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Dedicated to my Grandma Schurr, who sat through hours of my retellings of Blazers games gone by.

I’m sending a copy up to you in spirit.


Preface

On the morning of January 26, 2020, I was sitting in our newly designed reading nook near the back of our house. My wife and I had recently converted it from our kids’ old playroom, which is a nice way of saying we converted it from an area most reminiscent to “The Island of Misfit Toys.”

After feeding the kids their breakfast and then cleaning up their peanut butter and jelly faces, I had settled into the chair nestled near the back window of the house, which overlooked our backyard, which itself bled into the neighborhood park. My wife was out with our oldest daughter, enjoying some mother-daughter time. And shopping, of course.

It was a rare sunny January day in Oregon; the unrelenting rain had slipped away, leaving behind flocks of chirping birds. The sounds of kids sprung free from the shackles of winter reverberated from the park. The shadows of the trees danced all around me, making the words on the pages of my book almost impossible to absorb, but entrancing all the same.

It was one of those perfect, tranquil days when you wonder why you ever let emotions get the best of you.

Between sips of coffee and unmet requests to my kids to keep their volume down, I was finding myself gazing outside more than normal. Perhaps it was the sun. Perhaps it was the post-run high that lingered; I was in that blissful moment in time before my dopamine levels settled back to reality. But for some reason, the moments were slowing more than usual, and I felt as if I was slowing down with it, absorbing the scene around more than I normally had.

The time was 1:07 p.m. PST.

When I flipped over my phone and pressed the home button, I instinctively pulled up Twitter. From there, my reactions came in waves, just like every other person around the globe, who was seeing the news as well.

Kobe Bryant was dead.

Over the course of the next hour or two, then three and four, as the news was absorbed, then disbelieved, then confirmed, I dove headfirst into the world’s reactions. What was striking me—someone who had never met Kobe, not even in my time covering the NBA as a freelance reporter—wasn’t so much the outpouring from former teammates and rivals alike, but from people long removed from Kobe himself. Childhood schoolmates. Teammates from third grade. Teachers who recalled the small child with the big smile and even bigger bubble of confidence. Neighbors from the countries and cities Kobe had called home during his life: Italy, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles.

“Kobe was very serious and very professional. Even when he was ten or eleven years old, he had the ‘Mamba mentality,’” said childhood friend and former teammate Davide Giudici, referring to the phrase Bryant coined to describe his winning attitude. “I was shocked, totally shocked. My first thought is about his family, his wife, sisters, his daughters. I was very sad thinking about Kobe at that moment.”

Kobe’s global presence had been felt since his star took off in the mid-1990s, but his upbringing in Italy—he moved to Rieti in 1984 when his father, Joe “Jellybean” Bryant, signed with the AMG Sebastiani Rieti—was always at the root of who he was as a person. His on-court presence was “Black Mamba,” a man driven to rip your soul out in the most painful manner. His off-court demeanor, however, was all Italy.

Family. Giving. Gregarious. Loud.

Italy.
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I grew up a stone’s throw from Portland, Oregon, now the lone professional basketball franchise in the Pacific Northwest. From the first breaths my body drew in this world, I was enamored with the Portland Trail Blazers. They absorbed me; to this day, its clutches have never fully let go. As life moves onward, I’ve grown up (as people do). I’ve gotten married, had three kids, and accumulated hobbies and responsibilities (as people also do). But the passion for my first love never left. When the Blazers are playing, and I can steal a moment or two, I’m watching. When I have a break at work, I’m scouring the Internet for any news—good or bad—that pertains to them.

When you’re young and impressionable—and, perhaps most, emotional—it’s easy to take things personal that have no business of being that way.

When it came to my childhood Blazers fandom, I, of course, worshipped the players who donned our uniforms. Clyde Drexler. Terry Porter. Jerome Kersey. Perhaps most of all, because of the headband (back when it was still unusual), Cliff “Uncle Cliffy” Robinson. These men towered over me both in height and stature. But outside of Portland, those who wore jerseys that I disagreed with became my enemies; men sent to destroy my team’s destiny. Two men stuck out most. The first was the immortalized-but-hated-in-my-house Michael Jordan. The 1992 NBA Finals cemented that.

But the second? That was Kobe Bryant.

As my early years came and went, I often felt like the only kid my age who looked at Michael Jordan, the living embodiment of perfection and worship to most, and despised him. I despised him for everything he did to my team; for everything he did to your team, too, but I didn’t mind that as much. But too often he crushed the spirit of my team.

I cried crocodile tears when he shrugged after hitting yet another three-pointer in the 1992 NBA Finals. Then, I cried tears of joy when he retired a year later. I was elated then, five years after that, when he hung them up for the second time. By the time he returned in the blue and white of the Washington Wizards, still dangerous but hardly the liquidator he had been years prior, a new enemy had arrived.

Jordan was irrelevant by then, an old man in an ambiguous franchise, far removed from my concerns.

The new enemy, though?

He was new. He was fresh. He was just as confident as Jordan had been in his prime. He was just as strong-willed in his desire to be the best as Jordan had been.

And, much like Jordan had all those years prior, he seemed to take great pleasure in puncturing our sails.

The position of Blazers-killer had been filled by Kobe Bryant.

From the moment he donned the purple and gold in the summer of 1996, his fate with me was sealed. Because if Jordan was the heel in my body, the Los Angeles Lakers were that in my soul. Partly due to proximity, partly due to the vengeful battles waged, the Lakers were the antithesis of everything I adored about those Blazers squads of my youth. The Lakers were swag, sex, money, and titles. Those Blazers were subtlety, suburban marriage, and the ever-so-closeness of second place.

The Lakers were flash and popularity. The Blazers were substance and uncool.

And Kobe, crooked smile and smirk, was the perfect Laker.
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The year 2000 was set up perfectly for my beloved Trail Blazers. The franchise had made all of the right moves the previous couple of offseason, expanding the fever of the fan base. The roster was overflowing with talent and experience. Scottie Pippen, Jordan’s long-time running mate who had played no small part in our previous failures, had signed on as (hopefully) the final piece to the puzzle. It had been eight seasons since Portland had made the NBA Finals; twenty-three years since their lone championship in the summer of 1977.

And as it was meant to be, as Portland made it to the Western Conference finals, where they would face a Lakers squad featuring Shaquille O’Neal, Kobe, and Phil Jackson, the sports world ground to a halt to zero in on the rebirthed rivalry. The two teams would, in fact, engage in arguably the most entertaining, hard-fought, emotional, draining series the sport had seen in decades. Every game was played with the fervor ratcheted up to unsustainable levels.

The city of Portland was never more passionate. Even Los Angeles, a town often bereft of zealousness, was fully invested. The NBA would fulcrum on the series living up to the seasons-long prediction and hype, and it delivered.

I was inside the Rose Garden for Game Six, when the Blazers pulled away late, forcing a seventh game in Los Angeles that coming Sunday. I sang as loud as anyone when, late in the fourth quarter and the victory all but secured, Jack Nicholson—the longest-tenured and most visible Lakers celebrity endorser—stood up and made his exit from the arena, 20,000 people serenading him with the song “Hit the Road Jack.”

I still get goosebumps recalling the scene as fans chanted in the corridor after the game, in unison, alongside high-fives and hugs among strangers, “Beat LA! Beat LA!”

I remember the things I said both in my head and out loud that coming Sunday afternoon when Kobe lobbed the ball to Shaq for the dunk that ended my innocence, ushering in pain and misery that I had yet to experience. I said unforgivable things about a man I had never met, who was not much older than myself, but lived in a world I could not fathom.

I hated him. I hated Kobe Bryant.

I wanted to never see him again. I loathed the smile and the way he wore his hair. I hated the jersey he wore, and what he did to me and my team.

I carried that torch for the next sixteen years, but it would slowly dampen over time. Both Kobe and I made mistakes in our lives; we put ourselves in compromising positions that were hard to traverse. We both got married and had baby girls. He didn’t get to experience the connection of a baby boy like I did, so that was one thing I had over him.

By the time he had retired in 2016, my unfiltered hatred had morphed into a feeling of meh. As I hit my thirties, I didn’t have the energy to carry those negative torches in my life. By that point, Kobe had gone from the man I most opposed, to a man I simply watched.
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“He was my idol. Not just my idol, but also to a generation of people my age,” Giannis Antetokounmpo, arguably the NBA’s biggest star, said before the 2020 NBA All-Star Game in Chicago, less than one month after Bryant’s death. “He was one of those guys who gave back to the game so much, gave back to the players so much. A lot of times the great ones don’t do that. It was important to him. He said that talent was worthless if you’re not willing to share it, and he was one of those guys who would share it with us. He’s going to be missed.”

Giannis was in Athens, Greece, almost 7,000 miles away from the epicenter, when Kobe lobbed the ball to Shaq in the summer of 2000. He was just five years old, with no true connection to the NBA. This was long before anyone could hop on YouTube and watch highlights of their favorite player; before he could scroll through his phone to see stats or highlights. In an interview with the Greek Reporter after Bryant’s death, Giannis discusses the effect that Bryant had on his approach:


How did Kobe inspire me? Just work hard, be fearless, don’t really care about what people have to say about you, just go out there and do your job, have a smile on your face. You’re going to have to sacrifice a lot, a lot of family time, obviously, to play this game, but your family knows why you were put on this Earth, why you play this game, which is to provide for them because that’s what you’re born to do. Kobe means greatness…. He always had that smile, he always had that charisma that he carried with him. I think it touched a lot of people in the world. It’s going to be hard for another basketball player to view me as I view Kobe. [He] was one of the best basketball players to play the game. He was put on this Earth to be one of the best. When I’m gone, if I can impact people’s lives the way Kobe impacted mine and people’s lives around the world, that would be a blessing.



Word of what Kobe, or Ken Griffey Jr., or Peyton Manning, or any other sports star were accomplishing had long ways to travel. Perhaps, because of that, the impact of what those stars were able to accomplish hit harder to a younger generation. With the lack of access, players like Kobe were larger than life, more so than players today could ever be.

“[That day] was a horrible day for basketball, for everybody. A lot of people were really affected by it. I send my deepest condolences to their family, Vanessa and the kids that they leave behind,” Antetokounmpo said. “All I can do is pray for them.”
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For the local folks back in Italy, where Kobe’s name still rang in the halls like a long-ago son not yet returned, the news of his death on January 26, 2020, tore through a bit harder. When Kobe, his daughter Gianna, and seven other people fell from the sky that morning, the country had lost one of their own, if by osmosis only.

“All of the NBA players are important, because they’re legends, but he’s particularly important to us because he knew Italy so well, having lived in several cities here,” Italian Basketball Federation president Giovanni Petrucci told the Associated Press after Bryant’s death. “He had a lot of Italian qualities. He spoke Italian very well. He even knew the local slang.”

“He was a supernatural,” Italian coach Ettore Messina, who worked with Bryant as an assistant for the Lakers, told the AP. “To hear him speak and joke in our language and to remember when his father played here, and he was a kid drew a lot of people to the NBA. He was also always very attentive to help Italian kids arriving in the NBA and to help them enter such a tough and competitive world. He also did that with me when I arrived at the Lakers and I’m still very grateful to him for that. It’s very sad that his family has been devastated like this.”

Although the majority of his basketball career took place in the United States, Kobe’s love of the game, and his drive for perfection, were birthed in Italy. It’s where his formative years, when the brain is its most absorbent and your surroundings seep into your subconscious, driving him to be who he would later become.

“Italy is my home. It’s where my dream of playing in the NBA started. This is where I learned the fundamentals, learned to shoot, to pass and to [move] without the ball,” Bryant once the Gazzetta dello Sport, Italy’s top sports newspaper, “All things that when I came back to America the players my age didn’t know how to do because they were only thinking about jumping and dunking.”

Tragic news enters your mind in obscure ways. No one quite knows how they’ll handle it, since it’s not something you can prepare for. It’s a visceral feeling, organic to each individual scenario. When TMZ first reported that Kobe had passed, a world waited for finality.

Was it true?

It can’t be true.

It must be true.

There’s no way it’s true.

Almost immediately after the first tweet went live that something tragic had happened, the hashtag #Eternal4a.m. also went viral, reflecting the time when news of the death became known in China. It was also symbolic for Bryant, who one time answered a reporter’s question about the secret of his success: “Have you ever seen Los Angeles at 4 a.m.?”

“I’ve never seen Los Angeles at 4 a.m., but I heard the news of your death at 4 a.m.,” thousands of fans posted.

Following his death, the Italian Basketball Federation declared the entire week be dedicated to their former son. Before every game that followed over the next seven days—regardless of what level the game was played at—one full minute of silence took place before the action in remembrance of Bryant, his daughter Gigi, and all of those aboard the helicopter.

“It’s a small but heartfelt and deserved gesture to honor the life and memory of Kobe Bryant, an absolute champion who always had Italy in his heart,” the federation said at the time. “Kobe was and will always be linked to our country.”

In the spirit of the Italian manner, where friends are family, and family is something more than blood, the Gazzetta dello Sport, rounded up all of the emotions felt worldwide, from Los Angeles to New York, to London, Italy, and beyond, when their headline, following the news of Bryant’s passing, came simple and poignant:

“We’ve Lost a Friend.”
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Back at my home, as it did at yours, the sun rose the next day, January 27. My children straggled out of bed. They brushed their teeth, slipped on their clothes, and went about their day, blissfully ignorant of the prior days’ events. There’s beauty in youth in moments of pain—their brains cannot yet compute the finality of death. To them, it’s not a forever goodbye.

Because of that innocence, they don’t understand the grip sports can carry on a person. They don’t yet know what it’s like to love or loathe someone based on the color of their jersey, the city they play in, or the way the sun beams off the top of their helmet as they burst through the tunnel. They have yet to feel the weightlessness of a walk-off win, or the empty feeling that rolls around the bottom of your stomach when it goes wrong.

I was sadder the morning after Kobe’s death than I had been in some time. My joints felt burdened. I felt grief for Kobe and his family, like others, but I felt guilt, too. Guilt for carrying that hatred toward him for so long. Hatred that I harbored for … what? An eighteen-year-old kid who just wanted to play basketball and was taken by a team I didn’t like? That’s why I hated him? He did nothing to me or my family. He was a young man living out his dream, outworking us all, to climb the mountain in his quest to become one of the greatest to ever do something he loved.

That morning I felt disappointment for not allowing myself to appreciate what was unfolding in front of me for all those years that followed: Kobe’s greatness in motion, a greatness that’s hard to replicate, and a uniqueness which we may not see for a long time. I felt disappointment for taking for granted a player that I undoubtedly would have worshipped had he been wearing our colors and not theirs.

The pain of those losses in the early 2000s was now more a bad memory than anything else. But what saddened me the most the day after his death, as countless tales of his gifts as a father began to overshadow his gifts as a basketball player, was that my blindness toward him had robbed me of valuable lessons he could teach me in the one area we had in common: the love for our children.

Because of my refusal to accept him as anything but the “Blazers killer,” I knew little of his charitable work. I knew less of his love and passion for women’s basketball, and how he championed its growth. I knew even less than that of the way he watched his daughters grow with unabashed love and pride, the way his eyes would sparkle whenever they laid upon any of the four. Because of my stubbornness, I failed to realize that a young man in his early twenties can be cocksure, play for the wrong team, rip your youth into shreds, make you miss school because you’re too upset your team lost, and still become a forty-year-old man worth looking up to. I didn’t realize that who you are in youth is barely recognizable for you as an adult.

People grow. They make mistakes, and fall, and bounce back.

Not all can recover, but most do. In death, I learned that Kobe had done so—better than most—and I felt sad I missed the transition.

For the weeks that followed, I studied him more. I let myself, twenty years after “The Lob,” get to know Kobe on a level many others had all those years in between, but that I had refused to do.

As a kid, I always joked with my friends that when the I wanna be, I wanna be like Mike jingle played in the 1990s—the one so many kids recounted in their efforts that they wanted to be just like Michael Jordan—I would alter the words to better fit my true beliefs, which was that I wanted “to be like Clyde.” I was a Portlander, and a Clyde Drexler guy.

When Elle Duncan, a SportsCenter host on ESPN, gave an impassioned speech on Kobe and his love for his daughters, she ushered in a new moniker that traversed multiple genres. Sports and non-sports fans alike rallied around this one sentiment. The men who were in Kobe’s and my shoes, fathers to daughters, had a rallying cry. For the trouble they can give us, trying, usually in vain, to understand them, there simply is nothing that compares to being—as Elle put it—a “Girl Dad.”

I have three children: two girls, one boy. In my children, I found commonality with Kobe. That jingle about being “like Mike” isn’t popular anymore, but if it were ever to resurface, ours would very much have been the same:

“I get to be, I get to be a Girl Dad.”

And our girls would undoubtedly roll their eyes, embarrassed of our goofy dad-ness. Maybe they wouldn’t appreciate it at the moment, but it wouldn’t matter. Because it’s about what it means overall. Growing up, shedding the skin you once wore, and evolving as a person.

I get to be a Girl Dad by raising my girls to believe in themselves during their best, as well as in their darkest times. I get to be a Girl Dad by raising my boy to know that the women in his life can do anything he can, and that he needs to treat them as equals, if not better.

I now have to raise them in a world that watched a man who loved his daughters more than anything leave us too soon.

But I get to point to that man, as well as myself, hopefully, as examples of what it means to be a Girl Dad.

We all have Kobe to thank for that; for being a shining example of fatherhood.


Introduction

The 1985 NBA Draft will go down as perhaps the deepest and most star-studded the league had (and has) ever seen. From the no-brainer, sure-fire Hall of Famers (Patrick Ewing, Karl Malone, Chris Mullin, and Joe Dumars) to the All-Stars who would prove highly valuable over their careers (Terry Porter, A. C. Green, Detlef Schrempf, Xavier McDaniel),1 the class played an integral part in the NBA’s success throughout the late 1980s and 1990s. Most of those players would go on to be foils to Michael Jordan, never getting their due thanks to his dynasty with the Chicago Bulls, but their impact was nonetheless felt.

That year’s draft was also, perhaps, the most talked about for one less-than-desirable reason: the controversy that surrounded the first pick, where the New York Knicks famously won the draft lottery (despite less-than-stellar odds) and drafted center Patrick Ewing from Georgetown. The circumstances around the Knicks winning the lottery still lingers in the minds of fans today. In light of past allegations of the league “fixing,” or altering outcomes of games to better suit their narrative (and line their pockets with lots of money), the “frozen envelope,” as the Ewing-Knicks fiasco become known, is yet another log on the fire for conspiracy theorists who view the NBA through a sequestered viewpoint.

But there was more that happened that summer than meets the eye. Specifically, more happened the day of the draft. Another subtle, yet interesting subplot, that has washed away in the hands of time, but reverberated throughout the league for the following decade.

When the Atlanta Hawks sent in their selection for the 77th pick of the draft on June 18, 1985, they did so with the understanding that their selection would be made free of controversy, and they would move on to their next pick. With future NBA players Spud Webb and Mario Elie still on the board, then Atlanta Hawks GM Stan Katsen opted to go a more untraditional route, electing to gamble on a player from Lithuania, a player the likes of which the game of basketball had never seen before. He was a mythical entity to most NBA fans in the United States, almost completely unknown to all but the most dedicated, tried-and-true basketball aficionados around the globe.

His name was Arvydas Sabonis.

He was 7-foot-3. He carried his nearly 300-pound frame like a swift, pieced-together gazelle. His court vision was unparalleled for a man his size, and his soft touch with the basketball only added to his skills. Had he been in the United States, under the guidance of a top (or even middling) program, he would have been in the running to take the number one spot from Ewing. Fortunately for the Hawks, it seemed at the time that he was too far removed off the radar despite his obvious franchise-altering potential, which jumped off the television screen just seconds into watching him play. And yet here he was, ready to be drafted far later than he should ever have been.

Bill Walton, the Hall-of-Fame center who helped guide the Trail Blazers to their lone NBA title in 1977, recalls seeing Sabonis playing overseas prior to the draft and being almost awestruck at the big man’s skill set.

“He probably had a quadruple-double at halftime, and his coach, Alexander Gomelsky, didn’t even start him in the second half,” Walton told Grantland in 2011. “I said, ‘You might as well just rewrite the rules of basketball after watching him play for just the first half,’ the first time I ever saw him. When you think of the history of basketball, the rules were changed to make it harder for three guys: Bill Russell, Wilt Chamberlain, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. All the other rules have been changed to make it easier.

“He could do everything. He had the skills of Larry Bird and Pete Maravich,” Walton continued. “He had the athleticism of Kareem, and he could shoot the 3-point shot. He could pass and run the floor, dribble. We should have carried out a plan in the early 1980s to kidnap him and bring him back right then.”
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When the Sacramento Kings selected Willie Simmons with the 76th pick, the final hurdle was removed; the Hawks were going to pair up their young star in Dominique Wilkins with their transcendent center of the future.

However, the Hawks were not the first attempt by an American outlet to lure Sabonis over. Bill Schonely, who was the long-time radio play-by-play voice of the Portland Trail Blazers, told BlazersEdge:


Dale Brown, who was the coach of LSU basketball [in 1985], had lost his starting center, John Williams, to the NBA draft, and Dale came up with this big idea to replace him with none other than Sabonis. Now, at the time, both President Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev were looking for ways to build cooperation between those two Cold War foes, but coach Brown had this idea of an exchange program; an exchange program between LSU and Russia, where he would take the LSU team on a tour of the Soviet Union in return for the services of the twenty-one-year-old Arvydas Sabonis.

Now, Brown had seen Sabonis play several years before this while on a 12-game tour of the United States, and he believed him to be a Bill Walton–caliber player. Well, he ended up writing to the Soviet Union and to Gorbachev and to the White House. Well, from what I can remember about the whole situation, he actually did get permission to proceed, but the US government was unwilling to formally endorse this mission. So, what did coach Brown do? Brown headed to Europe himself and he tried just about everything to get Sabonis and convince him to come play. Two state department officials showed up at his door and asked that all attempts to recruit Sabonis end—and end now.



That attempt by the LSU administration aside, this was the first real attempt to lure over Sabonis. And when the Hawks made their final decision and slid the paper over to the powers that be behind the scenes of the NBA Draft, Sabonis was a Hawk.

It was perfect. Even if it took some time to bring him to America, he was theirs. Wilkins and Spud Webb on the fast break, Sabonis tailing slightly behind, the new dominant dynasty in the East, ready to usurp the Celtics and Pistons and…

The dream was over before it could even begin.

The pick would be voided; Sabonis was underage by NBA rules, the Hawks and the NBA would later learn. The confusion came naturally, considering Sabonis had been playing professionally overseas for four years at the time, since he made his debut for BC Žalgiris in Lithuania, which played in his hometown of Kaunas.

Putting his name on the draft card not only seemed like a no-brainer, but also a legal move.

Alas …

“There were no rules at the time. I do know Sabonis was widely regarded as the greatest basketball player in the world at that time,” said Stan Kasten, who was at the time the general manager for the Hawks, of his team’s ill-fated selection.

“My guess on it was that somebody got Sabonis’ birthdate wrong, and they thought he was 22, and he was not,” Victor de la Serna, a journalist from Madrid, told Vice. “He was born in 1964, so he was only 21 [actually, Sabonis would turn 21 in December of 1985] and when the NBA found out, they voided the draft pick.”

The pick, although mute, was not surprising, given the Hawks were oftentimes viewed as pioneers of early scouting in the NBA; they were the first team in the league to see the talent base growing overseas. The Hawks had selected the first- and second-ever international draftees in 1970, Mexican Manuel Raga and Italian Dino Meneghin.

“Before the whole [international] era started, we were obviously at the forefront of it,” Kasten said to Vice. “And then the wave came, right after that. Just a tremendous wave. Try and think of the NBA today without European players in it. You can’t do it.”

The voiding of the Sabonis pick was crushing; not as much in the moment, since actually bringing Sabonis over was still going to be the biggest hurdle, but more for the tantalization of what he could be.

“I don’t think any of us had especially hard feelings about it,” Kasten said, “because none of us knew what the rules were going to be. And frankly, up until that point, we couldn’t even be sure how good players were until they played in the NBA. We just didn’t know. I’m sure we took it in stride. I wasn’t happy about it.”

Perhaps part of it was understandable. In 1985, there was no YouTube; no Internet databases to upload grainy video and study a player’s tendencies, strengths, weaknesses, etc. There was the good ol’ fashioned pounding of the pavement by NBA teams, sending scouts to see firsthand if the rumors about Sabonis were true.

Luckily for the Hawks (at the time), not many teams possessed the financial stability to do such things. Or, perhaps, they still viewed the travel and expenses as a waste of time and resources. With the college game in the United States thriving, why waste a scout’s time traversing the landscapes in Europe, Spain, China, or anywhere outside the continental US?

But to this day, despite rampant speculation, the results of that draft night are still head-scratching at best.

Russ Granik, who was the NBA’s executive vice president at the time of the draft, backs de la Serna’s assertion of the fatal ambiguity being on the Hawks’ end.

“I think the uncertainty about Sabonis’ eligibility in 1985 had less to do with any ambiguity in the rules and related more to establishing Sabonis’ age with any confidence,” Granik told Vice through email. “We didn’t have a formal relationship with FIBA at that point, so teams were kind of on their own to make sure any prospective draftees were actually eligible.”
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George Karl had a long and successful career coaching in the NBA, currently with the sixth-most wins in league history. He helped guide the Seattle SuperSonics (RIP) to the NBA Finals in 1996 and had helped mentor some of the brightest coaches that were under his tutelage. But before that, like many hungry up-and-comers, Karl’s journey had taken him overseas to sharpen his abilities. After an unsuccessful stint with the Golden State Warriors, Karl coached the Albany Patroons for one season in the CBA before taking over Real Madrid of the Spanish League starting in 1989. His final year in 1992 netted him the job with the SuperSonics, where he inherited stars such as Gary Payton and Shawn Kemp.

But despite the successes he would go on to see, there’s one piece of unfinished business that still sticks with Karl to this day.

Immediately after accepting the job in Seattle, Real Madrid signed Sabonis.

“When I came back, I was asked if I could do it all over and try again to bring a championship to Madrid, who would I try to get on my team?” Karl said to Grantland. “Sabonis was my answer. The best player in Europe was Sabonis. The most difficult player to play against was Sabonis. I had actually told all the NBA scouts who had come over to Europe to see Toni Kukoč and Sabonis at that time that exact the same thing. I told them ‘Kukoč is good. He’s an NBA player. But the best guy, if you want to win, is Sabonis.’”

By this time, six years had passed since the Atlanta Hawks’ ill-fated attempt to bring Sabonis over. His career had thrived, with numerous postseason titles, lucrative contracts, and universal beliefs that he was not just the best player in Europe, but, if truth serum were in play, perhaps the world.

“People don’t understand that when he was younger, Sabonis was a perimeter player and he played facing the basket,” Karl continued. “He was a very athletic player, but then he tore up his Achilles in both feet, and he got bigger and thicker and wound up being more of a power player with the Trail Blazers. And one of his biggest assets was his ability to pass the ball. He could score, too, but you could run your whole offense through him, and his basketball IQ was off the charts for a 7-footer. He was always a polished player, and very few Europeans are able to step right in and have a role without spending a few years developing that role. For years, he was the best player in Europe, in my mind.”






1 Born in West Germany, Schrempf played his college ball at the University of Washington, though would represent his home country in the 1984 and 1992 Olympics.
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Chapter One

THE FROZEN PICK

It was unseasonably warm in the morning of June 17, 1986, in New York City. The sun was beaming, but the temperature, admirably, topped out just in the low 80s. There was no humidity, no sweltering fumes rising from the underground. At the Felt Forum, site of that afternoon’s NBA Draft, citizens strolled by, shorts and tank tops and fanny packs on, much like they do today (minus the fanny packs). Inside the Forum, the next wave of NBA stars—Dennis Rodman, Len Bias, Brad Daugherty, and Jeff Hornacek, to name a few—were just hours from entering their next phase of life, from punch-drunk college kids to millionaires overnight.

Outside, life moved on as it always did. It was New York after all, the mecca of basketball and Americana, with Broadway, cuisine, drinks, nightlife, and sex all-consuming the psyche of the passersby.

Inside, the draft that was about to take place that afternoon was facing the real possibility of falling flat compared to years past. There was no surefire, can’t-miss, prodigal star on the board. The previous few years had seen a tidal wave of superstars reinvigorate the NBA; up-and-comers like Hakeem Olajuwon, Charles Barkley, Patrick Ewing, Clyde Drexler, and Michael Jordan had dominated the summer’s largest spectacle. Their appeals were already carrying over into the season, where every one of those players was establishing himself as the face of not just their respective franchise, but of the league as a whole.

But this year? In 1986? It all just felt … flat. Daugherty, everyone rightfully predicted, was going to be a good player. A nice player. A solid player. But he wasn’t Olajuwon. He wasn’t Ewing. In the 1980s, big men were viewed as the be all and end all. Franchises knew that one strike of gold with a player topping seven feet could mean a decade-long run of dominance.
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