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Introduction


This is a story of the uncompromising competitiveness of three men—Utah Jazz power forward Karl Malone, point guard John Stockton and coach Jerry Sloan.


For the past decade, Sloan has been the hard-nosed officer in charge of the Jazz, a voice from the old school demanding the ultimate competitive effort from his players. Stockton and Malone are the on-court charges who execute Sloan’s vision. They are the premier point guard and power forward of their time, yet they are as decidedly old school in their approach as Sloan himself. They turn their noses up at the empty flattery of stardom and focus on one thing, their quest of many seasons to win the NBA title. It is this approach that has given the Utah Jazz a remarkable team chemistry, that makes the team’s stars unique in modern professional athletics.


“They’re superstars who are down home,” says 13-year veteran Antoine Carr, who came to Utah just before the 1994-95 season, of Malone and Stockton. “I mean, I’ve run across a lot of guys in this league who thought they were better than everybody else and kind of carried themselves that way. But these guys are normal guys. They like to go fishing, hunting. They hang out together, do those things together. I’ve never really seen superstars like that.”


Adam Keefe, who came to Utah in a September 1994 trade from Atlanta, said he was surprised when his new superstar teammates phoned to see if he needed help moving in. “The first thing that struck me,” Keefe says, “is the type of people they are. They’re completely unpretentious. They both do such a great job of keeping their lives in perspective.”


The atmosphere that Stockton and Malone set around the Jazz makes it easier for the lesser players to find their confidence, Keefe says. “The important thing about their leadership is that they’re not spokesmen; they’re not flamboyant characters. They lead by their actions on the court, by demonstrating through their intensity and work ethic.


“Neither one of them will ever be late for a bus, a practice or a game. Neither one of them will ever cut corners in practice. In that sense they never take advantage of the special position they’re in, and that’s what makes them so tremendous.”
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Karl Malone is one of pro basketball’s all-time greatest


This stands in stark contrast to Keefe’s experience in Atlanta, playing alongside Dominique Wilkins. “For me, especially, what a difference, coming from where I came from,” he says. “Here, they appreciate and understand the small things that get done. Karl’s great. If you set a pick for him to get him open, he’ll say, ‘Thanks.’


“They understand what it takes, that it’s not the world revolving around them on the basketball court, that they need other components out there. They’re both phenomenal in that sense. They’re not concerned with how they’re seen in the big picture, if they drive the nicest cars or have the most flamboyant clothing. That doesn’t appeal to them. What appeals to them are the basics of life—and winning.”
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Malone says he likes to think of a quote he read by Dallas Cowboys quarterback Troy Aikman about how it’s important to walk with your teammates, not out in front of them. “Everybody talks about the superstar status,” Malone says. “I don’t know how they’re supposed to act. That’s not how I was brought up. If we were horses’ behinds, there’d be total chaos in this locker room.


“It’s great when the coach calls your play, and you make a pass to your teammate. That’s your play, and you can do anything you want with it. All of a sudden, your teammates say, ‘I feel a part of this.’ And that’s what it’s all about. It’s not about me, me, me. It’s about us, and that’s the only way I know how to be.” And that is why, to a man, the Jazz are focused on a single goal. “If you watch the way we play,” Antoine Carr says, “the guys are all high-fiving from one to 12. That’s something special. You don’t get that very often.
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“We’re gonna try,” Carr says, “as hard as we can to do what Karl wants to do and what John wants to do, which is win the championship.”


What follows is the story of Stockton, Malone, Sloan and company’s uncommon effort to reach a common goal.
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STOCKTON TO MALONE


The scenes repeat themselves almost every night.


The Utah Jazz badger an opponent into taking a bad shot, and instantly Karl Malone releases upcourt. Underneath, Jazz center Greg Ostertag grabs the defensive rebound and contemplates for a fraction of a second what to do with it. John Stockton rushes up to demand the ball. Ostertag gives it up, and Stockton immediately hurls it the length of the floor, where it falls into Malone’s waiting hands just two steps from the hoop for the easy layup.


Ker-ching. Stockton and Malone ring up another two points, another assist. It is an act they have executed thousands of times over the past dozen seasons playing together. How perfectly numerical it is that as Stockton, the National Basketball Association’s all-time leader in assists and steals, closes in on 13,000 assists, Malone will be busy logging his 27,000th point.


Moments later, the Jazz are running their half court offense. Malone sets the pick high and rolls to the left side of the lane. The slightest crease of a passing lane opens, and Malone turns his massive 6-9, 256-pound body just enough to pin the defender on his hip. Stockton threads the bounce pass low and away, so that only Malone can reach it. He scoops it up like gravy and pivots, executing a sweet drop step. Ker-ching. Another easy layup. Another assist.


Then there’s Stockton on the break, moving full speed, with his head turning like a swivel, surveying the options, seeing who’s with him on the wings. Stockton keeps pushing and penetrates, and then does what every coach tells a point guard not to do: He leaves his feet. In mid-air, he looks hard right to the deep corner where Jazz forward Bryon Russell awaits the pass. But at the last instant, Stockton flips the ball back over his left shoulder, across the key to where Malone has spotted up for an open jumper. Ker-ching.
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“Stockton and Malone operate like they’re on one wavelength,” says Jazz broadcaster Hot Rod Hundley, who has spent the past decade watching Utah’s special combination. “Basketball requires split-second timing. They have a relationship no one else can fill. I’ve watched this game all my life and played against the best players and seen the best, and I’ve never seen two players play as well together as those two. The way they look at each other. They know each other’s every move. It’s a matter of a split second, whether you succeed or not. In particular, the pick and roll has to be perfect. And no one does it better than those two.”


“There’s a comfort level with Karl,” the 36-year-old Stockton explains. “He’s got great hands. There doesn’t have to be that big of a gap to get him the ball. He can catch it. He can get himself in position. With that, there’s a lot of confidence in the passes you throw him.”


Confidence, indeed. Stockton led the NBA in assists for an unprecedented nine straight seasons, until the 1996-97 campaign when he relinquished the crown to Mark Jackson and finished second. The much-revered Oscar Robertson led the league six times, but never more than three seasons in a row.


Stockton also holds the record for assists in a season (1,164 in 1990-91). Only 10 times in league history has a player totalled more than 1,000 assists. Eight of those seasons belong to Stockton.


Conversely, Malone has racked up 10 consecutive seasons of 2,000 or more points scored (by comparison, Wilt Chamberlain only produced seven such seasons), which leads to the inevitable questions about who is more responsible for this success, Stockton or the 35-year-old Malone?


The answer, of course, is that they both share the glory as the sole members of an intensely competitive, exclusive club. “I don’t know if two players will ever come together on the same team with the same kind of talent and the same motivation,” says Jerry Sloan, the man who has coached them for nine seasons. “It is unique.”


DRAFT-DAY STEALS


Their story is all the more special once you consider the fact that these guys didn’t earn scholarships to big-time colleges and weren’t selected as lottery picks in the NBA draft. Malone, who went to Louisiana Tech, was taken by the Jazz with the 13th selection of the first round of the 1985 draft.


The eighth of nine children, Malone was raised in the little town of Summerfield, Louisiana, where in the seventh grade he took up basketball. Within three seasons he had become quite proficient at the game, leading his Summerfield High team to the first of three consecutive state titles.


Those championship performances and a growth spurt that pushed him to 6-9 by his senior season were enough to warrant All-America recognition and a scholarship offer from nearby Louisiana Tech, where his presence would loom so large that it would prompt Shreveport Times reporter Teddy Allen to nickname Malone “the Mailman” because of his knack for delivering in big games.


Stockton, who played college ball at Gonzaga in Spokane, Washington, near the neighborhood tavern that his parents own and operate, was taken by the Jazz with the 16th overall pick in 1984. “John never started out as the best player in his age group,” his father Jack recalled a few years back. “But he was always gaining on everybody. And there were some tremendous matches with the older boys. That’s when I started seeing it coming. John never got beat the same way twice. They’d pop around him pretty good. But the next day they’d have to find another way to beat him.”


That competitiveness drove Stockton to success at Gonzaga Prep and to the top of Spokane-area All-Star teams, then on to a stellar college career at Gonzaga, where his grandfather earned All-America distinction in 1924 as a triple-threat running back.


There were immediate doubters when the Jazz used a first-round pick to get Stockton in 1984, but the team’s circumstances allowed him to find success. Playing as a backup, as a rookie, he appeared in all 82 games in 1984-85 and averaged 5.6 points.
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