their second-best record ever after 20 games—following a 98–91 overtime win at Kansas City on December 1. They leveled off somewhat and were 27-22 when Thurmond suffered a left knee injury that, for all intents and purposes, ended his career. With Elmore Smith, who had arrived by way of a trade with the Bucks three-and-a-half weeks earlier, helping out underneath, the Cavs finished 43-39, good enough for the sixth and final seed in the Eastern Conference playoff field. In a series not nearly as riveting as the one with Washington the year before, they lost to the Bullets two games to one in the opening round.

The Cavaliers started strong again in 1977–78 but dropped off and struggled to stay above the .500 mark for the majority of the season. A hot finish—nine wins in their last 10 games—resulted in another 43-39 finish and pushed them into the playoffs as the fourth seed. They were quickly vanquished in the opening round, however, by the Knicks two games to none, getting blown out at home 132–114 in Game 1 and falling 109–107 in Game 2 at Madison Square Garden on Spencer Haywood’s jumper from the top of the key with two seconds remaining.

The Cavs began the 1978-79 season 4-0 but then lost 14 of their next 15 games. They heated up a little and, after a 112–108 win over the Warriors on January 7, their record stood at 17-22. That was the closest they would come to .500 for the rest of the season. They wound up 30-52 and in fifth place in the Central Division. Fitch resigned after the season.

With Stan Albeck as the new head coach, newcomers Randy Smith, Dave Robisch, and Kenny Carr on the roster, and 1978 first-round draft pick Mike Mitchell coming into his own, leading the team in scoring, the 1979-80 Cavaliers had by far the most potent offense in franchise history. Unfortunately, the team’s defense was just about as bad as its offense was good. The Cavs started poorly but improved to 19-20 by the New Year. An atrocious January and February dropped them to 27-43 in early March. An eight-game winning streak—capped off by an electrifying 109–105 triumph over Boston in a nearly sold-out Coliseum—got them within striking distance of a playoff berth. They fell just short, most likely due to a season-ending injury to Russell halfway through the schedule, splitting their final four games to finish 37-45.

1980-81 to 1989-90

With new owner Ted Stepien doing his best to ruin the franchise in every way imaginable and hothead Bill Musselman as the new head coach, the 1980-81 Cavaliers began the season 12-27 before improving enough to get to 22-32 at the All-Star break. Unfortunately they came out of the break ice cold, dropping five straight games en route to a 28-54 record. New general manager Don Delaney replaced Musselman for the final 11 games.

With Stepien (where was Delaney?) making bad, and bizarre, trades and under four head coaches—Delaney, Bob Kloppenburg, Chuck Daly, and Musselman again—the 1981–82 Cavaliers lost their final 19 games and finished 15-67. By this time, Stepien was known locally as “Terrible Ted,” and his team was referred to by many as the “Cadavers.”

With Tom Nissalke the new head coach in 1982-83, the soap opera continued as the Cavs lost their first five games for an NBA record at the time of 24 straight defeats dating back to the previous season. A month-and-a-half into the schedule, a trade that actually benefited the team brought sharpshooter World B. Free to Cleveland from Golden State. Free’s long bombs were about all that Cavs fans had to cheer in a 23-59 season.

[image: image]

With empty seats behind them, Ted Stepien (left) and Bill Musselman prior to a home game with Chicago, April 7, 1982. (The Cleveland Press Collection, Michael Schwartz Library, Cleveland State University)

Just as he was about to finalize a deal that would land the Cavaliers in Toronto, Stepien sold the team to a local group headed by brothers Gordon and George Gund. The Cavs improved in 1983-84 but still finished just 28-54. With George Karl as the new head coach, they began the next season 2-19. However, led by Free and a surprisingly effective supporting cast, including Roy Hinson, Phil Hubbard, and John Bagley, they recovered remarkably, enough for a 36-46 record and the final seed in the conference playoffs, the team’s first postseason berth in seven years. Karl’s squad put up a gallant effort against Larry Bird and heavy favorite Boston in the first round, losing three games to one in an extremely competitive series.

Cleveland won just 29 games under Karl and Gene Littles in 1985-86. With former Cavalier Lenny Wilkens as the new head coach and Brad Daugherty, Ron Harper, and Mark Price on the roster by way of a remarkable NBA Draft day the previous summer, plus John “Hot Rod” Williams in the fold, the future looked bright despite a 31-51 record.

With Larry Nance’s high-wire act in town in 1987-88 due to a late-season trade with Phoenix, the Cavaliers posted their first winning record, 42-40, in a decade and qualified for the playoffs. In what would turn out to be virtually a yearly ritual, they were ousted by Michael Jordan and the Bulls in the first round three games to two. The next year was even more heartbreaking. After waltzing to a franchise-best at the time 57-25 record, the Cavs again lost to the Bulls, a team they had swept all six games from during the regular season, in the first round of the playoffs. This time it was Jordan’s buzzer beater—“The Shot”—on May 7 at The Coliseum that eliminated the Cavs, again in a deciding fifth game. With the flashy, and extremely athletic, Harper traded to the Clippers seven games into the 1989-90 season—a controversial move to say the least among Cavs fans—the team finished just 42-40 and again failed to advance past the opening round of the playoffs, losing three games to two yet again, this time to Philadelphia.

1990-91 to 1999-2000

The 1990-91 Cavaliers were ravaged by injuries. They were 8-7 when Price tore his left ACL, ending his season. They were 14-28 when Williams severely sprained his foot, ending his season. The Cavs wound up 33-49. The 1991-92 Cavaliers lost four of their first five games before winning 12 of their next 16 to improve to 13-8. After a loss at New Jersey, they put the pedal to the metal by reeling off 11 straight wins to improve to 24-9. They finished with a 57-25 record but still 10 games behind Jordan and the Central Division champion Bulls. They ousted New Jersey three games to one in the opening round of the playoffs and then in the conference semifinals eliminated Boston in seven games, dominating the Celtics 122–104 in the deciding game before a sellout crowd of 20,273 at The Coliseum. In the Eastern Conference Finals, the Cavs lost to the Bulls in six games.
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John “Hot Rod” Williams drives past Larry Bird during the 1992 Eastern Conference Semifinals. (AndersonsClevelandDesign.com)

The next season, the Cavaliers again started slowly, dropping five of their first eight games. They were 8-11 when they ripped off seven straight wins and 10 of 11. They were 43-27 on April 4 when they went on a 10-game winning skein en route to a 54-28 finish. They beat the Nets again in the opening round of the playoffs, but this time it took five games to do it. In the second round, they were swept in four games by the Bulls, losing the finale 103–101 in heartbreaking fashion at The Coliseum on “The Shot II”—another jumper by Jordan at the buzzer.

With Mike Fratello as the Cavaliers’ new head coach in 1993-94, the team started slowly yet again and was just 7-14 a week before Christmas. A five-game winning streak culminating in overtime wins against Indiana and Charlotte, respectively, was exactly what the doctor ordered. Three straight defeats ensued, but that was just an aberration. The Cavs proceeded to win 13 of their next 19 games. A 102–95 home loss to the Knicks on February 17 left them with a 25-24 record. An 11-game winning streak upped their record to 36-24 as they primed themselves for the postseason. They wound up 47-35. Unfortunately, their first-round playoff opponent was—you guessed it—the Bulls. Even minus “M.J.,” who at the time was “retired,” the Cavaliers could not get over the Windy City hump, getting swept in three games, the fifth time in seven years that their season came to a close with a loss to Chicago. It was only fitting, too, that the clincher—the Cavs’ final game ever at The Coliseum—came in heartbreaking fashion yet again, 95–92 in overtime.

By the time the 1994-95 season arrived, the Cavaliers had a new home in downtown Cleveland, Gund Arena. Helping veterans Price and Williams were youngsters like Terrell Brandon, Bobby Phills, Tyrone Hill, and Chris Mills. The Cavs got off to a hot start. They were 20-8 on New Year’s Day. They lost 10 of their next 16 games to fall to 26-18 but then won seven of nine to get to 33-20, their high point of the season. Their win-loss record slowly went downhill, and they finished the season 43-39, still, though, good enough for a playoff berth. They were ousted in the first round by New York three games to one.

After a horrendous start to the 1995-96 season in which they lost their first seven games, the Cavaliers picked it up and, after a 92–79 home win over Denver on December 17, were 11-11. They would not fall below the .500 mark the rest of the season. In fact, they heated up even more and, after an eight-game winning streak in late January and February, found themselves with a 30-20 record. They wound up 47-35 but lost to the Knicks again in the first round of the playoffs, this time in three straight games.

The next season, the Cavs won 21 of their first 31 games but then dropped 12 of their next 16 to fall to 25-22. They played just about .500 ball the rest of the way and were battling Washington for the East’s eighth and final postseason berth heading into the regular season finale at home against those same Bullets. The winner would qualify for the playoffs; the loser’s season would be over. In front of a near-sellout crowd, the Cavs blew a nine-point halftime lead and lost 85–81. They finished with a 42-40 record.

With five-time All-Star Shawn Kemp aboard by way of a trade with Seattle, the 1997-98 Cavaliers began the season 4-6, but a 103–80 rout of Minnesota on November 21 was the start of a 10-game winning streak that fueled their battle for playoff positioning the rest of the season. By March 12, they had fallen to 33-30, but an overtime win against New York helped propel them to a 47-35 finish and the sixth seed in the conference. They were quickly vanquished, however, by the Pacers three games to one in the opening round of the playoffs.

In a lockout-shortened 1998-99 season, the Cavaliers stayed right in the thick of the playoff race until they lost 10 of their last 11 games to finish 22-28 and out of the postseason. Under new head coach Randy Wittman, the Cavs got off to a decent start in 1999-2000, going 11-9 in the first month-and-a-half. Then the bottom fell out. They lost seven straight games and 10 of 11, which set the tone for the rest of the season. They wound up 32-50 and in the far reaches of the Central Division.

2000-01 to 2009-10

With Zydrunas Ilgauskas, Andre Miller, and Lamond Murray leading the way, the 2000-01 Cavaliers got off to an excellent start, winning 15 of their first 22 games. It was downhill from there, though. By January 19, they were 18-20. Wins over the Trail Blazers and Bulls returned them to the .500 mark, but it was a free fall after that in the form of a 10-game losing streak and a pair of seven-game losing skeins the rest of the way. The Cavs finished 30-52, again in the far reaches of the Central Division.

With John Lucas as the new head coach, the 2001-02 Cavaliers began poorly, losing nine of their first 11 games, hitting the 100-point mark just once. They turned it around somewhat by improving to 13-18 just after the New Year, but a 101–91 loss at Toronto was the start of a 12-game losing streak that included an embarrassing 96–64 defeat at Portland. They finished 29-53, again deep in the Central Division.

The 2002-03 Cavaliers split their first four games, including an 89–70 shocker over the defending NBA champion Lakers in the home opener. Unfortunately, that was Cleveland’s high point of the season. The Cavs lost their next 15 games, hitting the century mark just once. Lucas was fired following a 95–78 defeat at Utah that dropped the team’s record to an absurd 8-34. Assistant coach Keith Smart replaced Lucas. He wasn’t much better, going 9-31 as the team finished 17-65, tied with the Nuggets for by far the worst record in the league.

From the ashes of that disastrous 2002-03 season came the arrival of the one and only LeBron James by way of the Cavaliers winning that spring’s NBA Draft Lottery. Under new head coach Paul Silas and with a supporting cast led by Ilgauskas and Carlos Boozer, the Cavs started poorly and were 6-19 on December 17. They began to play better and by January 20 were 14-27. A trade with Portland the next day that brought to town Jeff McInnis was the real spark the team needed. The Cavs won 17 of their next 26 games to improve to 31-36. A season-ending injury to McInnis during a March 16 blowout of the Bulls was exactly what the team didn’t need. Even with James doing his thing, Cleveland dropped 11 of its next 12 games. Three wins to end the season were not enough as the Cavaliers, who finished 35-47, wound up right behind Boston for the East’s final playoff berth.

With Drew Gooden replacing the departed Boozer, the 2004-05 Cavaliers began 0-3 but, beginning with a 93-79 triumph at Atlanta, won nine of their next 10 games to improve to 9-4. By February 23, they were 31-21, and a playoff berth seemed imminent. However, six straight defeats—three of them blowouts—followed. Silas was fired on March 21, the day after a 105–98 loss to the lowly Raptors dropped the team to 34-30. Assistant coach Brendan Malone replaced Silas and went 8-10 the rest of the way, including two wins to finish the schedule, giving Cleveland its first winning season in seven years. It was bittersweet, though, as the Cavs lost out to New Jersey on a tiebreaker for the eighth and final Eastern Conference playoff berth.

Silas’s pink slip was not the only organizational change that occurred in March 2005. The Gunds sold the Cavaliers to Dan Gilbert, who the following season renamed the team’s home venue Quicken Loans Arena (it quickly became known as “The Q”).
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Damon Jones hits the series-winning basket against Washington in Game 6 of an Eastern Conference first-round playoff matchup, May 5, 2006. (AndersonsClevelandDesign.com)

Under new head coach Mike Brown, the 2005-06 Cavs were Team Streak. They started 9-2 but then lost seven of their next nine games to drop to 11-9. Then they won nine of 11, lost six straight, and then won 12 of 16 before dropping eight of 12 to fall to 36-29. A 99–84 victory over Portland on March 17 was the start of a nine-game winning streak. They wound up winning 14 of their final 17 games to finish 50-32 and in second place in the Central Division. In the first round of the playoffs, the Cavaliers defeated the Wizards, four games to two. Damon Jones nailed a 17-foot shot with 4.8 seconds to go in overtime that wound up giving the Cavs a series-clinching 114–113 victory in Game 6 at Washington. In the conference semifinals against the top-seeded Pistons, the Cavs were primed for the upset when they won three of the first five games. They fumbled their chance to clinch the series at home when they lost Game 6 84–82. Two days later they fizzled out by scoring just 61 points in dropping the deciding game at Detroit.

Unlike the previous season, the 2006-07 Cavaliers were nothing if not consistent. They never lost more than three games in a row, and that occurred just twice. They finished 50-32 again and met Washington in the opening round of the playoffs again. This time they swept the Wizards in four games. In the conference semifinals, they defeated the Nets four games to two.

Then came the rematch with Detroit, which had eliminated Cleveland in the conference semis the year before. This time it was the conference finals. The Cavs lost Games 1 and 2 at Detroit by the exact same score of 79–76. They won Games 3 and 4 at home, then returned to Detroit for Game 5. In one of the most memorable games in Cavaliers history, James played the role of Superman, even more so than usual, by almost singlehandedly leading his team to a 109–107 victory in double overtime. He scored 48 points and had nine rebounds, seven assists, and two steals. Incredibly, he scored the Cavs’ final 25 points and 29 of their last 30!

Two nights later at The Q, in the first game they ever played in the month of June, the Cavaliers broke open a tight game in the fourth quarter and won going away 98–82 to advance to the franchise’s first NBA Finals. Daniel Gibson scored 31 points, including 19 in the final period. He was five for five from three-point range, with three in the fourth quarter. The Cavs were quickly brought back to Earth in the Finals as they were steamrolled by San Antonio in four straight games.

The next season, the Cavaliers finished 45-37 and in second place in the Central Division. In what was becoming a yearly ritual, they faced Washington in the opening round of the playoffs. The Cavs won the first two games at home, then lost two of the next three before easily defeating the Wizards 105–88 in Game 6 at Washington to win the series. Then they faced Boston in the conference semifinals. The Celtics, who had added Ray Allen and Kevin Garnett to a roster that already had Paul Pierce, finished an NBA-best 66-16 during the regular season. The Cavs put up a noble effort. Each team won its three home games heading into the deciding Game 7 in Beantown. It turned out to be a classic duel between James and Pierce. James scored 45 points, Pierce scored 41, but the Celtics came out on top 97–92, ending Cleveland’s season.
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LeBron James reacts to a monster dunk he made against Boston during the 2008 Eastern Conference Semifinals. (AndersonsClevelandDesign.com)

With Mo Williams and Delonte West aboard, the 2008-09 Cavaliers put together a season for the ages, finishing an NBA-best 66-16, the best record in franchise history. They swept the Pistons and Hawks, respectively, in the first two rounds of the playoffs. Against Orlando in the Eastern Conference Finals they split the first two games at home, losing 107–106 in Game 1 and winning 96–95 in Game 2 on James’s memorable three-pointer from 25 feet at the buzzer. The Magic took Games 3 and 4 in Orlando, including a 116–114 overtime win in the latter. The Cavs won Game 5 at The Q but fell 103–90 in Game 6 at Orlando, losing the series four games to two.

With Shaquille O’Neal, Anthony Parker, and Antawn Jamison aboard, the latter who was acquired in a trade with the Wizards in February, the 2009-10 Cavaliers finished 61-21, again the best record in the league. They beat the Bulls four games to one in the opening round of the playoffs. Boston was next in the conference semifinals. The Cavs lost four games to two. The 94–85 defeat in Game 6 would be James’s finale as a Cavalier—at least for a while. Less than two months later, on July 8, came “The Decision,” when James announced by way of an interview with ESPN’s Jim Gray that he would be leaving the Cavs to join forces with Dwyane Wade and Chris Bosh in Miami.

2010-11 to present

Life without LeBron was not exactly filled with happiness. After a respectable 7-9 start in 2010-11 under new head coach Byron Scott, the Cavaliers lost 10 in a row, beat the Knicks in overtime, then proceeded to lose their next 26 games, tying the 1976–77 Tampa Bay Buccaneers for the longest losing streak in U.S. major professional sports history, to drop to 8-45. They finished with a 19-63 record. The next season, which was shortened due to another lockout, the Cavs again began respectably, going 13-17 through the first two months. Despite the presence of Kyrie Irving and Tristan Thompson, the first and fourth overall picks, respectively, in the 2011 NBA Draft, six- and nine-game losing streaks pointed them to a 21-45 final record.

Even with Dion Waiters, the fourth overall pick in the 2012 NBA Draft, aboard, the 2012-13 Cavaliers were putrid. After splitting their first four games, it was downhill the rest of the way. They lost 16 of their last 18 games to finish 24-58. With Mike Brown back as head coach and Anthony Bennett, the top overall pick in the 2013 NBA Draft, doing essentially nothing, the 2013-14 Cavs finished 33-49.

After James helped the Heat win two NBA titles in his four years in South Florida, he announced on July 11, 2014, by way of a letter on SI.com (“The Decision II”) that he would be returning to the Cavaliers in 2014-15. Joining him in Cleveland was newcomer Kevin Love, a three-time All-Star. The Cavs’ brass thought the “Big Three” of James, Irving, and Love would turn the trick and bring the city of Cleveland its first major professional sports championship in more than half a century. Other key newcomers included J. R. Smith, Timofey Mozgov, and Iman Shumpert, all of whom joined the team in early January. Gritty Matthew Dellavedova, new to the team a year earlier, would also be a big contributor to the Cavs’ success.

It took a while, but under new head coach David Blatt, the 2014-15 Cavaliers eventually got it together. After a six-game losing streak dropped them to 19-20 in mid-January, they won a dozen straight. They finished 53-29 in winning the Central Division. They swept the Celtics in four games in round one of the playoffs. Love, however, missed the rest of the postseason after dislocating his left shoulder in the early going of the series finale. In the conference semifinals, James’s 21-foot buzzer beater in Game 4 helped the Cavs beat the Bulls in six games. They swept Atlanta in the conference finals.

The Cavaliers’ opponent in the NBA Finals was Golden State, a team that won an NBA-best 67 games during the regular season and ripped through the playoffs almost as easily as the Cavs had. The Warriors had scoring machine—and league MVP—Stephen Curry plus an explosive supporting cast, including sharpshooter Klay Thompson. The Cavs lost Game 1 at Golden State 108–100 in overtime. They also lost Irving for the rest of the series to a broken left kneecap he incurred during the overtime period.

LeBron would have to do it without Love and Irving. He got off to a rousing start by scoring a game-high 39 points, grabbing 16 rebounds, and dishing out 11 assists in leading the Cavs to a 95–93 overtime victory three nights later, also on the road, to even the series at a game apiece. Led by James’s superhuman performance of 40 points, 12 rebounds, eight assists, four steals, and two blocked shots, the Cavs won Game 3 at home 96–91 two nights later. James’s numbers dropped dramatically in a Game 4 blowout loss, also at home. He returned to superhuman status in Game 5 on the road and Game 6 at home, but Golden State was just too good for a one-man wrecking crew. The Warriors won the championship in six games.

Irving did not return to action the next season until December 20. By that time, the Cavaliers were 17-7 and looking good. Most observers felt they were pretty much a shoo-in to represent the East in the Finals again. By January 21, they were 30-11 and battling Toronto for the conference’s number one seed. That is when the team dropped a bombshell on the rest of the NBA by firing Blatt and replacing him with assistant coach Tyronn Lue. The Cavs went 27-14 the rest of the way for a 57-25 finish and the top seed in the East.

The Cavaliers swept through the Pistons and Hawks in the first two rounds of the playoffs before ousting the Raptors four games to two in the conference finals. Their opponent in the championship round? None other than Golden State in a rematch of the previous year’s Finals. This time, though, the Cavs had a healthy Irving and Love. The Warriors, who won an NBA-record 73 games during the regular season, aimed to prove that their Finals triumph over the injury-ravaged Cavs a year earlier was not a fluke. They got off to a fine start by winning three of the first four games and looked to close out the series in Game 5 on June 13 at Oracle Arena. The Cavaliers, however, had different plans. Behind 41 points each from James and Irving—the first time in Finals history that teammates scored 40 or more points in the same game—they shocked the favored Warriors 112–97 to stay alive.
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Kyrie Irving about to connect on a crucial three-point shot late in the Cavaliers’ 93–89 Game 7 Finals victory over the Warriors, June 19, 2016. (AndersonsClevelandDesign.com)

Three nights later at The Q, James hung up 41 points again, along with 11 assists and eight rebounds, in leading the Cavaliers to a 115–101 victory in a game they led 31–11 after one quarter. There would be a deciding seventh game on June 19 back at Oracle Arena. In the first close contest of the series, James and Irving led the way as the Cavs won a 93–89 thriller. James had 27 points, 11 rebounds, and 11 assists; Irving had 26 points and six rebounds. Each player hit a basket toward the end that was critical—Irving a three-pointer and James a free throw that shut the coffin door on the home team. It was the first time a team recovered from a 3–1 series deficit to win the NBA Finals. It was also the city of Cleveland’s first major professional sports championship since the Browns won the NFL title all the way back in 1964.


A

ADUBATO, RICHIE

Richie Adubato was a Cavaliers assistant coach in 1993-94.

ALBECK, STAN

Stan Albeck was Cleveland’s head coach in 1979-80. The team was 19-20 but then fell to 27-43 before a late hot streak got them to 35-43 and within striking distance of a playoff berth. It didn’t happen, as the Cavs finished 37-45. That offseason Albeck quit.

ALEXANDER, GARY

Gary Alexander was a 6-foot-7, 240-pound power forward for the Cavaliers in 1993-94. He was signed as a free agent on March 18, 1994. In seven games with Cleveland, he averaged 2.4 points, 1.7 rebounds, .1 assists, and .4 steals per contest. He scored eight points in a 110–95 loss to the Hawks on April 13 at Atlanta. He became a free agent again on July 1, 1994, and was not re-signed.

ALLRED, LANCE

Lance Allred was a 6-foot-11, 250-pound center for the Cavaliers in 2007-08. The first legally deaf player in NBA history, Allred signed the first of two 10-day contracts on March 13, 2008, and on April 4, 2008, signed a contract for the remainder of the 2007-08 season. He played three games with Cleveland.

ALL-STAR GAME HEAD COACH

Lenny Wilkens (1988-89)

Mike Brown (2008-09)

Tyronn Lue (2015-16)

ALL-STAR GAME MVP

LeBron James (2005-06)

LeBron James (2007-08)

Kyrie Irving (2013-14)

ALL-STAR GAMES HOSTED BY THE CAVALIERS

The Cavaliers have hosted two All-Star Games—in the 1980-81 and 1996-97 seasons. The first one was on February 1, 1981, at The Coliseum in front of 20,239 fans. With the Cavs’ Mike Mitchell, who replaced injured Dan Roundfield of the Atlanta Hawks, contributing 14 points, four rebounds, two assists, and a steal, the East defeated the West 123–120. The MVP was future Hall of Famer Nate “Tiny” Archibald of the East’s Boston Celtics, who had nine points, nine assists, five rebounds, and three steals. Philadelphia’s Julius Erving led the East with 18 points. Phoenix’s Dennis Johnson and Seattle’s Paul Westphal led the West with 19 points apiece.
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The official logo for the 1981 All-Star Game. (AndersonsClevelandDesign.com)

The second All-Star Game hosted by the Cavaliers was on February 9, 1997, in front of 20,562 fans at Gund Arena. With the Cavs’ Terrell Brandon scoring 10 points, dishing out eight assists, plus getting three rebounds and two steals, the East beat the West 132–120. The MVP was Glen Rice of the East’s Charlotte Hornets, who scored a game-high 26 points and had a rebound, an assist, and two steals. The West’s leading scorer was Golden State’s Latrell Sprewell, who had 19 points. The 50 Greatest Players in NBA History were honored at halftime.

ALL-STARS

1970-71 – John Johnson

1971-72 – Butch Beard, John Johnson

1972-73 – Lenny Wilkens

1973-74 – Austin Carr

1978-79 – Campy Russell

1980-81 – Mike Mitchell

1987-88 – Brad Daugherty

1988-89 – Brad Daugherty, Larry Nance, Mark Price

1990-91 – Brad Daugherty

1991-92 – Brad Daugherty, Mark Price

1992-93 – Brad Daugherty, Larry Nance, Mark Price

1993-94 – Mark Price

1994-95 – Tyrone Hill

1995-96 – Terrell Brandon

1996-97 – Terrell Brandon

1997-98 – Shawn Kemp

2002-03 – Zydrunas Ilgauskas

2004-05 – Zydrunas Ilgauskas, LeBron James

2005-06 – LeBron James

2006-07 – LeBron James

2007-08 – LeBron James

2008-09 – LeBron James, Mo Williams

2009-10 – LeBron James

2012-13 – Kyrie Irving

2013-14 – Kyrie Irving

2014-15 – Kyrie Irving, LeBron James

2015-16 – LeBron James

AMAECHI, JOHN

John Amaechi was a 6-foot-10, 270-pound power forward for Cleveland in 1995-96. Signed as a free agent on October 5, 1995, he averaged 2.8 points, 1.9 rebounds, .3 assists, .2 steals, and .4 blocked shots per game in his one season with the Cavs. He scored 11 points in a 106–88 loss to Chicago on November 9 at Gund Arena. He was waived on July 31, 1996.

AMUNDSON, LOU

Lou Amundson was a 6-foot-9, 220-pound power forward for the Cavaliers in 2014-15. Signed as a free agent on September 26, 2014, he averaged .9 points, 1.7 rebounds, .4 assists, and .1 steals per contest in 12 games with Cleveland. He scored five points in a 106–74 victory over Orlando on November 24 at Quicken Loans Arena. He was traded to the Knicks on January 5, 2015.

ANDERSON, CLIFF

Cliff Anderson was a 6-foot-2, 200-pound shooting guard for Cleveland in 1970-71. He was signed as a free agent on October 15, 1970. In 19 games with the Cavs, he averaged 3.4 points, .7 assists, and 1.6 rebounds per contest. He scored 20 points in a 108–104 loss to the Suns on October 23 at Phoenix. He was waived on December 13, 1970.

ANDERSON, DEREK

Derek Anderson was a 6-foot-5, 194-pound small forward and shooting guard for the Cavaliers from 1997-98 to 1998-99. A first-round draft pick out of the University of Kentucky in 1997, he averaged 11.3 points, 2.8 rebounds, 3.6 assists, 1.3 steals, and .2 blocked shots per game in his two seasons with Cleveland. His best season as a Cavalier was 1997-98, when he averaged 11.7 points, 2.8 rebounds, 3.4 assists, 1.3 steals, and .2 blocked shots per contest.

Anderson scored 30 points in a 105–93 loss to the Lakers on April 3, 1998, at Gund Arena and 18 points in an 80–74 playoff defeat to Indiana on April 30, 1998, again at Gund Arena. He was traded to the Clippers on August 4, 1999.

ANDERSON, RON

Ron Anderson was a 6-foot-7, 215-pound small forward for the Cavaliers from 1984-85 to 1985-86. A second-round draft choice out of California State University, Fresno, in 1984, he averaged 5.6 points, 2.2 rebounds, .8 assists, .2 steals, and .1 blocked shots per game in his two seasons with Cleveland. His best season as a Cavalier was 1984-85, when he averaged 5.8 points, 2.4 rebounds, .9 assists, .3 steals, and .2 blocked shots per contest. Anderson scored 27 points in a 111–101 loss to the 76ers on October 26, 1984, at Philadelphia. He was traded to Indiana on December 10, 1985.

ANDRIUSKEVICIUS, MARTYNAS

Martynas Andriuskevicius was a 7-foot-2, 240-pound center for Cleveland in 2005-06. Traded from Orlando on June 28, 2005, he averaged .7 rebounds and .3 steals per contest in six games with the Cavs. He was traded to Chicago on August 18, 2006.

APRIL

The following are five memorable Cavaliers games that were played in the month of April:

APRIL 3, 1975

In the biggest game in their brief history to that point, the Cavaliers defeated the New York Knicks 100–95 as both teams were battling for an Eastern Conference playoff berth. Before 20,239 fans at The Coliseum cheering them on, the Cavs were led by Dick Snyder’s 22 points. Jim Cleamons added 19 and Bingo Smith had 18. Earl Monroe led the Knicks with 21 points.

APRIL 29, 1976

The Cavaliers defeated the Washington Bullets 87–85 in Game 7 of the Eastern Conference Semifinals before 21,564 crazed fans at The Coliseum to conclude what had been an exhilarating series. It was the Cavs’ first-ever postseason. Dick Snyder drove to the basket and banked in a running, one-handed shot from five feet away to give the Cavaliers an 87–85 lead with four seconds to go. Moments later, the Bullets’ Phil Chenier missed a shot from the corner as the clock hit 0:00. Hundreds of Cavaliers fans rushed the court. One of the basket stands was torn down. It was complete euphoria as the Cavs advanced to the conference finals. Snyder led Cleveland with 23 points. Chenier led Washington with 31 points.

APRIL 9, 1978

The Cavaliers concluded the regular season with a 120–117 triumph over the Kansas City Kings before 4,684 fans at Kemper Arena. The win was the Cavs’ ninth in their last 10 games, which gave them a 43-39 record, the fourth seed in the Eastern Conference playoffs, and home court advantage in the opening round against New York. Leading the way for Cleveland was Campy Russell with 31 points and Austin Carr with 30. Scott Wedman led the Kings with 23 points.

APRIL 9, 1985

The Cavaliers beat the New Jersey Nets 114–100 in front of 10,185 fans at The Coliseum, clinching their first postseason berth in seven years. The Cavs recovered from a 10-point halftime deficit. World B. Free led Cleveland with 35 points. Phil Hubbard had 22. Leading the way for the Nets was Micheal Ray Richardson with 33 points.

APRIL 20, 1997

In a battle for the final Eastern Conference playoff berth—and the right to oppose the 69-13 Chicago Bulls in the first round—the Cavaliers blew a 44–35 halftime lead and lost to the Washington Bullets 85–81 in front of 20,193 fans at Gund Arena. Leading the way for Cleveland was Terrell Brandon with 28 points. Chris Webber led the Bullets with 23 points.

ARENA CAPACITIES

Please see Attendance Statistics on page 272.

ASSISTANT COACHES

Jim Lessig (1970-71)

Jimmy Rodgers (1971-72 to 1978-79)

Morris McHone (1979-80, 1984-85 to 1985-86)

Larry Creger (1980-81)

Gerald Oliver (1980-81 to 1981-82)

Gus Johnson (1981-82)

Bob Kloppenburg (1981-82)

Don Delaney (1982-83)

Gene Littles (1982-83 to 1985-86)

Ed Badger (1983-84)

Herman Kull (1985-86)

Dick Helm (1986-87 to 1992-93)

Brian Winters (1986-87 to 1992-93)

Richie Adubato (1993-94)

Ron Rothstein (1993-94 to 1998-99)

Jim Boylan (1993-94 to 1996-97, 2013-14 to present)

Sidney Lowe (1994-95 to 1998-99)

Marc Iavaroni (1997-98 to 1998-99)

Bill Blair (1999-2000)

Bob Ociepka (1999-2000 to 2000-01)

Mike Woodson (1999-2000 to 2000-01)

Keith Smart (2000-01 to 2002-03)

Jerry Eaves (2001-02 to 2002-03)

Ron Ekker (2001-02 to 2002-03)

Clifford Ray (2002-03)

Mike Bratz (2002-03, 2004-05)

Bob Donewald (2003-04)

Mark Osowski (2003-04)

Stephen Silas (2003-04 to 2004-05)

Brendan Malone (2004-05)

Wes Wilcox (2004-05)

Kenny Natt (2004-05 to 2006-07)

Hank Egan (2005-06 to 2009-10)

Melvin Hunt (2005-06 to 2009-10)

Michael Malone (2005-06 to 2009-10)

Chris Jent (2006-07 to 2010-11)

John Kuester (2007-08 to 2008-09)

Paul Pressey (2010-11 to 2012-13)

Joe Prunty (2010-11 to 2012-13)

Jamahl Mosley (2010-11 to 2013-14)

Nate Tibbetts (2011-12 to 2012-13)

Bernie Bickerstaff (2013-14)

Igor Kokoskov (2013-14)

Bret Brielmaier (2013-14 to present)

Tyronn Lue (2014-15 to 2015-16)

Larry Drew (2014-15 to present)

James Posey (2014-15 to present)

Phil Handy (2015-16 to present)

Mike Longabardi (2015-16 to present)

AVERAGE SEASON CROWDS, LARGEST TO SMALLEST

Please see Attendance Statistics on page 272.


B

BABIC, MILOS

Milos Babic was a 7-foot, 240-pound power forward for the Cavaliers in 1990-91. Traded from Phoenix on June 27, 1990, he averaged 1.6 points, .8 rebounds, .3 assists, .1 steals, and .1 blocked shots per contest in 12 games with the Cavs. He scored five points in a 120–85 defeat to Chicago on December 1 at The Coliseum. He was released on August 22, 1991.

BADGER, ED

Ed Badger was a Cavaliers assistant coach in 1983-84.

BAGLEY, JOHN

John Bagley was a 6-foot, 185-pound point guard for Cleveland from 1982-83 to 1986-87. A first-round draft pick from Boston College in 1982, he averaged 9.4 points, 6.2 assists, 2.9 rebounds, 1.3 steals, and .1 blocked shots per game in his five seasons with the Cavs. His best season as a Cavalier was 1985-86, when he averaged 11.7 points, 9.4 assists, 3.5 rebounds, 1.6 steals, and .1 blocked shots per contest.

Bagley scored 35 points in a 121–112 victory over the Bullets in Washington on February 4, 1985, and 29 points in a 120–111 loss to the Pistons at Detroit on April 1, 1983. He had 22 points in a 126–123 playoff defeat to the Celtics in Boston on April 18, 1985. He was traded to New Jersey on October 8, 1987.

BATTIE, TONY

Tony Battie was a 6-foot-11, 230-pound center for the Cavaliers in 2003-04. Traded from Boston on December 15, 2003, he averaged 5.4 points, 4.8 rebounds, .7 assists, .4 steals, and .9 blocked shots per game in his one season with Cleveland. He scored 17 points in a 99–94 triumph over Seattle on January 20 at Gund Arena. He was traded to Orlando on July 23, 2004.

BATTLE, JOHN

John Battle was a 6-foot-2, 175-pound shooting guard for the Cavaliers from 1991-92 to 1994-95. Signed as a free agent on July 17, 1991, he averaged five points, .9 assists, .8 rebounds, .3 steals, and .1 blocked shots per game in his four seasons with Cleveland. His best season as a Cavalier was 1991-92, when he averaged 5.9 points, one assist, .8 rebounds, .3 steals, and .1 blocked shots per contest.

Battle scored 26 points in a 101–90 victory over Seattle at The Coliseum on November 27, 1993. He scored 14 points in a 104–98 playoff defeat to the Celtics on May 4, 1992, also at The Coliseum. He was waived on November 1, 1995.

BEARD, BUTCH

Alfred “Butch” Beard was a 6-foot-3, 185-pound point guard for Cleveland in 1971-72 and 1975-76. He was chosen in the 1970 Expansion Draft from Atlanta. He was traded to the SuperSonics on August 23, 1972. He was re-signed on May 29, 1975, in a trade with Golden State.

In his two seasons with the Cavs, Beard averaged 13.8 points, six assists, 3.8 rebounds, .7 steals, and .1 blocked shots per game. His best season as a Cavalier was 1971-72, when he averaged 15.4 points, 6.7 assists, and 4.1 rebounds per contest. He scored 30 points in a 115–110 win over the Hawks on December 23, 1971, at the Cleveland Arena. He was an All-Star in 1971-72. He was waived on December 1, 1975.
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