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  Editor’s Note: We have chosen to preserve the authors’ original words, as first published in 2005 under the title REYNOLDS REMEMBERS.

  He never drained a game-winning jumper, cleared a rebound, led a fast break, or swatted away a shot, but Bill Jones did just about everything else for 23 seasons as the team’s trainer. “Jonesy,” as he was affectionately known, died last year of cancer at the age of 69.

  Jonesy retired in 1995, before playoff shares became a given for the team’s staff. His job description was simple: Keep the players healthy, because there’s always another game. While he never ran onto the court to a standing ovation with fireworks blasting and rock music blaring, his importance to the team went far beyond making sure that the ankles were taped.

  These days, the Kings and every other NBA team fly from city to city in chartered planes. But when the Kings first came to Sacramento, they flew commercial. Jonesy was not only the trainer, but also the traveling secretary.

  In the franchise’s bad old days, it was left to Jonesy—with his easygoing manner, quick smile, wit, and large stack of greenbacks—to smooth things over with hoteliers and bus companies who were leery of the sometimes slow-to-pay Kings. When a group of players pulled a dine-and-dash at a Denny’s in Cleveland, Jonesy quietly convinced the manager not to press charges when the cops showed up in the lobby of the team’s hotel. Jonesy took care of all the details, whether it was loading luggage or finding a practice facility on the road. He did a thankless and difficult job with good cheer, grace, and dignity.

  Beyond that, Jonesy was a father confessor for players and the confidant of coaches. He had a kind word and a joke for everybody—the kind of guy you’d want as your neighbor or fishing buddy. Many players turned to Jonesy when they were disappointed in their playing time, experienced self-doubt, or had personal problems. Coaches knew that they could count on Jonesy to listen patiently when they had to rant and counted on his insight into the physical and mental state of the players.

  Jonesy even had the grace to befriend the league’s pariahs—referees and sports writers. One longtime Kings beat writer, in particular, is grateful that Jonesy managed more than once to stall the team bus long enough for a story to be filed on deadline.

  Jonesy’s insight into human nature was so uncanny that the Kings had an unwritten law known simply as “The Jonesy Rule”: If someone new in the organization couldn’t get along with Jonesy, their character was considered suspect. Jonesy did so much for this franchise that it doesn’t seem right to ask anything more of him. But here’s one last request:

  Jonesy . . . if the Kings are playing the Lakers in the playoffs, and the free throws aren’t dropping, please feel free to provide some divine guidance.
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  FOREWORD

  by Grant Napear

  It’s hard to imagine the Sacramento Kings without Jerry Reynolds—not that I’ve ever tried. Jerry and I have worked together on Kings telecasts practically since James Naismith first hung up the peach basket. I’ve had a blast working with him, and I’ve learned much from him. Jerry has forgotten more about the NBA than most people know.

  Jerry is the only member of the basketball staff who has been with the franchise since it moved from Kansas City in 1985. Being in one place for that long in any business is noteworthy, but doing it in the NBA . . . that’s saying something. Jerry’s ability to roll with the punches over the years is an amazing achievement. He was thrown to the lions a couple of times early in his career, taking over the team after other coaches were fired, and lived to talk about it.

  Contrary to some published reports, Jerry isn’t made of Teflon. His coaching record is what it is. But where he’s stood out—the reason he’s a survivor while so many others have come and gone—is the fact that he’s not just a character, but has character. Over the years, he has been asked to adjust on the fly, to learn new skills, to swallow his pride, to take the heat: in general, to be the good soldier. He has done all that and more with class and professionalism—and while retaining his sense of humor and a great perspective on life.

  Jerry is a big part of Sacramento Kings lore. He saw the original Arco Arena rise from a sheep pasture. He remembers Reggie Theus hunting pheasants in the nearby fields and bringing the birds back to clean them in the locker room. Jerry was on the team’s commercial flight that almost went into the Potomac River during a sleet storm. At Arco Arena II, he was on the floor looking up into the rafters the night the roof leaked and the team’s original owner, Gregg Lukenbill, climbed onto the catwalk to stop the dripping rather than forfeit the game. Half of Sacramento swears they were there the night Jerry collapsed on the sidelines. Jerry walked out on a news conference without speaking—probably for the first time in his life—after Ricky Berry’s suicide. He covered for Bill Russell when Russ didn’t want to deal with difficult questions from the media. He made one of the greatest moves in franchise history when he orchestrated the Mitch Richmond trade.

  One thing I’ll never forget is this past year when the team had its 20th reunion and introduced players from the first season during halftime of a game. Jerry got the loudest applause, and that told me all I needed to know about what Kings fans think of him.

  When the Maloof family purchased the Kings seven years ago, everyone in the organization was a little nervous. No one knew whether any, some, or all of the existing staff would be retained. But I never had any doubts that Jerry would be here. Beyond his knowledge of the NBA, he has a tremendous passion for the franchise and the sport (he can’t stand it when I talk about hockey), and he’s dedicated to his job. Jerry was here through the bad times and deserves as much as anyone to enjoy the good times.

  Jerry makes friends and fans wherever he goes. He has represented the team at countless public functions, and I’ve never seen anyone nod off when he’s at the dais. He has a natural ability to relate to casual and hardcore fans alike. I respect the fact that he has taken on whatever challenges have come his way. The Sacramento Monarchs are a good example. Jerry had no knowledge of the women’s professional game, but jumped into it, learned, and helped turn the team into a model franchise. Today, his name hangs in the rafters of Arco Arena for his contributions to the Women’s National Basketball Association.

  When you talk to or hear Jerry for the first time, you can’t help but notice his Indiana twang. Because of his accent and the fact that he tends to make fun of himself (and everything else), some people probably think of Jerry as being a hick. Well, he is, but he’s a rather sophisticated hick. “I’ve been to the county fair,” he likes to say, “but I’ve also been to college.”

  Anyone who’s been around Jerry for five minutes has probably heard a story about French Lick or Larry Bird. One time after a shootaround in Indianapolis, we were on the bus waiting for a couple of the guys, and someone asked the bus driver about French Lick. The driver was an older man, a born-and-bred Hoosier with the same twang as Jerry. Anyway, the driver says, “French Lick—oh yeah, the home of Larry Bird.” Then I asked the driver if he had ever heard of Jerry Reynolds. The driver paused for a bit, rubbed his chin with his fingers, and then answered, “No, can’t say that I have.” You should have heard the bus. Everyone was in stitches because Jerry was sitting right there, and of course, he was laughing as hard as anyone was. The fact that Jerry takes basketball, but not himself, very seriously sets him apart from most people involved in the NBA and television.

  The more you listen to Jerry, the more you realize that what he says is honest, considerate, and sensible. Jerry may not be the most handsome color man in the television business, but he’s one of the sharpest and wittiest.

  I get a kick out of his “Jerry-isms”: a nice play by Mike Bibby becomes “Bib-i-licious”; a couple of consecutive three-pointers by Peja Stojakovic become “Peja Vu”; a blocked shot becomes a “smush”; a nice move to the hoop (or a travel) becomes “a hippity-hop to the barber-shop.”

  He always cracks me up. You just can’t get that kind of commentary on network television. Jerry makes it easy to understand what’s happening on the court, and you get the sense that he’s having a great time doing his job. And you’ll have a great time reading about his 20 years with the Kings.


  CHAPTER ONE

  The Pump-Station Hoodlums

  If you saw the movie Hoosiers, you have an idea where I come from and why basketball is such a big part of my life. Although the movie took many liberties with the truth—to be honest, a lot of it was just plain made up—it painted a picture of just how important high school basketball is in small-town Indiana. While I’ve lived in Sacramento the last two decades, I’m proud to be a Hoosier—the second most famous native of French Lick, Indiana. I hope that if I’m not as well known as Larry Bird, maybe I’m better looking.

  Hoosiers followed the miraculous story of a team from Hickory, Indiana. One minor detail: There is no Hickory, Indiana. But there are many places just like it. Hoosiers is really the story of Milan High School, which is about 60 miles east of French Lick. In Indiana, all the schools, regardless of their size, play in a tournament at the end of the season to determine the state champion. The tournament has been known to cause mass hysteria, especially when there are big upsets. That was the case the year Milan beat Muncie Central 32-30 for the championship.

  It was 1954, and I was in fourth grade. Milan had about 120 students. Muncie Central was huge, something like 3,000 students. It was the first game that I ever saw on TV. In fact, we had just bought our first television set. I remember my father saying, “Come here and watch this, something’s going on here.” Bobby Plump was the star for Milan. Muncie Central’s star was a junior named Gene Flowers. He would later be my high school coach.

  The interesting thing is, the Milan coach, Marvin Wood, had been fired by French Lick High School three years before coaching Milan to the championship. Many of the old guys around French Lick would say, “Well, he couldn’t coach against a zone.” They didn’t want to admit that they’d screwed up and fired the guy who coached one of the greatest upsets of all time.

  When I was growing up—and it’s still true to some degree today in the smaller towns—basketball almost was a religion. I saw my first high school basketball game when I was in second grade. My dad took me to see my uncle play—his name was Richard Morgan. The little gym was packed, and French Lick was playing West Baden. The two schools were a couple of miles from each other, and they were archrivals. I was just infatuated. I remember seeing them run onto the court in their uniforms and white shoes and thinking, “Wow, if I could ever play basketball for the high school . . . that would be the ultimate.”

  Although this will seem like a rural exaggeration, it’s true: Going to French Lick for a basketball game was a big deal. I was country. When I was very young, we were in a little house about a quarter mile outside of Hillham, a town of maybe 100. Hillham itself was about five miles west of French Lick, and French Lick was a big city as far as I knew. That’s where you went on Saturday to see all the humans and marvel at the two-story buildings and things like that.

  French Lick was a resort town back then, maybe about 2,000 people. It’s in an area called Spring Valley, and there are natural springs all around. They used to bottle “Pluto Water” there. The water was a natural laxative, and the company’s motto was, “When nature won’t, Pluto will.” It smelled like sewage to me—sulfur water. But people used it, and from what I hear, it cleaned you out pretty good.

  Pluto, you may know, was the Greek god of the underworld, and the bottles of water had little red devils on them. French Lick High School’s nickname was the Red Devils. West Baden, the other little local high school, was the Sprudels. I don’t know if it’s German or Dutch, but a Sprudel is a demon. It was a strange nickname, but then most high schools in that area don’t have what you’d call traditional mascots. There were the Ireland Spuds. Don Buse and Gene Tormohlen played for the Holland Dutchmen. Marengo High School was the Cavemen, because there were bunches of caves around there. Vincennes High was the Alices because there was a story written in the ‘20s called Alice of Old Vincennes. There were the Washington Hatchets, the Bedford Stonecutters, the Frankfort Hot Dogs, and the Winslow Eskimos. John Wooden played for the Martinsville Artesians. I guess there are many artesian wells in that area. One of my favorites was the Fort Branch Twigs. I can just hear the cheerleaders shouting, “Go, Twigs!” or the opposing team saying, “Let’s go snap those twigs!”

  French Lick is tiny by most standards, but it was big time compared to some of those towns. There were two big hotels and two golf courses in the area for people who came for the water. The Springs Hotel in French Lick had about 800 rooms. The hotel in West Baden had about 400 rooms. It claimed to be one of the world’s largest unsupported domes. The dome still exists. It was a Jesuit college for a while. Back in the 1920s, there was a ton of legal gambling in the area. Supposedly, Al Capone and other Chicago gangsters were involved.

  We lived outside of Hillham until I was about seven. If Al Capone had ever knocked on our door looking to use the bathroom, he would have had to go out back and use the outhouse. We had a two-bedroom house about the size of one of Greg Ostertag’s shoes. It didn’t have running water, so there was no indoor plumbing. We had electricity, but it wasn’t in every room. The bedroom that my brother, two sisters, and I shared wasn’t wired. I had two older sisters, Mary Ann and Sharon, and two younger brothers, Jeff and Randy. Randy was in Larry Bird’s high school class. I was a senior in high school when Randy was a first-grader.

  My dad was Ezra Ale Reynolds. He went by Ale. My mother was Bennice Owens. She was the youngest of 14 kids. She had a twin sister, Bernice—Bennice and Bernice. Bernice didn’t look a thing like my mother, who was the youngest twin by an hour. My father was somewhere in the middle of a brood of eight kids. I don’t remember everyone on his side of the family. They went their own ways. But Mom’s family had reunions every year in Cuzco, Indiana—maybe 10 miles from French Lick.

  I was born in 1944, and when I was very young, my father was shoveling coal in Jasper, about 15 miles away. Our house was on six acres, and we had a garden and all kinds of animals—a cow, pigs, chickens, and the whole deal. One of my jobs was to go out every morning and gather the eggs. Mom pretty much made everything. She made clothes out of old feed sacks.

  Even as a little boy, I figured out that the way we were living was tough. I knew I didn’t want to live that way my whole life. For about a year, my father was out of a job. He just did whatever odd jobs he could find. It was a tough existence, and we didn’t have much. When people talk about poverty, I understand that a little bit. We definitely lived it. I used to go out and recruit poor inner-city kids when I was coaching in small colleges, and I never went into a house any poorer than the one in which I was raised. Now, we had a good family; we just didn’t have much besides each other.

  The first school I went to had four grades in one room and four in another. It didn’t have electricity or indoor plumbing. But when I was in second grade, my dad got a job with Texas Eastern natural gas pump station, and he worked there until he retired. He made a decent living, and we had a company house. There were eight houses—they all looked the same—and the employees rented them. We had a yard, a garage, two bedrooms, gas, heat, electricity, and all that. We were living better than most people were.

  Growing up, I can’t say I ever felt destitute or poor. Most people were in the same boat. I never knew we were poor until we got our first TV set. The thing about television is, you start seeing what it’s like for people who have money, people who have different lives than you. By that time, our family was doing much better. We were in the country, in a little house, but it was home.

  We were three or four miles out of French Lick, and one of the high school coaches gave us the nickname “Pump-Station Hoodlums.” We really weren’t hoodlums, certainly not like some kids are today. He meant it affectionately, and the nickname became a badge of honor. I was the oldest boy in our little eight-house neighborhood, and there were eight boys in that compound. All of them were athletes, and I still contend that I was the best. Of course, I’ve always been especially modest. I really believe from the 1960s to the late ’70s, one of us hoodlums was a key member of the Springs Valley High School Blackhawks, and the team was always good. I was one of the first kids from outside of town to play on the team. Before me, the team’s best players were always from town. From that point on, most of the stars were from outside of town, and there was some resentment about that.

  By the time I was in high school, French Lick and West Baden—the Red Devils and Sprudels—had consolidated to form the Springs Valley High School Blackhawks. The merger pulled the communities together through the past bitterness. They hated each other. I’m not exaggerating—that was the real deal. The consolidation caused some major controversies at first: Who was going to coach the team? What would the team colors be? People were asking questions like, “Why would they have three West Baden boys starting and only two French Lick boys starting?”

  Of course, the answer was that the coach was starting the best players, which is a valid reason. Once they started winning, it all worked out and everyone relaxed. The first year, 1958, the Blackhawks went to the state final four. It was a miracle year, almost like Hoosiers. They were 25-0 when they lost to Fort Wayne South, which had a seven-footer named Mike McCoy. Fort Wayne South would later graduate a young lady named Dodie Kessler, who became my wife.

  I graduated in 1962. I was probably the most underachieving person in my family, but I was a good student, probably top 10 in my class. There were about 350 students in four grades at Spring Valley and 88 in the graduating class. The school is actually smaller now than when I was there. The area’s population is still the same, but there are fewer young people with families. There’s nothing for kids there. I had the worst study habits—if it didn’t come easy, I didn’t bother with it much. I had good grades without working too hard.

  I was a good all-around athlete. I think I still own the school record for most varsity letters, 11. I played basketball, baseball, and track. The furthest our basketball team ever reached was the sectionals, though, which was a disappointment. My senior year, they built a new gym for the high school that had 3,000 seats and is in use to this day. Some of the small schools in Southern Indiana had gyms that sat 7,000, and the high school gyms up north are bigger.

  In the spring sometimes I’d have a track meet and a baseball game the same day. I usually played shortstop. In track, I broad-jumped 19-something and ran the half-mile in 2:07, not bad at that time. I also ran the 440 sometimes. We didn’t have football; they started that as a JV program my senior year. There were no female sports at all then. I got a blanket as an award to commemorate my athletic achievements when I graduated. I was the best athlete in school history. Of course, Springs Valley didn’t have much history then.

  One of the best things about making the varsity basketball team when I was a sophomore was the road trips—we’d eat team meals at The Villager, which was the main restaurant in town. There were restaurants in the hotels, of course, but the locals never ate there. No one had that kind of money. Going to The Villager was a big deal for me. Until that first team meal, I’d never eaten in a restaurant.

  I remember being very nervous the first time I went there. My mom thought I was nervous about the game, being young and playing against the varsity for the first time. But that wasn’t the reason—I knew I could play and hold my own, but dinner concerned me. I didn’t know how to order at a restaurant. As it turned out, it wasn’t a problem because we didn’t order. They just brought the food. I guess it’s like learning to use an indoor toilet—I learned that quickly, though, and it’s still one of the greatest things ever. In second grade, I started going to school in town. They had indoor toilets at school, so I’d hold it all morning long so I could go at school. Holding it was a challenge sometimes, because that bus ride could get bumpy.

  I didn’t have any hobbies aside from athletics, really. I was in student government: class president for three years. I always felt like I had some natural leadership abilities—even if they weren’t always put to the best use. At the pump station, I was always the guy who organized the baseball and basketball games. We’d play at school, and then we’d have our own league. We kept stats and played in a barn loft. The rim was a little low, but I think that’s how we all learned to shoot. We all had good technique. If you put too much arc on the ball, it hit a beam. All of us looked forward to playing in the games at the barn. We wanted the coaches at school to hurry up and get practice over so we could play in the real games.

  When I was in high school, the big thing to do was to go drive “the circle” through French Lick and West Baden. It was like American Graffiti on a much smaller scale. There was a movie theater in town—the Dream Theater—that had films on weekends. Aside from that there wasn’t much to do but drink beer and flirt with girls, although I didn’t do too much of either as a teenager. I just liked to play ball. One decent outdoor court had lights on the main drag of town. The guys who were athletes would be there year-round, and there were always crowds watching.

  Most of the people I went to school with realized that to accomplish very much in life, you’d have to leave French Lick. There weren’t many great opportunities there. You could live decently on a little money. The high school principal might have been the second or third wealthiest person in town. That’s one of the reasons I was interested in education.

  However, French Lick was such a comfort zone that many of my peers didn’t want to leave. They’d go away maybe to try to work or go to school and quit because it was too easy to come back. I almost did it. I could just hang out with my buddies, go to high school ballgames—that definitely happened to most guys. “Everybody knows me, I’m sort of a big deal,” they think. Of course, that soon goes away, as they find out later. They try to relive it, but nobody cares.

  Some of my classmates did okay for themselves. For example, A.R. Carnes, who played on the varsity with me and went on to play in college, is an executive with Getty Oil and is almost ready to retire.

  When people ask me how a little hick town like French Lick produced two NBA lifers like Larry Bird and me, I always tell them:

  “Must be something in the water.”

  [image: images]

  Larry Bird, my son Jay, and me at home in Roseville. Courtesy of Jerry Reynolds


  CHAPTER TWO

  “I Want To Hold Your Hand”

  Before anyone ever heard of Larry Bird, I knew the Bird family. Larry was much younger than I was, so the only thing I knew about him at the time was that he was a little-bitty shit who always hung around. He had two older brothers—Mark and Mike—who I knew. They are also younger than I am. Mark was a good player; he played college ball. He’d hang around the court on the main drag. The Birds were poor. I think their circumstances were very similar to my family’s. I can’t say I’d walked a mile in Larry’s shoes, but I knew that road very well.

  When I was a hot shot in high school, Larry was in first or second grade. He didn’t know who I was from a load of coal. The first time I talked to him was when the Kings played the Celtics. He told me he remembered my brother Jeff. Jeff’s team at Spring Valley wasn’t any good, but they got lucky and caught lightning in a bottle in the state tournament and went to the Sweet 16. By the time Larry got to high school, I’d heard through my brother Randy that Larry had developed into a good player, and I followed his career closely. I didn’t know he was going to be one of the all-time greats or anything. But by then, he knew me because of Randy and because I was a college coach, which had some significance in French Lick.

  I never wanted to be a coach. You might say I became one by accident.

  My goal was to be a teacher. When I got out of high school, my hero was a guy named Phil Summers, who was a history teacher at Springs Valley High School. He came there my junior year. He seemed to have a great life. He was living in town, had a nice little house on a street, and drove a late-model used car. He came to work in a coat and tie. I thought that was cool. Teachers were highly respected at that time, and I couldn’t imagine a better life than that.

  I was the first person in my family to go to college. My parents didn’t understand why I wanted to go. They thought that maybe I should go for a couple of years and then try to get a job. Once they realized that I was serious about wanting to be a teacher, they were very supportive. They didn’t have very much money, but they gave me a little, and I earned scholarships, borrowed some money, and somehow got through it.

  Once I graduated from high school, I went to Vincennes University Junior College. That’s actually the name of it. I realize it sounds strange. Originally, it was the Indiana University. Vincennes was the capital of the Northwest Territories before Indiana became a state and was the capital of Indiana for a stint before Indianapolis. But the first college was there, before the state university was located in Bloomington. Vincennes University then became a junior college but kept “university” as part of its name. I think that makes the students smarter—and I’m a good example.

  I wanted to go to Evansville or Indiana University, but they didn’t want me at that time, probably with good reason. In my heart, if not in my head, I still felt I might become a big-time ballplayer. Branch McCracken, the coach at Indiana, had come down to French Lick to see me play, which was a big deal. Most people think that Bobby Knight was at IU forever. They forget that Branch won two NCAA championships with the Hoosiers before Bobby got there. Of course, the Indiana fans turned on Branch, too, when the team had a couple of down years.

  Anyhow, Branch told me, “Well, if you go to a junior college and improve, we’ll keep an eye on you, blah, blah, blah.” I don’t think they had any intention of doing that. IU probably told a hundred kids the same thing every year. It’s like, “Go away, kid, you bother me. If you score a hundred points a game, yeah, we’ll come back.”

  Well, I didn’t score a hundred points per game. Honestly, I was just so-so. I started about half the time. They didn’t have point guards then, just two guys playing guard, but I handled the ball mostly. Being asked to be the playmaker was a huge adjustment for me, since I was used to scoring. I could do it, but I really didn’t want to. That was the big problem. I started more games as a freshman than I did as a sophomore, and part of the reason, in hindsight, was that I was too selfish at times. We had a couple of excellent inside players, and the coach wanted to go inside. I didn’t understand why I should pound the ball inside when I was open and had a perfectly good shot from 25 feet. My motto always was: “If it feels like leather, shoot it.”

  We had a good coach and good teams despite the fact that my talents weren’t featured as prominently as they should have been—or maybe because of that fact. I had a good experience there. We were something like 22-6 the first season I was there, and the second year we lost only three or four games and ended up ranked second nationally. We were upset in the regional round of the national tournament.

  Partway through my second year—with probably 10 or 12 games to go in the regular season—was when that accident I mentioned earlier happened. In some ways, it was the worst thing that ever happened to me. In some ways, it was the best.

  I don’t like to talk about it very much, even 40 years later. It was late in the Christmas break. I’d been playing ball, and a couple of guys I knew—David Watts, the driver, and David Sugarman—offered me a ride home. They’d been drinking a little. Jargo Jones, a good friend of mine, and I were in the back seat. I knew right away that getting in that car was a mistake. I told them, “You have to stop this car and let me out,” as if I knew something bad was going to happen.

  You know how it is with teenagers and young adults: They think they’re immortal. I know I probably did stupid things like that once or twice myself. We were out in the country on a gravel road. The conditions weren’t that bad or anything, but they were just taking chances, being reckless. Maybe they were showing off for me a little. We were in a ’55 Chevy. It was 1964, and “I Want To Hold Your Hand” was playing on the radio—just one of those stupid things you remember. We just rolled over again and again. Of course, no one wore seat belts in those days. I remember thinking, “Is this thing ever going to quit flipping?”
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