
  [image: Image]


  JEREMY LIN


  JEREMY LIN

  The Incredible Rise of the NBA’s Most 

  Unlikely Superstar

  BILL GUTMAN

  [image: image]


  Copyright © 2012 by Bill Gutman

  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file. ISBN: 978–1-61321–279-0


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  To my very good friends, Thomas and Betty Jones


  TABLE OF CONTENTS

  Introduction

  CHAPTER 1 The Road to Harvard

  CHAPTER 2 From Harvard to . . . Where?

  CHAPTER 3 A Time of Frustration

  CHAPTER 4 The Knicks Take a Flyer and the Game Changes

  CHAPTER 5 Linsanity is Everywhere

  CHAPTER 6 The Quest Continues


  INTRODUCTION

  WHAT ARE THE odds of a guy, sitting at the end of an NBA bench on the verge of being cut, being summoned into a game and suddenly starring in it? Okay, let’s say that can happen. Most any athlete can suddenly find lightening in a bottle on a given night, but what if that same player earns a start because of the combination of that one game and several injuries to other players? What are the odds that he will not only take over the team from the demanding position of point guard, but lead a floundering, sub- .500 ballclub to an unlikely seven-game winning streak while breaking several longstanding records along the way? And then, what are the odds of that player, one of the very few Asian-Americans ever to play in the NBA, not only becoming the toast of the town and the toast of the NBA, but the hottest commodity in all of sports?

  It sure sounds like a fairytale; the ultimate underdog story—one that might be hard to believe if it were introduced as a piece of fiction—but it did happen, and it’s continuing to happen right now. The point guard is Jeremy Lin of the New York Knicks, a player not recruited out of high school, a Harvard graduate not drafted by any NBA team, and a guy who was waived by two teams and almost cut by a third. Given a chance by coach Mike D’Antoni, whose Knicks team was a moribund 8–15 at the time, Lin showed both basketball and leadership skills that no one in the NBA knew he had. With the team’s two resident stars, Carmelo Anthony and Amar’e Stoudemire, both out of the lineup, Lin fearlessly took control of the basketball and the ballclub, almost immediately making a group of players into a team and reviving one of the NBA’s flagship franchises—one that had been on life support for years. The phenomenon of Linsanity was born.

  Here’s a quick look at the numbers. Through his first twenty-three games on the Knicks’ bench, Jeremy Lin played a total of fifty-five minutes. Then, on February 4, he came off the bench against the New Jersey Nets to score twenty-five points, while adding five rebounds and seven assists to lead the Knicks to a 99–92 victory. Given a start against the Utah Jazz (after his big night against New Jersey), he promptly showed that the first game wasn’t a fluke, scoring twenty-eight points and adding eight assists as the Knicks won again. Two days later, against the Washington Wizards, it was twenty-three points and ten assists. Then he really exploded, scoring thirty-eight points with seven assists as the Knicks beat Kobe Bryant and the Los Angeles Lakers. The story was becoming more improbable by the day. With the media beginning to swarm, people were taking notice and wondering just who Jeremy Lin really was.

  Not only did Lin have the Knicks winning and Madison Square Garden jumping again, he was doing things that hadn’t been done in a long time. His eighty-nine, 109, and 136 total points after his first three, four, and five career starts, respectively, represented the most by any player since the NBA/ABA merger in 1976–77. He also became the first NBA player to score at least twenty points and add seven or more assists in each of his first four starts. After his fourth start, and the team’s fifth straight win, he was named the Eastern Conference Player of the Week, which he promptly followed by hitting a game-winning, last-second three-pointer against the Toronto Raptors with less than a second remaining on the clock, and bringing his team back from a seventeen point deficit. When he had a career-high thirteen assists in the next game against the Sacramento Kings, the Knicks had won seven straight and were back to .500 with a record of 15–15. By that time, everybody in the sporting world wanted to know more about Jeremy Lin and how his obvious talent could have gone unnoticed for so long.

  But that still wasn’t all. A confluence of circumstances that led to the widespread Linsanity that was, by now, sweeping the NBA and crossing over into other areas of the sports and sociological worlds. Before Jeremy Lin got his chance, the Knicks were not winning and Madison Square Garden, long known as the Mecca of Basketball, lacked any form of life. Fans still came out, but their expectations were definitely not high—at least not until Mike D’Antoni put the basketball in Jeremy Lin’s hands. Suddenly, the Garden was again the place to be with loud, boisterous crowds and a gaggle of celebrities watching and socializing at each game. The print and broadcast media could not get enough of the story and those in the know said that Lin’s play had not only kept him from being cut, but he may very well have saved Coach D’Antoni’s job, too. For sheer drama complete with media, it couldn’t have happened in a better place than New York.

  The timing of Lin’s arrival couldn’t have been better for the entire league. Prior to the season, the NBA owners had locked the players out over a protracted attempt to get a new agreement between the owners and the Players Association. The league, which had just come off of a successful season, suddenly had to deal with a never-ending spate of negative publicity. Fans viewed both the players and owners as greedy millionaires (or, in the owners cases, billionaires), who were trying to squeeze the last dollar from each other. Negotiations were contentious and often downright mean-spirited. When the lockout was finally lifted and a new agreement was put in place, the league had to put together a compressed, sixty-six-game season. There was much grumbling among the players, a rash of injuries due to the limited practice time, and star players looking to be traded to bigger markets a la LeBron James, who had moved from Cleveland to Miami the season before. It was the rise of Jeremy Lin that made the NBA alive and once again relevant in what, to that time, had been a mostly desultory season.

  Throughout the Lin-led Knicks win streak, more and more information began to emerge about the 6’3” point guard out of Harvard who had been unceremoniously cut by both the Golden State Warriors and Houston Rockets in short order before he was claimed by the Knicks, essentially signed to be just another warm body at the end of the bench until a couple of players returned from injury. In fact, shortly before his unexpected emergence, he had been sent down to the Erie Bay Hawks of the NBA D-League,—a kind of minor league for players still not quite good enough for the NBA.

  What made Lin’s story more interesting and, ultimately, marketable was his ethnicity. His parents had come to the United States from Taiwan and, while he was born in California, his Asian American heritage made him a source of pride to many Asian countries, including China—a prime target of the NBA’s worldwide marketing effort. Ivy League graduates in the NBA were already a rare enough commodity, but Asian Americans were even rarer, giving more grist to the marketing and publicity mills. Also, his name lent itself to various puns, beginning with Linsanity. If the Knicks won and he had a big game, it was Lincredible. If he did something in the last second, it might be Just Lin Time. And that’s just a brief sample.

  There was also an underside to the story: racial stereotyping where even several prominent journalists had to apologize for remarks they may have thought cute or funny, but actually played into anti-Asian bias. An ESPN writer was fired for coining a headline that read “Chink in the Armor” after a Knicks loss. It may be an old expression, but one in which the word “chink” is extremely offensive to Asians and Asian Americans. Yet through it all, Jeremy Lin has prevailed and the public has learned that he is a humble, self-effacing, and deeply religious young man who calls his sudden ascendency to fame and success a “miracle of God.”

  Lin and the Knicks faced another period of adjustments when stars Amar’e Stoudemire and Carmelo Anthony returned to the team, along with several other new players including J. R. Smith. But Coach D’Antoni has indicated that the ball will remain in Jeremy Lin’s hands, and Lin himself has expressed optimism that the team will adjust and continue to win. There is a lot of pressure on Lin’s slim shoulders, but he appears ready for the challenge that lies ahead. As Kobe Bryant said, when someone mentioned that Lin had seemingly come out of nowhere to score thirty-eight against the

  Lakers, “Players playing that well don’t usually come out of nowhere. It seems like they come out of nowhere, but if you can go back and take a look, his skill level was probably there from the beginning. It probably just went unnoticed.”

  Exactly how did Jeremy Lin find his way from Palo Alto, California; to Harvard; to the NBA; to having the ball in his hands at Madison Square Garden ... as well as having the fastest selling jersey in the entire league?


  1

  THE ROAD TO HARVARD

  THOUGH JEREMY SHU-HOW Lin was born in Los Angeles on August 23, 1988, his family history goes back hundreds of years. His father, Gie-Ming Lin, and his mother, Shirley, came to the United States from Taiwan in the mid-1970s. Like so many others, they came to further their educations and, hopefully, carve out a better life for themselves and their family. They settled in Southern California, eventually moving to Palo Alto where they raised three sons—Josh, Jeremy, and Joseph. Here’s a quick look at their family history.

  Mr. Lin’s ancestors immigrated to Taiwan from Zhangpu County, Fujian, in mainland China in 1707. They were part of a mass migration from Fujian and it is from these people that most of today’s Taiwanese are descended. Though, in a strict sense, they are all Chinese, those who went to Taiwan consider themselves Taiwanese. The Lin family eventually settled in Beidou, Changhua, in Taiwan and Mrs. Lin’s maternal grandmother came to Southern Taiwan from Pinghu, Zhejiang, China in the late 1940s.

  Because both of his parents worked, Jeremy’s grandmother, Lin Chu A Muen, came to California to help look after him when he was a young child, often feeding him traditional Taiwanese dishes, such as fried rice with dried turnips and eggs. She said he was always a mild-mannered young boy who didn’t hesitate to share his possessions with his brothers and friends, showing all the characteristics of a future point guard.

  Not surprisingly, basketball began early in Jeremy’s life, which was due in part to his father falling in love with the game and teaching its finer points to his three boys. His father still plays, and collects basketball DVDs. As Lin Chu, Jeremy’s grandmother, remembers, “My son, when he came home from work, would always take the kids to play basketball. He took Jeremy to the basketball courts as soon as he could walk.”
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