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To Pearl W. Falk,
 a loving mother, an inspirational educator,
 and my lifelong mentor, whose words
 remain in my heart and in my mind:




“Always shoot for the stars and never settle for second best.”
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Foreword




by Michael Jordan










I was drafted by the Chicago Bulls in June 1984 at the age of twenty-one. I had known that I would receive an NBA contract and probably an endorsement deal to wear Adidas shoes—my favorite at the time—but I didn’t really have a good sense of what else I could expect as an NBA player. Well, except that I was about to work harder than I had ever worked before in my life.




Over the next twenty years, David Falk taught me the business of sports. From my very first contract with Nike to wear Air Jordan basketball shoes, through a myriad of corporate endorsements, licensing contracts, restaurants, books, and movies, David prepared me to become a successful businessman every bit as much as Dean Smith and Phil Jackson prepared me to be a successful basketball player.




I’ve often teased David that after he conceived the idea for “Air Jordan,” he never had another good idea. But seriously, he knows how much I value his creativity, his guidance, and his passion to be the best. I was very proud to call David my lawyer, and prouder still to call him my friend. He has guided a whole generation of players not only skillfully but also with great care and integrity.






 




There are moments in everyone’s lives when you have to trust that your advisor will look you in the eye and tell you the truth, even when it’s not what you want to hear. I always knew that David would tell me what he truly felt even when it wasn’t popular or politically correct. As much as I always valued his skill for negotiation and his creativity in marketing, I especially admired his courage to express his convictions when it mattered most.




David and I share a special connection because of our very competitive personalities. And make no mistake: David is as competitive in business as any athlete I’ve played against on the basketball court. I know for sure we also possess another special bond. From the very first day I met him in Chapel Hill in May 1984 and selected him to be my lawyer, I’ve always felt a kinship with David because, along with my father, we ended up bald. So, when he tells you that the account that follows is the Bald Truth, you can take it from me, it is.
























Introduction








If I have seen further [than other men] it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.




—SIR ISAAC NEWTON














For the past thirty-five years, I have been privileged to manage the careers of some of the greatest athletes and coaches in history. I’ve often thought that men like Michael Jordan and Patrick Ewing, John Thompson and Mike Krzyzewski were genetically programmed to compete without quarter. Clearly they wanted to win, but there was no singular force driving them toward their goals—not simply pride, nor money, nor fame—except a relentless pursuit of perfection. Although my role was to manage their careers and to inculcate in them an ability to make prudent business decisions, in many ways they were all amazing teachers to me.




My greatest teacher, however, was my mother, Pearl Falk. For as long as I can remember she would instill in me her philosophy, “Always shoot for the stars and never settle for second best.” As the daughter of immigrant parents, my mother found it hard to ever satisfy her very demanding father. Undoubtedly she passed this personality trait on to me. I find it amusing that critics of mine have labeled me arrogant, greedy, insensitive, and used a host of other less than complimentary descriptions to explain my success in the very cutthroat business of athlete representation. What they have failed to grasp is that I was simply trying to fulfill my mother’s credo and likely also trying to prove that I was worthy to be her son.




Whether from nature or nurture, I would describe myself as a compulsive perfectionist. And in a poignant way my own drive to achieve dovetailed with the genetically predisposed competitive drive of my clients. I’ve always believed that this common drive, more than the success we have enjoyed together, has enabled me to relate well to my clients.




Over time, I came to view my role as a bridge between young, predominantly African American superstar athletes and older, predominantly white corporate executives and team owners. And in dealing with the superstars in both of those worlds, I received an education in business and human psychology that I could not have obtained in the doctoral program of any university in the world. In the last ten years, the landscape of the sports industry has changed dramatically—regretfully, not for the better. Rookie wage scales, maximum limitations on player contracts, and the widespread use of illegal inducements to recruit clients have largely taken the creativity out of the deal making and the integrity out of the recruitment of new players. So, why have I stayed in the business? That’s a question I’ve asked myself many times in the ten years since I sold my company, FAME, to SFX. It’s an issue I’ve discussed at great length with Michael, whose advice and insight I truly value. And the answer is that all of the restrictions and all of the infractions, which otherwise have made this profession far less enjoyable, cannot take away the tremendous personal satisfaction I derive from performing the most important job in our society today: teaching.




And so, after thirty-five years in the business, from the trench warfare of recruiting to the highest pinnacles of corporate marketing, I want to share the unique education I’ve received from the “best and the brightest.” Because education necessarily involves learning from your mistakes, I did not have enough room on these pages to share all the mistakes I’ve made from the tender age of twenty-three in trying to perfect the interwoven skills of negotiating, marketing, and managing. But rest assured, there were many painful lessons I learned along the way.




When I was in the fifth grade, my mother wrote to me, “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing; drink deep, my son.” And so I offer to you The Bald Truth: my education in business, my amateur primer on human psychology, and my personal philosophy of attaining and managing success. I hope you find the experience of reading this book as enjoyable as I found the experience of writing it. It brought back some amazing memories and a renewed realization of how fortunate I have been to view the world on the strong shoulders of giants.






























ONE




I’d Rather Have a Good Enemy than a Neutral Friend, and Other Lessons from Chairman John











In many ways, my career started when I met John Thompson, Jr.




Having grown up in a very modest background, I could never have imagined that I would meet and deal with high-profile individuals as diverse as senators and congressmen, even a president or two, not to mention superstar athletes, entertainers, and chairmen of many of the most influential corporations in America. But without question, the most influential person in my life—other than my mother, who passed away when I was twenty-seven—has been John Thompson.




The fact that John played such an influential role proves that hard work and commitment to excellence can be matched, if not trumped, by circumstance and good fortune. The twists and turns that brought us together were certainly not in the game plans either of us had crafted for our careers. That John became my first and, for many years, only coaching client is ironic, given the wisdom and guidance he has provided me over the years.




I had aspired to be an attorney since the age of ten. In fifth grade, a friend named Greg Mallow wrote in my autograph book that I should become a lawyer because I was “a good arguer.” Joseph Weber, my maternal grandfather, was an immigrant who frequently served on grand juries in New York. Pearl Weber, my mother, dreamed that I would one day become a Supreme Court justice. Despite these strong influences, my only role model for being a lawyer was Owen Marshall of the eponymous television series in the 1970s. I had absolutely no idea what being a lawyer was all about when I graduated from Syracuse University in 1972 and not much clearer of an idea when I graduated from George Washington University Law School in 1975.




During my first two years of law school, I worked part-time for the Bureau of Land Management at the Department of the Interior and at the Washington, D.C., office of Sidley & Austin, a prestigious Chicago-based law firm. In Washington, the joke is that one out of every twenty-five males over the age of twenty-five is a lawyer. It seemed to me that most of them had an Ivy League background that I clearly lacked. At Sidley I was determined to overcome my lack of pedigree by sheer determination. Initially it seemed to be working as many of the younger partners entrusted me with legal research projects. But when the summer came, I was relegated to being a messenger when two “summer clerks” who were recruited from the University of Virginia and the University of Pennsylvania arrived. If I had a chip on my shoulder about my lack of Ivy League pedigree when I interviewed for clerkships in law school, after the snub at Sidley it grew into a block. When Donald Dell finally allowed me to work—for free—at Dell, Craighill, Fentress & Benton, which was the law firm part of the sports agency ProServ, in the summer of 1974, I was committed to overcoming my lack of nurture with my compulsive nature.




At the end of that summer, Donald hired me as a part-time clerk. As a full-time law student, I was permitted to work twenty hours a week. My lack of personal pedigree and ProServ’s surroundings better informed my approach. Donald Dell was a Yale man with a University of Virginia law degree; Lee Fentress went to Tulane and Virginia Law; Frank Craighill attended North Carolina and Virginia Law; and Michael Cardozo, the associate, was the grand-nephew of Supreme Court justice Benjamin Cardozo and a Dartmouth and Virginia Law School grad. I probably worked an average of sixty hours a week and went to school just enough to graduate. Later on, when I attained some success, I probably developed a reverse exclusionary discrimination against Ivy League types. Obviously it takes all types, but one of the questions you might ask about a player who grew up wealthy is whether that player is hungry enough to do what it takes. The need to achieve doesn’t always come from pure economics. With the background I had, I knew I never wanted to make a living with my hands.




After I graduated, Donald finally hired me as a full-time associate for the princely sum of thirteen thousand dollars a year to work eighty to one hundred hours a week. I eventually became Donald’s assistant, or chief of staff. I read his mail, attended many of his meetings, and received great exposure to the various parts of the business, from marketing to legal. But we were very different people. Donald operated by seat-of-the-pants instinct and intuition. I am extremely logical. I wanted to have a well thought out argument when I presented my position. Donald preferred to leverage his power. He would read and think for five minutes on the plane flight to a negotiation. From my perspective, he would wing it while I was always a nut about preparation. I loved the intellectual stimulation that came from trying to change an existing model, or making an impact on that model by analyzing the research and applying a measure of creativity to the results. That approach eventually defined groundbreaking deals for Michael Jordan, Patrick Ewing, Juwan Howard, Danny Ferry, Alonzo Mourning, and dozens of others in the 1980s and 1990s.




John Thompson had been an all-American at Providence College in 1964. He ended up playing two seasons for the Boston Celtics, backing up Bill Russell in one of the more racially divided cities in America at the time. When John became Georgetown’s coach in 1972, I was finishing my first year of law school.




Because salaries were so modest, even for the world champion Celtics, John lived in the home of a Boston couple named Harold and Mary Furash. They had no children and John became the closest thing they had to a son. I had met Harold a few times through Leon Frank, my future father-in-law, and Harold had told John about me.




John and I met for the first time in 1980 when John Duren was going to be his first player selected in the NBA draft. We made a presentation for ProServ to represent Duren and his teammate Craig Shelton. Both of them selected us, and we got the next big Hoya star, Sleepy Floyd, who became the No. 13 pick in the 1982 draft.




The Georgetown connection became a cornerstone of our basketball practice. Donald Dell and Frank Craighill had a long-standing relationship with Dean Smith at North Carolina, but I was never going to have a power position in that dynamic. Smith wanted to talk “CEO to CEO” and he insisted on Donald doing the deals for North Carolina’s rookie players. For me, Georgetown represented an opportunity. Not only had John turned the program into a major college power, but the connection allowed me to move away from tennis. While I liked working with tennis players like Arthur Ashe and Stan Smith, I loved basketball. It also felt more comfortable because I grew up in an environment much closer socially and economically to basketball players than to tennis stars.




John boosted my career at ProServ by viewing me and promoting me, even to my boss Donald Dell, as an asset and talent independent of the company. But he also challenged my assumptions about people, race, success, and just about every other aspect of life. You always know exactly where you stand with John. He is wont to say “I’d rather have a good enemy than a neutral friend.” This is one of the many lessons I have taken from our friendship. Only the depth of compassion and loyalty he extends to friends matches John’s unshakable integrity.




Our personal histories no doubt helped John and I connect. My mother was the youngest daughter of immigrant parents and she became a teacher. She constantly urged me never to settle for second best: “Always shoot for the stars.”




John’s father was hardworking but uneducated, and his mother, though educated, could only find work cleaning houses in their segregated Washington, D.C., neighborhood. In his book Big Man on Campus, Len Shapiro writes that John’s mother had a similar message for her son: “You can do anything you think you can. It’s all in the way you view it. It’s all in the start you make, young man. You must feel that you are going to do it.”




The fact that we were both outsiders may be what drew us together—John, a black man in the very white fraternity of major college coaches, and me, a Jewish kid with a mutt’s pedigree. In any case, unlike Coach Smith at North Carolina, John Thompson preferred dealing with the underdog. At the time, we had a policy at ProServ that we would not represent coaches. I effectively created the rule because I was uncomfortable when coaches came to Donald asking him advice on their shoe deals or coaching contracts. Donald, either out of friendship or ego, really wanted to help them, but I was concerned it could adversely affect our ability to recruit players. My emphatic position was that if we helped the coach at Maryland, then the coach at Virginia might get upset. I thought we had to be neutral. Donald reluctantly heeded my advice and it became corporate policy.




That all changed in 1982 during a lunch with John. Like other coaches, he would ask me questions about business matters. While I was happy to provide some insight, I told him, “John, I would love to help you with these things, but you know we have a policy against representing coaches.” Typical of him, John said, “I don’t give a damn about your policy. I’d love you to represent me.” He said this with such vehemence that I was floored. For one of the first times in my life, I had nothing to say. I was tongue-tied and all I could get out was “Well, okay. I’d love to do it.” After my impassioned argument to Donald against representing coaches, I broke the policy.




The arrangement also allowed John to break from the rest of the Big East coaching fraternity. Dave Gavett, then the Big East commissioner, negotiated group deals for the coaches for product endorsements. A coach might get $3,000 to $4,000 as part of supporting a Big East official basketball deal, or something similar. I signed John with Wilson for $25,000 a year, which infuriated the other coaches and in turn delighted John. He wanted to be his own person and felt it was no different than competing against other coaches for wins. One of his lines was “Why do you want to live in the same apartment complex with people you’re competing with? You don’t want them to know what you’re doing.”




The relationship worked on every level. John loved the idea of turning his success into business opportunities apart from the rest of the fraternity. I enjoyed the process because I thought we were not only doing a good job, but helping John to become a unique brand. It all worked to help John recruit great players. Mostly, however, the relationship provided me with insight into the human spirit. I learned about relationships, human nature, and how the nature of race affects both of them.




While John came to represent one of the closest relationships of my life, he was also part of some of my most memorably stressful moments. John is a wise and devoted mentor, but he is also blunt, demanding, and unapologetic about what he understands to be right and wrong. For example, on an otherwise uneventful day in May 1983, I stopped by Georgetown to see John on my way home from the office. We discussed a few business issues, nothing unusual. Then, out of left field, John asked, “What do you think about this guy Bill Strickland?” I had met Bill following a speech I delivered in Houston at the American Bar Association Committee Forum on Entertainment and Sports. Bill was an African American lawyer interested in getting into the agent business. At the time, I knew we needed another lawyer to help me with the basketball business. Craighill and Fentress had just bolted ProServ to form Advantage International and a lot of ProServ’s staff had followed them. Though we had retained twenty-three of the twenty-seven basketball players we represented, we were thinly staffed. What I didn’t know at the time was that Strickland had gone to John Thompson to see if John could put in a good word for him at ProServ, hence the question.




“I really like the guy,” I told John. “He’s got an MBA from UCLA and a law degree from Georgetown. He played college basketball and baseball. He’s pretty sharp.”




“Well, are you going to hire him?”




“I really don’t know, John.”




“Well, David. You just gave me a eulogy about the guy. Why wouldn’t you hire him?”




“You know, John, it’s a very interesting time,” I said. “At ProServ, we’ve had African American people in marketing. We’ve had African American people in accounting. But we’ve never had a lawyer who’s African American and for some reason, unbeknownst to me, it seems to be very important to clients that we have one. Because of that, I think whoever we hire first will be under a spotlight. I want to make sure that the person we hire—that first African American lawyer—will be able to stand up to the scrutiny.”




That’s exactly how I felt. And to me, that’s how the landscape looked. It seemed to me that it was the hand we had been dealt and I thought I had provided a very reasoned, unemotional response.




John thought otherwise.




“Really? That’s how you feel?”




“Yes,” I said.




“You know, people have used that excuse for a hundred years to keep black people from jobs.”




“Well, John, I understand that. I don’t make the rules. I’m not the one who’s going to put a spotlight on him. But because he would be the first, he’d be like a pioneer and subject to a different level of scrutiny than the person who comes after him.”




We proceeded into a long conversation, with John surgically carving me into small pieces, to say the least. As we continued to debate the issue, I quickly realized that a relationship that had taken three and a half years to build was being destroyed in thirty very emotional minutes. After an hour with John, I had gone from considering myself broad-minded and inclusive, with very few biases, to feeling like a leading candidate for the Klan.




At the climax of this emotional debate, I was about to cry. The realization that our relationship could crumble on this subject was nearly too much to contemplate. At that moment, John put his hands on my shoulders just as a priest might.




“David,” he said, “I’m not trying to be difficult with you. But you’re Jewish, and you should be used to people discriminating against you because you’re Jewish. But a lot of people who meet you don’t know you’re Jewish. I’m black. Every person I have ever met or ever will meet knows that I am black. I just want you to be sensitive to how a black person feels about the potential for being discriminated against.”




That was the end of the conversation. We didn’t say another word except “Good-bye.” I walked to the parking lot, got into my Volkswagen Rabbit, and drove home.




I did hire Bill Strickland, who turned out to be great. More importantly, that day changed my life. The conversation and John’s passion touched me in a way I have never forgotten. It made me question my values and my most fundamental beliefs. The way John presented his argument, together with the power of his conviction, made me feel as if I had been touched by God. It was a bit like an out-of-body experience. He made a profound impact on me because he cared enough to want me to understand.




John made me see what many of us in America do not: that there are very strong cultural differences between black and white America, and that many of them turn on nuances and experiences often foreign to one side or the other. He helped me understand the true nature of exclusion and the idea of needing to be twice as good as the next guy just to be equal.




For more than twenty-five years, John and I have had dozens of intensely personal discussions like that one. He’s looked me in the eye and told me things, taught me things that wouldn’t have been the same coming from anyone else. That’s why I’ve always found it ironic that he hired me to be his advisor when, in so many ways, he has been mine. Among his insights I’ve adopted as my own:








	Don’t be a prisoner of your reputation.




	Don’t try to be a spiritual advisor.




	Don’t try to run a democracy.




	It’s better to have a good enemy than a neutral friend.







It’s a good thing I’ve followed these principles; while dealing with John made me a stronger person and helped me with other people and situations, I never had to be stronger than when I dealt with him.




In the spring of 1984, we had another one of our “heart-to-heart” talks. Two things had happened to Patrick Ewing that spring while he was at Georgetown. His mother had died and Patrick had led the Hoyas to the national championship against Houston’s Hakeem Olajuwon. Ewing and Olajuwon were juniors and within hours of the title game there was speculation that both would leave college early and enter the NBA draft.




John called and wanted to know my opinion about Patrick passing up his senior season at Georgetown. I told him I thought it was a terrible idea. To start with, I had read in the Washington Post that Patrick promised his mother he would finish his education and graduate. I thought it was important that he honor that commitment.






“Really?” John said. “Well, I can see why you feel that way, but let me tell you how I feel. For a million dollars a year, he can get plenty of education.”




“I respect that, John, but there aren’t a lot of Patrick Ewings coming out of college every year. The fact that he and Olajuwon are both juniors is a fluke. He is a very rare commodity, and for those kinds of players, the salaries will never go down. I mean never, no matter how long he stays in school.”




“Well, that’s interesting,” John said, “but what if he gets hurt?”




“You could buy an insurance policy to protect that,” I responded.




We went back and forth on the issues surrounding the decision: the nuances of the draft and why I firmly believed Patrick should stay another year. I held my ground while John cursed me out like a truck driver. That’s John, God love him. I’ve had Georgetown players tell me they thought their first name was “Motherf—er” because that’s what John always called them. Even with that knowledge and being well aware of John’s style, the verbal abuse was distressing. I started thinking, just as I had a year earlier, that in thirty short minutes our relationship was quickly deteriorating. I remember thinking, How could this be happening?




“I thought you were my friend and I’m asking you for your best advice,” he said, “but it’s obvious to me you’re just telling me what you think I want to hear. But you are wrong. I don’t want him to stay in school. I want him to leave. I don’t want the responsibility on my shoulders if he gets hurt. His mother is dead. His family is depending on him. What if he does get hurt?”






John’s voice was booming. Finally, after enduring his abuse, I had had enough.




“John, look, do whatever the hell you think is right,” I told him. “But if you’re asking my advice I’ll tell you three things. Number one, Patrick will not even go number one in the draft. If Houston has the first pick, they’re going to take Olajuwon. Number two, the money will never go down for franchise centers. And number three, in your system, you’re going to protect him from injury. Even if something happens, Patrick’s not going to get amnesia and forget how to play basketball. His value will be much higher a year from now than it would be today. That’s how I feel, but do whatever the hell you want.”




I was upset because the conversation had devolved from a conversation between two friends into a very emotional and abusive personal attack. I thought it was important for my integrity, for my relationship with John, and for my desire to eventually work for Patrick, that I be brutally frank and not cave in to the intensity. I had to make a very clear statement that if he was going to hire me to deal at the highest levels of the NBA, I couldn’t let a college coach, even one as forceful as John Thompson intimidate me. As it turned out, John discussed the matter with Patrick, who never wanted to leave school in the first place.




While I was striving to develop a relationship with John, ProServ’s most important college-coach relationship was with Dean Smith. During the 1970s and into the 1980s, Dean was instrumental in recommending players to ProServ. And we had done very well by all those players. We represented high first-round draft picks like Phil Ford and James Worthy, but part of the deal with Dean was that we also took care of the lesser players such as Rich Yonakor, Cecil Exum, and Tom Zaliagaris. For those players, we created opportunities in Europe and generally got them above-market deals.




The problem with Dean was that there was very little equity in the relationship. Every year we would start at square one despite the long-term relationship that existed between Donald Dell, Dean, and North Carolina.




In 1984, we found out just how vulnerable we were to the whims of a major college coach, particularly Dean Smith. Michael Jordan was the marquee player coming out of North Carolina heading into the 1984 NBA draft. Obviously he was a player ProServ coveted as a client. But we were also competing for the right to represent another North Carolina player and potential star, Sam Perkins, who went on to play seventeen years in the league. Dean screened agents and made “recommendations” to his players as to whom they should select. He broke the process into three categories: contract negotiation, marketing, and financial management. ProServ won all three components for Jordan, and two of the three for Perkins; Advantage International was selected to manage money for Sam. Less than a week after making his recommendations, Coach Smith called Donald and said Perkins had “changed his mind.” The player had fired us, according to Dean, because Donald hadn’t spent enough time with him on the phone during our six days of officially representing him.




Sam is a very laid-back guy and it is unlikely he would have made that kind of decision on his own in such a short amount of time. Moreover, Sam was sequestered in Bobby Knight’s Olympic training camp, in which players’ calls were screened. Donald told Dean he had tried to reach Sam but that there was no way to do so during those six days. Donald was not only distraught at Dean’s news but also shocked at the way it happened. Donald challenged Dean about the real issue for the change. Dean challenged Donald to produce telephone records that would verify that Donald had in fact tried to reach Sam. Donald was furious.




“Look, after all we’ve been through together, can’t you trust me?” said Donald. “I left a message for Sam, but I’m not on trial here. I’m not going to produce my phone records.”




Perkins went to Advantage and the relationship between Dean and Donald, and eventually between Dean and ProServ, began to deteriorate. Michael Jordan was the last player ProServ ever got from North Carolina.




Coach Thompson’s approach was in stark contrast to Coach Smith’s. With John, your relationship was the sum total of all that had happened previously. He didn’t demand that people continue to prove what they had already proven. Those things were a given. There was less quibbling over little things and therefore an increased focus on the larger and more meaningful decisions. That ultimately made me more effective for his players.




A Combination of Creativity and Preparation Is Essential




The net result of me standing my ground on Patrick staying in school was that everyone came out ahead. My relationship with John became stronger, Patrick’s bargaining position turned out to be unprecedented, and I was able to negotiate not only my first contract for the No. 1 pick in the draft but also a groundbreaking deal with the New York Knicks. Thanks to John, I had primacy on representing Patrick. I made ProServ’s presentation (Donald was in Japan at the time) and I was the one John lauded in strongly recommending our services to Patrick.




Until that point, Donald had been the firm’s lead contract negotiator. I serviced players and handled their marketing, but Donald was the deal maker. I hadn’t even been in the room when Donald negotiated Michael Jordan’s rookie contract with the Chicago Bulls. But this time, John made it clear to everyone just who would be handling the negotiations. He even became furious when I told him Donald would be attending the first meeting with Gulf+Western, the conglomerate that owned the Knicks in 1985.




“What do you mean?” John demanded. “I didn’t pick Donald to represent Patrick. I want you to go to New York and pitch Patrick.”




I explained that while I appreciated his support, the Knicks were a unique team because a large corporation, Gulf+Western, owned it. There was an understood corporate protocol that chairmen, vice chairmen, and senior vice presidents expected to deal with people at their same level. But John exploded.




“I don’t give a f—k how it works in corporate America,” he boomed. “This is basketball. I didn’t pick Donald. I don’t like Donald. I want you to do it.”




I finally had to say, “Look, John, if you picked me to be the coach, let me freaking coach the game. I really appreciate your support, more than I could ever express to you. Dean Smith never would do what you have done. He would have gone with the top dog. But as much as I’d like to do it alone, this is the best way for Patrick. Donald and I have to go together.”




There was no question in my mind that I would take the lead, and I felt the stars had lined up in a way for us to break the existing NBA salary model. For one thing, the NBA draft lottery system debuted in 1985. Prior to 1985, a coin flip between the league’s two worst teams decided the first and second picks in the draft. One of the most famous of these was the 1979 flip between Chicago and the Los Angeles Lakers. Chicago lost and took David Greenwood with the second pick while the Lakers selected Magic Johnson as No. 1. Now, however, all seven teams that had failed to make the playoffs had a shot at the No. 1 pick through a drawing held forty-five days before the actual draft. As an economics major, I understood how the new system dramatically increased the leverage and thus the value of the first pick. When a team goes from having a 50 percent chance of acquiring the No. 1 pick via a coin flip to having just a 1-in-7 chance through the lottery, the asset has become significantly more scarce and therefore more valuable. Eventually the odds dropped to 1-in-14 as the lottery expanded.




Still, we couldn’t have created a better scenario than the one that emerged for Patrick. The New York Knicks had won a total of forty-six games the previous two seasons in the league’s largest market. The team had passionate fans, a history of success, and owners with deep pockets. Fans demanded a better team and the local media drove those demands. Gulf+Western not only knew what it had to do, it also had the financial means to get it done. Our asset, Patrick Ewing, arguably became more valuable than any player in the history of team sports to that point.




As a result, I couldn’t benchmark our contractual demands to past rookie contracts or even to the existing wage scale for the league’s highest-paid players. That was the traditional approach, as expressed earlier that year by Bob Woolf, a highly respected player agent, in an article in Sports Illustrated. Asked what Patrick could command, Woolf said, “I’d start with Olajuwon (whose 1983 rookie contract paid him $1.2 million per year) and I’d go up.”




I had no intention of starting with anybody. Circumstance and my own analysis demanded we create a new market for Patrick, framing his value against his future and that of the franchise. As a point of reference to support my position, I looked at Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, who was making $2 million a year in the twilight of his career, and decided Patrick was worth $3 million a year. I put together a ten-year proposal worth $30 million with a unique protection against the usual hazard of a long-term contract. Patrick would have the right to terminate the deal after six years if the salary structure changed to the point where four players were more highly paid.




I had spent more than a month working out the terms of the proposal when Donald asked me what I thought Patrick was worth.




“Here’s what I’m thinking about,” I said. I handed Donald a three-page memo I had prepared for the Knicks, outlining the offer. When Donald finished, he said, “David, I would love to be the Knicks when you walk in there and ask for thirty million dollars for a rookie.”






“Really?” I replied. “What would you say?”




“I would tell you that you must be smoking pot, and when you get serious, come back and we’ll talk.”




“You would say that?” I asked.




“Yes,” said Donald. “And how would you reply?”




“I’d say, ‘Hey, no problem. I’ll come back. In fact, I think I’ll have Patrick enroll in graduate school at Georgetown. Since you’ve won a grand total of forty-six games over two years, having the number one pick, and a franchise center that has played in three Final Fours probably isn’t important to you. Not in a small market like New York where you have all these fans. So we’ll just go to grad school for a year and go back into the lottery next year and you can explain to the fans of New York why Gulf and Western didn’t have enough money to sign Patrick Ewing.”




I was making a point as much as testing the argument on Donald. At the same time I was sensing a shift. I was about to take the game to another level and Donald was still in the Bob Woolf mode. After eleven years of working for Donald, for the first time I felt I’d moved beyond him. He just didn’t see what I saw. He couldn’t comprehend the paradigm shift the lottery presented and the unique combination of circumstances that had come together. He simply didn’t understand how any player, much less Patrick, could be worth $1 million more than the highest-paid player in the league and nearly three times as much as the previous year’s No. 1 pick, who also happened to be a franchise center.




That said, Donald was dead-on with regard to the Knicks reaction. When I presented the proposal in New York inside the highly styled corporate conference room of Gulf+Western, they said verbatim what Donald had predicted: “When you get serious, come back.”




I asked them how season ticket sales had gone since the lottery. They told me the team had sold $6 million in new tickets.




I said, “If you think his value is roughly $1 million to $1.2 million as a basketball player, and you sold $6 million of additional tickets, then maybe we are asking for half as much as he’s worth. Maybe he’s really worth $6 million because this is a unique set of circumstances. There are very few players who can sell $6 million worth of tickets, particularly before they play a single game.”




We could have asked for $6 million a year based on ticket sales alone and had a cogent economic argument to make. I knew my demands did not reflect the salary structure at the time, but I was beginning to believe my job wasn’t to interpret the salary structure and negotiate accordingly. I believed that when you had unique players combined with unique circumstances, players like Patrick and Michael, my job was to understand their economic impact independent of the existing marketplace. For those players, comparisons to Olajuwon, Ralph Sampson, or just about anyone else were irrelevant. And I think Magic Johnson proved that point in a way he no doubt regrets.




Magic was never paid his true value because no one around him understood the breadth of his value. Magic signed a five-year contract for $460,000 per year with the Lakers as the No. 1 pick in 1979. But because Jerry Buss, the team’s owner, was an expert at deferred compensation, the deal paid Magic in even monthly installments over thirteen years so the contract had a present value in the low $300,000s. In 1982, Magic renegotiated his contract, but the salary cap made its debut that season for the six teams with the highest salary structure, the Lakers being one of them. The cap went into effect for the rest of the league a year later, in 1983.




Because they were over the salary cap, the Lakers couldn’t change the two remaining years on Magic’s rookie contract, so they agreed to pay him $25 million over twenty-five years starting at the end of the first contract. Thus Magic, who had led the Lakers to a championship as a rookie and was clearly one of the game’s greatest players, had to wait two more years before the deal even kicked in. Buss was a financial genius who had predicted the increase in mortgage rates and he had bought millions of dollars in mortgages. He bought a $3.5 million mortgage with a 20 percent interest rate that effectively paid Magic’s entire contract for twenty-five years.




CNN interviewed me in 1982 and asked if I thought the deal would set a new trend for player contracts. Based on the same philosophy I would apply to Patrick, I told the interviewer that while it sounded amazing, within three years Magic was going to be crying for locking himself into a long-term deal while the salary structure escalated around him. Three short years later, Patrick was headed toward signing for $3 million a year while Magic was making a third of that. He never made the kind of money he deserved because the people around him didn’t have the foresight to see where the market was heading. They were looking backward instead of into the future. That, as well as competing with Buss’s genius, meant Magic never came close to making what he deserved. The league believed the contract was designed to circumvent the spirit of the cap. Accordingly, the $25 million, twenty-five-year deal was interpreted as a ten-year contract paying him $1 million in cash and $1.5 million in deferred money annually. The Lakers were never allowed to change the total contract value ($25 million), though they did pay the deferred earlier. So all told, Magic never made more than $2.5 million a year despite being one of the most talented and unique athletes in the history of team sports.




We had experienced a similar fate with Buck Williams in 1981. We negotiated what appeared to be a huge contract that ended up making Buck underpaid by the third year. So my experience heading into Patrick’s negotiations was that the league was growing so quickly and the salary structure was changing so fast that it was difficult to create a long-term contract that didn’t have potentially significant downside risk for the player. I was not going to repeat the mistake Magic’s people made in 1979 even on a ten-year deal, so I created a new device: an early termination option.




I told the Knicks I was serious about getting Patrick $3 million a year and that I wasn’t trying to shock them: “This is really what I believe based on the development of the salary structure. If you don’t feel he’s worth three million dollars a year, then maybe you should consider trading his rights, or he’ll probably go back to Georgetown for a year. We have a very unique relationship at Georgetown where John Thompson is the coach, the teacher, the father figure, and his players believe in him completely.”




I knew John respected me and what we were trying to do for Patrick, and I understood that the Knicks ownership could not withstand losing the asset value represented by the first lottery pick, a franchise center no less, and coming away with nothing. There was literally no chance the Knicks weren’t going to sign Patrick. A tremendous amount of season tickets had been sold and Patrick’s picture had been on the cover of the season ticket brochure. What were they going to do, call up all the fans that had already laid out money relying on “Saint Patrick” and tell them they couldn’t afford to sign him? They had effectively paid for the contract with the increase in season ticket revenue.




The summer passed and we remained in a stalemate, a state I’ve often faced. Though familiar, the situation can test the relationship between the player and agent. I worked for Patrick and he wanted to be updated on the progress of the negotiations. But I knew it was better for him to be unaware of the Knicks position. When the team has made an offer in the neighborhood of $1.2 million a year and I was asking for $3 million, we were more than a tad apart. In fact, we were so far apart that the distance between the two offers was nearly as large as the biggest contract in league history. There are at least two bad outcomes if the client comes to understand the distance between the two sides. One, the client can get extremely nervous that no deal will ever be made. In the player’s mind there are only two reasons for such an impasse: either I didn’t know what I was doing, or the team didn’t believe in the player’s value. Two, if the team finally does agree to $3 million and the player knows it really wanted to pay a third of that amount, he’s naturally going to think the team was out to cheat him. In that case, the player might get what he wants but the entire relationship starts off on shaky ground.




This is where the integrity and trust of John Thompson became invaluable. I asked John for his permission, as the parental patriarch, to defer informing Patrick of the details of his own negotiations until we were at least “in the ballpark.” I was afraid of the potential ill will implicit in the chasm between our demand for a deal unprecedented in size and scope and the Knicks’ desire to “slot” him relative to Olajuwon. For all of John’s reputation as a tough guy, he is extremely smart. John understood the wisdom in keeping quiet on the particulars. Without John, I doubt I would have been able to withhold status reports to Patrick, not because he was so demanding but because he was so damn nice.




I remember the first time Patrick called me at home, soon after I had signed him. He left a message on my answering machine that went something like this: “Good evening Mr. Falk. This is Patrick. I really hate to bother you at home. But I wondered if it was possible for you to give me a buzz back. I just wanted to ask you a question.”




I looked at my wife and said, “Was that a joke? Could that possibly have been Patrick Ewing leaving that message? Could the guy in a hundred years possibly be that polite and that considerate to think he’s imposing on my time when he just let me represent the best player in the country?”




As I came to find out, that was Patrick. To this day he is respectful, thoughtful, considerate, charming, and warm. His personality was at odds with the intensity and power he displayed on the court. It always drove me crazy hearing how fans or writers would refer so negatively to Patrick, and how badly they misunderstood him as a human being. He was more like a big teddy bear, which was exactly how my children and family felt about him.






True to his kindness, Patrick never pressed me for information on the negotiations. It was John, who finally knew it was time to lay out the cards for Patrick. I told John that we had made some progress and that I was more comfortable briefing Patrick on both parties’ position.




After all of my analysis of Patrick’s negotiating position, I got an unexpected but incredibly fortuitous break. And, as it would turn out, the Knicks had virtually handed me the key to the vault within hours of learning they had won the first lottery. Jim Trecker, the Knicks’ vice president of promotions, called to ask me for permission to use Patrick’s picture on the team’s season ticket brochure. I thought he was kidding. Why would anyone want to put themselves in that position before the contract was completed? So I said, “Sure.”




By the middle of the summer the Knicks had started to digest the reality of the situation. They reluctantly came to recognize the unprecedented leverage Patrick had and understood the unique circumstances that demanded they sign him. I had told the Knicks that if they attempted to “wait Patrick out,” instead of my demands going down, they would go up. I didn’t want to be unfair, but we had all the leverage and the longer the deal dragged on the stronger our position became.




At that point, in mid-August, New York had gotten into the $2.5 million a year range and I passionately believed that if I waited, Patrick would get exactly what we wanted. Naturally Patrick was nervous, but John understood all the pressure was on the team. John is a very intelligent man who clearly understood and completely supported my position. It was one of those truly rare times when the franchise literally could not afford not to pay just about whatever it took to sign the player. The Philadelphia Eagles could afford to cut loose Terrell Owens with nothing in return. The Knicks could not do the same with Patrick.




The head of Gulf+Western Entertainment, Arthur Barron, called Donald and told him that if we wanted to make a deal it had to be done immediately. However, I had taken Coach Thompson, Mary Fenlon, who was Georgetown’s academic advisor, and Patrick to Nike in Portland, Oregon, so I couldn’t physically make the last-minute meeting in New York. (Patrick ended up signing with Adidas, which was ironic because that’s who Michael had his heart set on before he finally agreed to a deal with Nike.)




Donald met with Barron and, to my great disappointment, essentially conceded the remaining open issues so he could close the deal. Patrick ended up making more than $30 million for ten years with a unique twist. They gave him a $5 million signing bonus collateralized against salary in the last four years, which created some interesting tax situations. Thankfully, we had retained the option of voiding the deal after six years. The early termination clause provided that if four players passed Patrick in annual salary, Patrick could terminate the deal and become a free agent. The Knicks didn’t understand why I would want that kind of protection when they were paying Patrick a 50 percent premium over the current market rate. I explained that while I understood it sounded crazy, I truly didn’t believe the contract would stand the test of time. Based on the prevailing salary structure, they didn’t believe that was possible so they finally agreed to the clause.






On August 20, 1985, Patrick signed the contract and Dave DeBusschere, the Knicks’ general manager, presented him with a $5 million check. Ralph Sampson’s entire four-year contract as the No. 1 pick in 1983 paid him a total of less than $4 million. Olajuwon’s contract in 1984 had a total value of $7.2 million. Patrick got $5 million before he played a single game.




I made him endorse the check “for deposit only,” and then I brought it back to Washington, D.C., took it to a photo engraver, and had three bronze plaques made of it. I gave one to John accompanied by a note: “Dear John, I told you so. Love and kisses, David.” The plaque made it onto John’s office wall, but not the note.




The entire process taught me more about business and negotiation than I had learned to that point. It validated my approach to negotiations and it confirmed the value of preparation combined with creativity. Most negotiators are concerned with precedent. I realized you had to look into the future, not back into the past. That approach is more difficult because it requires a vision of the future. It’s not unlike playing music by ear rather than by reading notes. You might not know what notes are called and maybe you don’t even know exactly how the song is supposed to sound, but you have a feel for how you want it to sound.




John Thompson’s integrity, which informed his confidence, provided me with the room to create. It also confirmed what I knew to be true of the greatest players, two of whom I represented in Michael and Patrick: money never drives those who want to be the best. Although Patrick’s deal put me over the top professionally and established me as a force in my own right, the money I made at ProServ, which was minuscule compared to the deals I was making, never drove me. And it’s a good thing. I still wasn’t making much more than $100,000 a year.




That element of my character or personality came from my mother, who believed that the reward for trying to be the best was in the process itself. And it was cemented by my relationship with John, and the examples of people like Arthur Ashe, Michael Jordan, and Patrick Ewing. Beyond the business applications of John’s lessons, I had also learned what it means to be a true friend.




A year later, John lifted me onto his shoulders again, this time in front of Donald Dell, Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski, and Johnny Dawkins, who had been the college player of the year. Coach K had prevailed upon Johnny to allow ProServ to make a presentation in our offices to represent him, and so the two of them flew up to Washington to meet with us.




The meeting took place in Donald’s office, and in the middle of our presentation John called me. I had standing orders that there were four or five people that I always wanted to be interrupted for when they called. Of course, John was one of them. So when John called that morning to see if I wanted to have lunch, my secretary got very nervous. “Well, coach, please hold on. Let me go get David. He’s making a presentation to Johnny Dawkins.”




John said, “No, no. It’s not necessary.”




Moments later, John barged straight into Donald’s office with Georgetown’s academic advisor, Mary Fenlon, a former nun whom John called his “academic conscience.” He walked over to Johnny Dawkins, put a hand on his shoulder, and asked, “How are you doing?” Then he said hello to Mike. Finally, he came over to me and said to Johnny, “This is my man. I really like him. I love him. And, I trust him.” He pointed to Donald and said, “This guy I don’t like. Screw him.”




With that, John and Mary walked out of the room. I didn’t know what to say. Donald chose to believe John was fooling around, joking. I wasn’t so sure. But I was embarrassed because it all looked so staged.




I looked at Coach K and said, “Mike, I apologize. I had no idea John was coming over.” He looked at me incredulously and said, “David, there’s not a human being on earth who could have made John Thompson do what he just did if he didn’t want to do it.”




Johnny signed on as a client and stayed one throughout his ten-year career and is still a great friend twenty years later. Coach K became a client of mine, too, as well as a very special friend.




Seeing the world on the shoulders of giants like John Thompson provides a view like no other.












FALK’S FUNDAMENTALS




Don’t be a prisoner of your reputation.




A well-known PGA professional once advised me, “If you normally hit a draw but when you get to the range you hit a fade, play the fade.” Successful people remain consistent in their value system but flexible in reaction to changing market conditions.




Don’t try to be a spiritual advisor.




A leopard doesn’t change its spots. People don’t change leopards.




Don’t try to run a democracy.




Treat everyone fairly but don’t treat everyone equally.




It’s better to have a good enemy than a neutral friend.




In crunch time you must know how the people around you will react. The most dangerous enemy is an ally who deserts you.




A combination of creativity and preparation is essential.




Practice makes perfect as long as you don’t do it the same way every time. Preparing for a major negotiation or presentation develops confidence, but preparation without inspiration limits your ability to adapt your performance to unexpected challenges.




























TWO




It’s a Long Horse Race










For thirteen months I waited anxiously for Donald Dell to offer me a full-time position at the firm. After he offered to pay me $13,000 a year in 1975 for the privilege of working eighty to one hundred hours a week, it took me thirteen seconds to formulate my next goal: I wanted to be the best. My focus was singular and I believe that trait gave me a common bond with many of the great athletes I would be privileged to represent. I had many setbacks in my career, but I never allowed obstacles, perceived or otherwise, to distract me from my ultimate goal.




Ironically, being the best had nothing to do with money. Some people might find that proposition difficult to accept. But throughout my formative years, my mother, who was the principal influence in my life, always urged me never to settle for second best. While I was aware of what money meant and its impact, particularly for my clients, it never drove me. In sports, and in the business of sports, the best are not defined by how much money they make.




As I have said, my intensity and competitiveness created a very natural commonality with the professional athletes I’ve worked with, especially the stars. I truly loved the “game” I played and it was obvious to my clients. Moreover, early in my career I recognized an important, indeed a critical truth about life, one that became a fundamental part of my business philosophy: It’s a long horse race.




I’ve probably used this expression a thousand times, as my clients can attest. I am very clear about what it means: “It doesn’t matter where you are at the quarter pole, or the halfway pole. It doesn’t matter who breaks out of the pack first. What matters is who finishes the race first.”




Staying true to this philosophy is not only helpful, it’s also often essential in guiding you through difficult circumstances. It allowed me to absorb near-term setbacks because I was committed to the long-term plan. It’s easier not to compromise long-term interests for short-term gains when you have a longer view. It’s what Michael said about “letting the game come to him” rather than forcing the action. It’s about rhythm, pace, and patience. The same tools the greatest basketball player of all time used on the court can be used to drive success in business.






Sacrifice Short-Term Benefits for Long-Term Success




In 1974, ProServ had well-seasoned and deeply pedigreed partners in Donald Dell, Frank Craighill, and Lee Fentress. It had become a global power in the tennis business by representing some of the biggest stars of the day, Arthur Ashe and Stan Smith among them. Craighill and Donald were very close to Horst Dassler, the head of Adidas and arguably the most powerful man in global sports at the time. Fentress had a long-standing relationship with Converse, the major domestic brand and the dominant player in the basketball shoe market. Fentress had at least ten tennis players signed to shoe deals with Converse.




To carve a niche for myself in that environment demanded a long view with a singular focus. That’s probably true in virtually any business environment and particularly so for newcomers. I was twenty-three years old, a “rookie” just coming into the business, and I recognized that the chances of my making an impact with those companies on behalf of the firm were slim.




So I looked for opportunities elsewhere, with the idea of building my own relationships within the shoe industry, which was still in its infancy in the early to mid-1970s. In fact sports marketing as a concept, much less as a corporate application, barely existed for players of team sports and effectively did not exist at all for African American players. Over time, a long time, the world shifted, though ever so slightly at first. To put the long horse race into perspective, Michael Jordan’s groundbreaking deal with Nike in 1984 was a direct result of a relationship I had nurtured over the previous decade. As for the kind of sports marketing and player endorsement opportunities that exist in 2008, very few offered significant economic rewards as late as the middle 1980s.




By looking beyond Adidas and Converse, and searching for a young company with plenty to prove, I found Nike. And I found my fit. The company was young, driven, incredibly entrepreneurial, willing and able to make decisions on the fly, and guided by the idiosyncratic genius of a former runner named Phil Knight. The business had been born and raised on running with Steve Prefontaine, an almost perfect combination of talent, style, and attitude, as the face of Nike in the early 1970s.




In 1971, Phil famously paid a graphic design student $35 for creating the Nike “swoosh.” A year later, the first Nike basketball shoes—the Bruin and the Blazer—debuted. In 1978, Blue Ribbon Sports, which was the company’s official name, was changed to Nike, Inc. That same year, Nike made John McEnroe its next great signing, which provides insight into the swashbuckling nature of the enterprise.




In 1974, Nike was still six years away from becoming a public company and more than a decade away from becoming a force in basketball.




I recognized that someone of my stature, or lack thereof, could exert more influence with a small, independently minded company in a town (Beaverton, Oregon) barely on the map than I ever could at Converse or Adidas. As it turned out, that reality worked against both companies to their great detriment, Converse in particular. Still, it took time to develop the trust of a company devoted to track and field. My sense was that a company like Nike would jump at the chance to sign ProServ clients, particularly basketball players. One problem, however, aside from Nike’s initial disinterest, was with the players themselves. Adidas had a better product and Converse had a much deeper history in the game. Another issue was the game itself. The visibility and public perception of the NBA in the early to mid-1970s was similar to professional hockey in 2006, with two significant differences: a majority of the players were African American, and a majority of the teams were failing.




I met Rob Strasser, the head of Nike’s marketing, in 1975. Strasser had a creative flair and a gambler’s instincts, though it took a while to appreciate both of those traits as he turned down the first five or six players I proposed to the company.




By the time I introduced Adrian Dantley to Strasser in 1976, the horse race had already become long and decidedly one-sided. Dantley had been an all-American at Notre Dame and the sixth player chosen in the 1976 NBA draft before winning a gold medal at the Olympics in Montreal later that summer. I gave Strasser an ultimatum: “If you turn me down on this one, I’ll never come back. You say you need players and I’m trying to give you players.”




Dantley became the first ProServ athlete to sign with Nike. Though the numbers appear insignificant now, Nike paid Dantley $6,000 for one year and provided him with free shoes. For an NBA player in 1976, the deal was considered substantial, though still peanuts compared to tennis players. The first shoe deal I ever negotiated paid Hank Pfister, a tennis player, $25,000. I was so proud of myself about that one that I couldn’t wait to get home and tell my wife, Rhonda, who had an entirely different perspective on my “success.”






“You mean he’s making more money for lacing up his shoes for a two-hour match than you’re making in two years working hundred-hour weeks?”




She had a point. After two years, I was still making $16,000 a year at ProServ, a sum that trailed even college friends working for the government. I wasn’t blind to the economics, but as I said, they didn’t drive me. Michael Jordan always said he would have played the game for free. I felt the same way at ProServ; the only difference was that I was a lot closer to working for nothing than Michael ever would be.




Tennis players and golfers were naturals for endorsing generic sports products—tennis rackets and shoes, golf clubs and balls. They were individuals playing upscale sports on an international stage. And virtually all of them were white, educated, and possessing a social if not intellectual pedigree that matched their profession. European players in either sport who didn’t even rank in the top ten had their own product deals. The stars, like our top tennis clients, commanded premiums. Ashe had a racket deal with Head that paid six-figure annual royalties. He also had two shoe deals: one in America with Head and another in Europe with Adidas. And he collected a nice salary with perks and equity to be the touring professional of the Doral Country Club in Miami. Oh yes—he also won money playing tennis.




To put basketball’s place in the sports marketing universe in perspective, the average NBA salary in 1976 had yet to reach $200,000 a year. The first player selected in the draft was paid $1,500 by Converse to wear their shoes. Conversely (no pun intended), Stan Smith, one of the top tennis players in the world, earned more than $200,000 a year endorsing Adidas tennis shoes and clothing. In 2006, thirty years after he ceased to be the top player in the world, Adidas was still making and selling Stan Smith–branded tennis shoes.




It would have been an easy justification in those days to abort the long horse race and travel a more traditional path. Basketball, particularly the professional game, was barely national. The most intense interest was generated regionally between geographic rivals like New York, Philadelphia, and Boston. And while tennis was all about individual players—who had become self-contained business enterprises, separate from the governing bodies of the sport—basketball players were defined by team and team geography. It was beyond anyone’s imagination at the time, or even years later for that matter, that any one player could transcend his team much less the sport.




That was particularly true in the 1970s. The league was headed straight downhill and gathering momentum even with the folding of the rival American Basketball Association in 1976. There were reports that up to 75 percent of the players were on drugs, suggestions that the league was “too black,” and rumors that maybe as many as a third of the teams would fold. Economically at least, the rumors were well founded. The NBA was in trouble and more clouds were rolling in.




At ProServ, Michael Cardozo left to run the Connecticut operation in Jimmy Carter’s presidential bid. He came back briefly following Carter’s victory but soon departed for the White House as one of the president’s four legal counsels. For me, Carter’s success couldn’t have been more opportune. I was handed Cardozo’s clients, which included a number of basketball players and a few tennis players. At the time, just out of law school and working up to one hundred hours a week, I was writing all the firm’s contracts when I took over Mike’s players.




Meanwhile, I was convinced Nike could raise its profile in the NBA and that the investment matched the opportunity. After Dantley, I began doing more deals with Nike. Though they remained very small, with each one I was developing a deeper level of trust and connection with Rob Strasser. He was a bear of a man, six feet two with reddish-blond hair, tremendously overweight, and even more tremendously filled with enthusiasm. He was Knight’s right-hand man for promotions and I had become Donald Dell’s point person on basketball. Rob and I were two young lawyers with at least three things in common: very little stature, an intense desire to define ourselves professionally, and an appreciation for the creative process.




I remember standing with Strasser in Portland during the parade celebrating the Trail Blazers’ 1977 NBA championship. I had two clients on the team: Wally Walker, who in 2004 would become president and part owner of the Seattle SuperSonics, and Maurice Lucas. As the parade passed by us, with thousands of fans lining the streets, it occurred to me that Rob and I might have been the only two people in town working that day. I was trying to put three of our rookie clients—Marques Johnson, Kenny Carr, and Bernard King, who were the third, sixth, and seventh picks in the 1977 draft—together with Nike. We were negotiating away amid the chaos of the celebration when Rob suddenly stopped, looked at me, and said, “What the hell are we doing sitting here doing deals in the middle of a championship parade?”






Well, I knew what I was doing. I was trying to change the economics of an industry one deal at a time. But for the most part, and particularly in the world of professional basketball, the world was still flat. Ernie and Chris Severn were two graying veterans and the heads of Adidas U.S. basketball promotions. They operated out of Westlake Village in Southern California, so they were tuned in to Marques Johnson’s considerable success at UCLA. In fact, Johnson had been the college player of the year and was considered a future NBA star. The Severns offered him slightly more than the standard deal at the time: $1,500 a year.




So as the parade rolled on that day in Portland, I had Rob up to $6,000 for Marques. That offer was comparable to $1 million a year in 2008. I had successfully convinced Nike that because of its size and presence in the sport, the company had to be significantly more aggressive financially. I was pitching what would become the mantra for Avis a decade or so later—we’re number two so we have to try harder. And try harder, though that was certainly relative, is what Nike did. They agreed to pay Marques Johnson, and doubled the standard $1,000-a-year deal for Carr and King.




In the end, however, the offer wasn’t high enough for Nike to land Johnson. ProServ’s relationship with Adidas allowed it to convince Horst Dassler to pay Johnson $10,000 a year, plus a royalty, and to create an Adidas “Top 10 Club” of NBA stars. Adidas made a special shoe and put ten NBA stars into it, including Marques. Michael Jordan was fifteen when he fell in love with the Adidas brand, the Top 10s in particular. Years later, Michael’s love for Adidas would be put to the test and that test would change the athletic shoe market forever.






Long-Term Success Demands Discipline and Accountability




Nike lost out on the Marques Johnson deal in 1977, but like Horst Dassler, Rob “got it” and understood the potential value of the basketball business. As the years passed, I continued to do smaller deals with Nike. We had built so much trust into the relationship that Rob would look to me to set the price. There weren’t a lot of negotiations. I would tell him about the player, the deal would get done very quickly, and then, at the end of every one he’d ask: “Am I getting f—d on this deal?”




He never was and I made sure he never did. It’s a key element of the long horse race: Done correctly, with honesty and integrity, each deal should build upon the one previous. It got to the point that Rob signed some of our players not only sight unseen, but even sport unknown. In 1984 and just ahead of Michael’s deal with Nike, I made a deal for quarterback Boomer Esiason—two years at $15,000 and $25,000. Boomer had been a second-round pick of the Cincinnati Bengals in the 1984 NFL draft. After I completed his shoe deal with Nike, Rob asked, “By the way, what position does he play? Is he a guard or a forward?”




I said, “Are you serious? He’s a quarterback.”




Rob’s response was, “Oh my God.”




“Relax, Rob,” I said. “You aren’t getting f—d on this deal.”




It is essential to protect relationships in business. And I worked hard to do that with Nike, which wasn’t easy when you were working for Donald Dell. He had tunnel vision when it came to making deals. It was at once his greatest strength and his greatest weakness. Not only did he lack a long view, but often he didn’t even appreciate the potential near-term impact of one deal upon another. He would fixate on trying to squeeze an additional $10,000 out of a deal that down the road might cost him hundreds of thousands, or even millions of dollars in business. His approach, which was directly opposite mine, was that when you found a company willing to spend money, try to get them to spend as much as possible. Whether the deal was in a company’s best interest or in the long-term best interests of the firm was secondary to closing the deal. In other words, Donald believed in riding a horse to death. Getting to the finish line ahead of everyone else was an idea that existed out there in the future and as such never entered the current debate.




In 1985, after Michael Jordan had established himself as an NBA prodigy and a marketing phenomenon, I received a call from Michael Bozic, who was the president of Sears at the time. He wanted Michael to make an appearance at a Chicago Boys & Girls Club. It’s a great organization and I told him I’d discuss it with Michael, who liked the idea. I mentioned my conversation with Bozic to Donald, who then begged me to put something else on the agenda. ProServ was running a tennis tournament in Chicago called the Volvo of Chicago and the company needed a presenting sponsor for about $100,000. Donald wanted me to convince Sears to become that sponsor. He no doubt thought I could leverage their desire for Michael into something more.
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