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PROLOGUE

May 19, 2020, 6:31 p.m.

The text was from Michael. He didn’t reach out very often.

What’s up dude? I’m getting word that you’re upset with me. Love to talk about it if you have time.

My schedule was packed that evening and I knew the conversation would take a while.

I hit him back an hour and a half later:

Let’s talk tomorrow.

Michael was right. I was upset with him. It was because of The Last Dance, the ten-part ESPN documentary about the Chicago Bulls’ final championship season (1997–98), which millions of people watched during the early weeks of the pandemic.

With no live sports on TV, The Last Dance, for five straight Sunday nights starting in mid-April, provided a much-needed distraction from the new normal we suddenly found ourselves in. There was only so much news about hot spots and hospitalizations and deaths anyone could absorb.

The final two episodes aired on May 17. Similar to the previous eight, they glorified Michael Jordan while not giving nearly enough praise to me and my proud teammates. Michael deserved a large portion of the blame. The producers had granted him editorial control of the final product. The doc couldn’t have been released otherwise. He was the leading man and the director.

I had expected much more. When I was first told about it over a year earlier, I couldn’t wait to tune in, knowing it would feature rare footage.

My years in Chicago, beginning as a rookie in the fall of 1987, were the most rewarding of my career: twelve men coming together as one, fulfilling the dreams we had as kids in playgrounds across the land when all we needed was a ball, a basket, and our imagination. To be a member of the Bulls during the 1990s was to be part of something magical. For our times and for all time.

Except Michael was determined to prove to the current generation of fans that he was larger-than-life during his day—and still larger than LeBron James, the player many consider his equal, if not superior. So Michael presented his story, not the story of the “Last Dance,” as our coach, Phil Jackson, billed the 1997–98 season once it became obvious the two Jerrys (owner Jerry Reinsdorf and general manager Jerry Krause) were intent on breaking up the gang no matter what happened.

As Krause told Phil in the fall of ’97: You can go 82-0 and it won’t make a difference. This will be your last season as the coach of the Chicago Bulls.

ESPN sent me links to the first eight episodes a couple of weeks in advance. As I watched the doc at home in Southern California with my three teenage boys, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Among the scenes in the first episode:


	Michael, a freshman at the University of North Carolina, hitting the game-winning jump shot against the Georgetown Hoyas in the 1982 NCAA title game.

	
Michael, drafted third by the Bulls in 1984 behind Hakeem Olajuwon (Houston) and Sam Bowie (Portland), talking about his hopes of turning the franchise around.

	Michael leading the Bulls to a comeback triumph over the Milwaukee Bucks in just his third game.



On and on it went, the spotlight shining on number 23.

Even in the second episode, which focused for a while on my difficult upbringing and unlikely path to the NBA, the narrative returned to MJ and his determination to win. I was nothing more than a prop. His “best teammate of all time,” he called me. He couldn’t have been more condescending if he tried.

On second thought, I could believe my eyes. I spent a lot of time around the man. I knew what made him tick. How naïve I was to expect anything else.

Each episode was the same: Michael on a pedestal, his teammates secondary, smaller, the message no different from when he referred to us back then as his “supporting cast.” From one season to the next, we received little or no credit whenever we won but the bulk of the criticism when we lost. Michael could shoot 6 for 24 from the field, commit 5 turnovers, and he was still, in the minds of the adoring press and public, the Errorless Jordan.

Now here I was, in my midfifties, sixteen years since my final game, watching us being demeaned once again. Living through it the first time was insulting enough.

Over the next few weeks, I spoke to a number of my former teammates who each felt as disrespected as I did. How dare Michael treat us that way after everything we did for him and his precious brand. Michael Jordan would never have been Michael Jordan without me, Horace Grant, Toni Kukoc, John Paxson, Steve Kerr, Dennis Rodman, Bill Cartwright, Ron Harper, B. J. Armstrong, Luc Longley, Will Perdue, and Bill Wennington. I apologize to anyone I’ve left out.

I’m not suggesting Michael wouldn’t have been a superstar wherever he ended up. He was that spectacular. Just that he relied on the success we attained as a team—six titles in eight years—to propel him to a level of fame throughout the world no other athlete, except for Muhammad Ali, has reached in modern times.

To make things worse, Michael received $10 million for his role in the doc while my teammates and I didn’t earn a dime, another reminder of the pecking order from the old days. For an entire season, we allowed cameras into the sanctity of our locker rooms, our practices, our hotels, our huddles… our lives.

Michael wasn’t the only former teammate to reach out that week. Two days later, I received a text from John Paxson, the starting point guard from our first two championships, who later became the Bulls’ general manager and then vice president of basketball operations. I heard from Paxson less often than from Michael.

Hey, Pip… its Pax.

Michael Reinsdorf [Jerry’s son, who runs the franchise] gave me your number. Just want you to know I respected everything about you as a teammate. Fucking narratives can be told but I rely on my real experiences. Watched you grow from a rook… to a pro. Dont let others, including the media, define you. You are successful and valued and I have always felt lucky to be your teammate.

Was receiving texts from Michael and Paxson only two days apart a coincidence? I think not.

Both were aware of how angry I was about the doc. They were checking in to make sure I wouldn’t cause any trouble: to the Bulls, who still paid Paxson as an adviser; or to Michael’s legacy, always a major concern.

Paxson and I hadn’t gotten along in years. In the summer of 2003, I turned down an offer from the Memphis Grizzlies to sign a two-year contract with the Bulls, where I would be a mentor to young players such as Eddy Curry, Tyson Chandler, Jamal Crawford, and Kirk Hinrich, while working closely with the coach, Bill Cartwright. I played with Bill from 1988 through 1994. We used to call him Teach. He didn’t say much. When he did say something, he made you think.

“Pip, I want you to help Bill out,” Paxson said, “to sort of be a coach from the sidelines.”

Why not? A new challenge was exactly what I needed. At thirty-eight, my career was winding down. There was a lot I could offer, on and off the court, and I felt confident the experience would pave the way for me to be a coach myself one day, perhaps with the Bulls.

It didn’t quite work out that way. Bill was fired after 14 games, replaced by Scott Skiles.

I played in only 23 games before retiring in October of 2004. My body was shot after seventeen years in the league—more like nineteen and a half years, if you count the 208 playoff games. Paxson felt I had let him, and the franchise, down. Which might explain why, after my career was over, he didn’t seek my opinion about personnel matters even though he knew how much I wanted to have a say in the team’s future.

In 2010, when I was finally put on the Bulls’ payroll, I was nothing more than a mascot, trotted out a few times every year for “appearances.” I signed autographs and met with season-ticket holders, hired for mainly one purpose, to serve as a link to the glory days.

At last, in early 2014, it appeared I would play a more meaningful role. The Bulls sent me to about a dozen college games to do some scouting. One of the trips was to Cameron Indoor Stadium in Durham, North Carolina, to see No. 5 Duke host No. 1 Syracuse. I had watched many Duke games on TV. What a scene it was: the students, their faces painted in blue, standing up the whole game to root for their beloved Blue Devils and rattle their poor opponents.

Duke, led by freshman forward Jabari Parker, defeated Syracuse, 66–60.

I couldn’t believe how loud it was. Louder even than Chicago Stadium, where we played for many years. I was excited to be involved with the basketball operations. For the Bulls to benefit from my expertise instead of exploiting my name.

After filing the scouting reports, I waited to hear back from Paxson and other members of the organization. What would they want me to do next?

I didn’t hear a word.

Nor did the Bulls invite me to any meetings or workouts with prospects in the weeks leading up to the 2014 NBA draft. It dawned on me they’d been humoring me from the start.

On May 22, 2020, the day after Paxson sent his text, the two of us spoke for a few minutes over the phone. He got right to the point:

“Pip, I hated how things turned out when you came back to Chicago. This organization has always treated you poorly, and I want you to know that I think it’s not right.”

I was glad to hear Paxson admit a wrong I had known forever. Which didn’t mean I was willing to forgive him. If that, indeed, was what he was looking for. It was too late for that.

“John,” I said, “that is all fine and dandy, but you worked in the front office for the Bulls for almost twenty years. You had a chance to change that and you didn’t.”

He began to cry. Not knowing how to respond, I waited for him to stop. Why he was crying, I couldn’t be sure, and honestly, I didn’t care.

Before long, our chat was, mercifully, over.



There is a great deal in the ESPN documentary that has no business being in there. And a great deal that should be in has been left out.

Bottom line: the doc fails to give my Hall of Fame career the treatment it deserves.

Coming from someone who was my teammate and, supposedly, my friend, there is no excuse. It was almost as if Michael felt the need to put me down to lift himself up. Given everything he has accomplished, in and out of basketball, one would assume he’d feel more secure.

Apparently not.

Take, for starters, what happened in Game 6 of the 1992 NBA Finals against Clyde Drexler and the Portland Trail Blazers. Leading three games to two, we were trying to close them out to capture our second straight championship, and first in front of our beloved fans. They had waited decades for this moment.

It wasn’t going according to plan.

Heading into the fourth quarter, the Blazers were ahead by 15 points. Jerome Kersey, their small forward, and Terry Porter, their point guard, were playing extremely well.

Michael, meanwhile, was trying to do too much and it was backfiring.

“You have to get him out of there,” Tex Winter, one of our assistant coaches, pleaded to Phil. “He’s holding the ball too long, destroying the action.”

No one broke the game down quite like Tex. He wasn’t shy about criticizing anyone, including Michael, whenever that player deviated from the triple-post offense he ran at Kansas State in the 1960s. The triangle, as it came to be known, with its emphasis on ball and player movement, meant everything to Tex and was critical to our success.

A Game 7 seemed inevitable. Anything can happen in a Game 7. An injury. A poor call from the officials. A miracle shot. Anything.

Beginning the fourth quarter with the second unit and myself on the floor—Michael stayed on the bench—we turned the game around. Bobby Hansen, a guard we acquired from the Sacramento Kings early in the season, hit a huge three-pointer to launch a 14–2 run. Others reserves, such as Stacey King and Scott Williams, made one key play after another on both ends of the court. The fans were going crazy.

The score was 81–78 in favor of the Blazers when Michael came back in with about eight and a half minutes remaining. Phil had kept him on the bench a few minutes longer than usual.

The Blazers were done. The final: 97–93.

I can think of no better illustration of what the game of basketball is about: the team, not any one individual. Except not a word about the comeback was in the documentary, as if it never happened. The only footage of Game 6 was showing the final seconds ticking off.

Why not? The answer is obvious.

It wouldn’t have enhanced Michael’s legacy to show his “supporting cast” being the difference in a game of such magnitude. The Bulls would likely have lost that game if Phil had put Michael back in earlier in the fourth quarter. Tex was right. Michael wasn’t moving the ball.

The footage from the 1992 Finals instead focused on Game 1 and how determined Michael was to prove that Clyde, who finished second in the MVP race that season, wasn’t his equal. This was a recurring theme in the doc: Michael coming up with a villain, real or imaginary, to motivate himself. I always wondered: Wasn’t the goal of winning a championship motivation enough?

Another glaring omission has to do with what took place on Sunday, June 1, 1997, in Game 1 of the Finals against the Utah Jazz. With 9.2 seconds to go, the score tied at 82, their star power forward, Karl Malone, aka the Mailman, was awarded two free throws.

While Karl was on the line, I told him, “The mailman doesn’t deliver on Sunday.”

Karl, a 76 percent free throw shooter, missed both attempts.

On the next possession, Michael hit a jump shot at the buzzer to win the game. We went on to beat the Jazz in six for our fifth championship.

What I said to Karl should have been in the documentary. You can bet that if MJ had uttered those words, the moment would have received the full treatment, the point being: Michael Jordan wasn’t just a great basketball player. He was a master at gamesmanship.

In Game 6 of the same series, I deflected an inbounds pass in the closing seconds when the Jazz had a chance to tie the game or take the lead.

The steal was in the doc. Only no emphasis was given to who actually made it. The focus was on how unselfish Michael was by throwing the ball to Steve Kerr, who hit the winning jumper, just as Michael kept passing it to Paxson down the stretch in Game 5 of the 1991 Finals against the Lakers, when we captured our first championship.

There was nothing heroic about what Michael did. Finding the open man was what Phil and Tex drilled into us from day one.

Meanwhile, the few occasions where I didn’t come off particularly well were examined with more scrutiny than the twenty-six-second Zapruder film of the JFK assassination.

Exhibit A: The final 1.8 seconds of the Bulls-Knicks playoff game in May 1994 when I took myself out of the lineup after Phil called for Toni Kukoc to have the last shot and me to throw the ball in bounds. I played in 1,386 games, regular season and playoffs combined. Those 1.8 seconds are, by far, what people ask me about the most.

Why did you sit out? Do you have any regrets? Would you behave differently if given a second chance?

They are fair questions, indeed (and ones I’ll address later on). Except the incident had nothing to do with The Last Dance and therefore didn’t belong in the doc. Why then did Michael feel it necessary to bring it up again? Did he consider for a moment how it might affect me and my legacy? Besides, he wasn’t on the team in 1994. He was playing baseball.

I understand, on the other hand, why my decision to postpone foot surgery until October 1997 was in the doc. Same for my demand that fall to be traded. Both were during The Last Dance.

Even so, how dare Michael call me “selfish.”

You want to know what selfish is? Selfish is retiring right before the start of training camp when it is too late for the organization to sign free agents. When Michael put the Bulls in that position in 1993, Jerry Krause was forced to bring in a journeyman, Pete Myers, who had most recently played for a team in Italy.

That wasn’t the only example of Michael’s hypocrisy. He called out Horace Grant for, supposedly, having been a source for Sam Smith’s 1991 bestseller, The Jordan Rules, which revealed what went on behind closed doors in the months leading up to our first championship. Yet in the documentary, Michael mentioned that, as a rookie, he witnessed his teammates one day in the hotel using coke and smoking weed.

Horace put it best in a radio interview last year:

“If you want to call somebody a snitch, that’s a damn snitch right there.”

Michael could be incredibly insensitive.

In one episode, he recalled how upset he was with Dennis Rodman for being kicked out of a game during the ’97–98 season. I was still recovering from foot surgery. Michael blamed Dennis for leaving “me out there by myself.”

By myself? That doesn’t say much for the other professionals who were on the court, does it?

I could go on and on, listing the subtle and not-so-subtle slights toward myself and my teammates. What would be the point? The ratings confirmed America is as much in love with Michael Jordan today as it was in the eighties and nineties. That’s never going to change and I can live with that.

All I could control was how I would respond to The Last Dance. With silence.

That meant not appearing on The Jump, the daily hoops show on ESPN hosted by my friend Rachel Nichols, where I’d been a regular guest in recent years. If I had come on, Rachel would have expected me to weigh in on what America was seeing every Sunday night. Nor did I accept any of the dozens of media requests that flooded in.

I didn’t keep quiet on the matter entirely. I couldn’t. I was too angry. As the episodes rolled out, I reached out to former teammates such as Ron Harper, Randy Brown, B. J. Armstrong, and Steve Kerr. The bond between us remains as tight as it was during our playing days.

In the doc, Michael attempted to justify the occasions in which he berated a teammate in front of the group. He felt these guys needed to develop the toughness to get past the NBA’s more physical teams. Seeing again how poorly Michael treated his teammates, I cringed, as I did back then.

Michael was wrong. We didn’t win six championships because he got on guys. We won in spite of his getting on guys.

We won because we played team basketball, which hadn’t been the case my first two seasons, when Doug Collins was our coach. That’s what was special about playing for the Bulls: the camaraderie we established with one another, not that we felt blessed to be on the same team with the immortal Michael Jordan.

I was a much better teammate than Michael ever was. Ask anyone who played with the two of us. I was always there with a pat on the back or an encouraging word, especially after he put someone down for one reason or another. I helped the others to believe in and stop doubting themselves. Every player doubts himself at some point. The key is how you deal with those doubts.

Michael and I aren’t close and never have been. Whenever I call or text him, he usually gets back to me in a timely fashion, but I don’t check in just to see how he’s doing. Nor does he do the same. Many people might find that hard to believe given how smoothly we connected on the court.

Away from the court, we are two very different people who have led two very different lives. I was from the country: Hamburg, Arkansas, population about 3,000; he was from the city: Wilmington, North Carolina.

When I came out of high school, no one recruited me. Everyone recruited him.

Once the season ended, whether we celebrated with champagne or not, the two of us rarely said a word to each other until training camp in October. Michael had his circle of friends and I had mine. No one was to blame. You can’t force intimacy between two individuals. Either it’s there or it isn’t.

Yet as the years wore on, each of us developed a deeper appreciation for the other, especially once we both retired for good.

Perhaps the sport had been too small for our big egos, he seeing me as his sidekick—God, I hated that term and being referred to as Robin to his Batman—someone he felt he needed to pull along to approach every game and practice as intensely as he did; me, a team-oriented purist, offended when he tried to win games by himself.



Michael and I caught up two days after he sent the text. I didn’t hold back:

“I was disappointed in the documentary. It didn’t shine a good light on me. You were promoting The Last Dance but switched it to the Michael Jordan documentary. I don’t know what you are selling. Was I great or was I a villain?”

I asked why he had allowed the 1.8-seconds game to make the final cut. He didn’t say much other than to apologize and acknowledge that if it were him, he, too, would be upset. I didn’t press any further. I knew it would do no good. After we hung up, Michael and I were in the same place we were before we spoke, cordial toward each other, even warm, but I also felt the distance between us that has always been there.

When Ron Harper signed with the Bulls as a free agent in September of 1994, he asked me what every new player who came to Chicago asked:

“What’s your relationship like with Michael?”

“It’s a great question. I don’t have a great answer.”

Nearly a quarter century has passed since Michael and I played together, and I still don’t have a great answer. I don’t usually allow our lack of closeness to bother me. I have plenty of friends. Yet there are occasions, and watching the doc was definitely one, when I think about the relationship I wish the two of us had, and it hurts. It hurts a lot.

By no means am I an innocent party here. I missed some openings that might have made a difference, and I have to live with that.

When I was a rookie in 1987, Michael gave me a set of Wilson golf clubs. He was inviting me into his sanctuary away from basketball. Except I was too naïve to realize it. It didn’t help that I was having serious problems with my back. My doctor didn’t mince words:

“Don’t play golf if you want to have a basketball career.”

Another opportunity, if you can call it that, came during the summer of 1993, and I feel horrible every time I think about it. Michael’s father, James Jordan, had been murdered. The two were inseparable.

When I heard the news, I should have reached out to Michael right away. Instead, I went through the Bulls’ PR department, and once they told me no one from the organization had been in contact with him, I gave up. Having lost my own dad three years before, I might have been able to offer Michael some comfort. To this day, he and I haven’t spoken about his father’s death.

People told me I shouldn’t be disappointed with The Last Dance. That it cast me as an endearing figure who failed to receive the respect from the Bulls I deserved and showed fans too young to have seen us play how indispensable I was to our success.

Michael himself gave me credit. “Whenever they speak Michael Jordan,” he said, “they should speak Scottie Pippen.”

I deeply appreciated what he said and the similar kind words I received in the spring of 2020 from friends, ex-teammates, and fans. Even so, as I watched one episode after another, it dawned on me that my story had yet to be told.

Some of that is my fault—I could have been more assertive—and some is the fault of a press and public who have long been seduced by Michael Jeffrey Jordan. Everyone became so enamored of his acrobatic moves that they overlooked the intangibles that don’t show up in the box score or the highlights on SportsCenter: taking a charge, boxing out your man, setting a pick. The list is endless. I executed those fundamentals as well, if not better, than Michael did.

Nonetheless, he was the superstar in everyone’s mind, not Scottie Pippen. Never Scottie Pippen.

That was only because he was there first, three years before I came into the league. With him established, I was expected to remain the No. 2 guy no matter how rapidly I was developing on both ends of the court. Truth is, after three or four years, I was as valuable to the Chicago Bulls as he was, and I don’t care how many scoring titles he won. People didn’t realize how valuable until Michael retired in 1993.

In our first year without him, the Bulls won 55 games and advanced to the second round of the playoffs. If not for a horrible call by a ref in the closing seconds of Game 5 against the New York Knicks, we might have won another championship.

Michael Jordan was 1-9 in the playoffs before I joined the team. In the postseason he missed, the Bulls went 6-4.

The Last Dance was Michael’s chance to tell his story.

This is mine.






CHAPTER 1: HAMBURG

I wish I experienced one of the idyllic childhoods so common in the small-town America of the late 1960s and early 1970s.

But I didn’t.

I don’t recall the day when everything changed in our corner of the universe. All I know was that for the longest time my brother Ronnie, thirteen, wasn’t around to play anymore. He was in the hospital after being seriously injured in gym class. Attacked was more like it. I was three years old when it happened, the youngest of twelve.

Ronnie was waiting for class to start when, out of nowhere, this bully delivered a sucker punch in the middle of his back. He fell to the floor and was unable to get up. My sister Sharon, two years younger than Ronnie, rushed to his side when she found out, but the authorities quickly cleared the gym and didn’t allow anyone near him. The bully had been pushing Ronnie around in school for some time. Sharon urged him to fight back. He wouldn’t. That wasn’t who Ronnie was. I have never known a more gentle soul.

One day, after months in the hospital, he finally came home.

I remember feeling as if I were meeting my brother for the very first time. He was paralyzed from the neck down and would never walk again. Not until many years later did I learn the whole story of how my mother, Ethel Pippen, got Ronnie out of the hospital.

The hospital was a few hours from Hamburg. My parents visited him on the weekends. Mom had her hands full raising everyone, while my father, Preston Pippen, a veteran of World War II, cut logs at the Georgia-Pacific paper mill in Crossett, fifteen miles away, where they made toilet paper, tissues, and paper towels. Everyone knew someone who worked at the mill. The mill had a distinct odor you could smell from anywhere in Hamburg. I can’t describe what the odor was like. Trust me, it was putrid.

Anyway, one Sunday when they arrived at the hospital, Mom and Dad were told they couldn’t see Ronnie. The doctors had put him in a new program and were concerned that if my parents continued to coddle him, Ronnie wouldn’t make any progress.

There is nothing wrong with your son’s back, the doctors told them. The problem is in his head. That is why he’s not walking.

The doctors had moved Ronnie from his bed in the main section of the hospital to the mental ward. Knowing Mom, who was tougher than any of the Bad Boys (the Detroit Pistons) from the late 1980s and early 1990s, I can easily imagine the look she gave the doctors when she found out what they had done. I saw that look many times growing up. It was scary.

“I’m not leaving the hospital without seeing my son,” she insisted.

“If we let you see him,” they warned her, “you will have to take him with you. We won’t want him anymore.”

No problem. Mom was more than happy to take Ronnie where he belonged. Home.

“Go ahead,” they finally agreed. “We don’t care. He is going to die anyway.”

“If he’s going to die anyway,” she said, “he’s going to die with me.”

My mother hardly ever brought up that day in the hospital. Whenever she did, she broke down. I wonder if a part of her might have feared the doctors were telling the truth.

Once Ronnie had been home for a while, we began to get a clearer picture of what they did to him at the hospital. No wonder he had nightmares for months.

Not from the accident itself. From how he was treated.

Every night, before going to sleep, we knew the nightmares were coming. We just didn’t know when. Ronnie would wake up in a sweat and start to scream. Mom along with my brothers and sisters did everything they could to get him to stop.

“You’ll never have to go back to that place,” they assured Ronnie.

After my brother calmed down, for the time being, Mom turned her attention to the rest of us. A number of my siblings had already moved out. Even so, there was still a lot of work to get done.

“You need to go back to sleep,” she would tell us. “You have got to get up early in the morning.”

No one woke up earlier than her. Lots of mornings, after I was five or six, she took off to clean other people’s houses. Every dime made a difference.

I only wish we had the money back then to go after the people who caused my poor brother so much harm. That includes the school, which should have disciplined the bully long before he attacked Ronnie. They did nothing.

The nurses at the hospital would leave a tray of food next to Ronnie’s bed, telling him he could feed himself whenever he wanted.

He couldn’t feed himself. He couldn’t move. He just lay there, helpless, hungry.

Ronnie was terrified of the dark. We had to keep the light on before he went to bed, turning it off once we were certain he had fallen asleep. After about a month, he grew secure enough to close his eyes with a small desk lamp on instead of requiring the light from the ceiling. His back was filled with ugly bedsores. Our task was to get them off and clean up the bed whenever he soiled himself.

Day by day, with a lot of effort and a lot of love, we all nursed him back to health—and I mean all of us.

We bathed him. We fed him. We helped him exercise. It took years, but we got Ronnie to where he could move around with two canes, earning the nickname Walking Cane. He learned how to ride to the grocery store on a specially fitted bicycle.

Now in his midsixties, Ronnie still lives in Hamburg on the same plot of land where he grew up. My sister Kim takes care of him. The nightmares are long gone. I see him as often as I can. He has inspired me like no one else. Ronnie had every right to give up, to curse the fate he was handed. He didn’t. He fought hard to build a productive and happy life. I’m not the biggest success story in the Pippen family. He is.

Ronnie kept believing in himself no matter what the obstacles were. He has spent many evenings on his precious CB radio, speaking for hours to truck drivers across America. That’s his bridge to the outside world.

I should probably hate the bully who did Ronnie and our family so much damage. I don’t. He was a kid, and kids do horrible things to one another. At the same time, I don’t understand why he or anyone in his family didn’t apologize to my brother or parents. Last year, the bully, who is still hanging around the area, reached out to see if he could visit Ronnie.

My brother wasn’t interested. I didn’t blame him. Too late to apologize now.

I have never asked Ronnie about the day in gym class or what they did to him in the hospital. I see no point in rehashing those painful times. For him, and for us.



Roughly ten years after Ronnie was attacked, my family was dealt another shock. That day I remember. All too well.

Dad was sitting on the sofa, enjoying his dinner. He liked nothing better than to watch a baseball game on television. He was a heck of a player in his day. By this time, Dad, who was about sixty, was on disability from the mill due to arthritis. The arthritis bothered him so much he would sit in his truck in the parking lot instead of on the bleachers when he showed up at my Little League baseball games.

On this particular night, Mom was at church down the block, rehearsing for a revival. Her faith meant the world to her.

All of a sudden, Dad dropped his plate and slumped toward the edge of the sofa. A deranged look was in his eyes and he was throwing up, food coming out of his nostrils. I didn’t know what to do. Kim, who had brought him his dinner, ran out to have a neighbor go to the church to find Mom, who made it home before the ambulance arrived.

Dad was having a stroke on the right side of his body. Somehow I assumed he would be fine. I was too young to understand what a stroke can do to a person. He would never be able to walk, or really speak again. He could say yes or no, but he couldn’t put together a full sentence, except, strangely enough, this one: “You know what I mean.” We never understood why that sentence and no others. He was aware of what had happened to him, and that had to be the cruelest part. I can’t imagine the despair and frustration he must have felt, day after day, a prisoner in his own body, no hope of escape.

Once again, everyone came together to help out in any way he or she could. Such is one of the countless blessings of belonging to a large, loving family.

We fed Dad, we carried him into the shower, and because he couldn’t control his bodily functions, we cleaned up his messes. Another brother lifted him as I slid a diaper underneath or vice versa. I wondered years later whether the back problems I suffered my first season in Chicago were from lifting weights or picking up Dad and Ronnie. Both were heavy.

Mom, as usual, knew how to handle the situation. She made sure Dad never felt left out of any gathering. He sat in his wheelchair with the rest of us at the dinner table, having learned how to feed himself. At times I almost forgot about his disabilities.

The strength Mom showed was remarkable. Her faith had a lot to do with it. Never once did she feel sorry for herself.

What good would that have done?

Her mother, Emma Harris, was even tougher. The word on the street was Grandma could work as hard as any man. I believed it. She, too, didn’t engage in self-pity. Perhaps it was from growing up in an era when black folks in the South didn’t complain about their fate. They simply accepted whatever the Good Lord gave them and did their best to improve their circumstances, one day at a time.

Mom grew up in Louisiana, picking cotton with her mama when she was a little girl. At the end of each year’s harvest, the owner of the farm was supposed to reward the workers with a bonus. One year, the bonus didn’t come, and they got by, barely, by eating food from their own garden.

In 1940, when she was sixteen, a hurricane caused flooding in much of the Southeast. Mom moved with her family to Arkansas. As a kid, I used to visit the relatives who stayed behind. I was always amazed that three families lived on one plantation. Our race had come a long way by the late sixties and early seventies, with desegregation, the Civil Rights Act, and the Voting Rights Act. We still had a long way to go.

I was in ninth grade when Dad suffered his stroke. From then on, he could never be the father I needed him to be or show me what is required to be a man—a black man, especially, in a white world.

With guidance from my older brothers, I found my way, though the void I felt would remain no matter how hard I tried to fill it over the years with older men, black and white, whom I held in high regard. That included my basketball coaches in high school and college. I didn’t see them necessarily as father figures. Though, from each person, I picked up values that would mean so much to me for the rest of my life.

Also missing was the freedom other boys my age experienced.

Most days, when they returned home from school, they went out to play, to explore, to be… kids. There was no agenda other than having a good time. When I got home, I went to work, ready for whatever chore Mom or one of my brothers or sisters might have in store for me. Even my homework would often come in a distant second.

By any standard, we were poor. Our house when I was born in September of 1965 had only four bedrooms, and for many years we shared one bathroom. One of us might be at the sink, another in the tub, another on the toilet. No one gave it a second thought. For the longest time we didn’t have a phone. People would call Grandma, who lived next door, and she would come get us.

In spite of everything, I never felt poor. I felt blessed.

There was plenty of food on the table. We grew squash and corn and other vegetables in the garden and raised hogs and chickens. There was no shortage of love, either. Many black kids never had a father in their lives or a mother as devoted as Ethel Pippen was to her children.

Unlike many boys I knew, I stayed out of trouble. Mom made sure of it. When I wanted to go outside to play, I asked her first, and if one of the youngsters she saw me with mixed with the wrong crowd, I was told in no uncertain terms to avoid that kid from then on. Disobeying her was not an option.

Nor was missing curfew. When Mom locked the door to go to sleep, it would remain locked for the night. With another long day ahead, she wasn’t about to tolerate someone waking her up because the person failed to follow the rules. Sleep was the only break Mom got, and it never lasted long enough.

She was stricter with me than she was with my brothers and sisters. They didn’t have to go to Sunday school and church as I did. I resented it at times, feeling as if I were being punished by having to sing hymns and listen to sermons I didn’t understand while my friends were out playing. Looking back, I couldn’t be more grateful. The Lord is a powerful presence in my life today, and that’s because of her.

She wasn’t the only person who kept me in line. So did my brothers and sisters, and so did our neighbors. Someone’s eyes were always on me. If you screwed up in any way, the news of your mistake would beat you home. As the folks down the block used to tell me:

“You do that again and I’m going to tell your mama.”

I felt a wonderful sense of community in Hamburg. Everyone was always willing to help one another. When a friend needed a couple of bucks, I gave it to him and vice versa. Regardless of whether it was the only money either of us had.

Back then, people pretty much left you alone. If you didn’t bother them, they didn’t bother you.

With one exception that remains fresh in my mind more than forty years later.

It was June 1, 1979. Charles Singleton, twenty, a guy I knew from the neighborhood, was walking down the street in front of our house. I thought nothing of it. I used to run into Charles all the time. I would say hello and he would say hello back.

Charles was on his way to York’s Grocery Store, a half block away. I shopped at York’s just about every day. Mrs. York was a nice lady who let my family buy supplies on credit. She lived in a small house in back of the store.

Mrs. York was stabbed twice in the neck. She died in the hospital. Before she did, she told the police Charles was responsible. It blew me away to realize I had seen him only moments before he took the life of another human being.

Once word got around town, the police searched everywhere for Charles. Hamburg is a small place. He wouldn’t be able to hide for long.

Singleton was incarcerated for twenty-four years before he was executed in 2004.

While Charles was still at large, my brother Jimmy headed toward our front door. Jimmy had a light complexion, and in keeping with the times, had an Afro similar to Charles Singleton’s.

“Son, I don’t think you need to be going out there, because you’re looking like Charles Singleton,” Dad said. This was about a year before the stroke.

The key to avoiding trouble for someone of my color was simple: stay on your side of the tracks.

Yes, it’s a cliché. It also happened to be true.

In the cafeteria at our grade school, with few exceptions blacks sat with blacks, whites with whites—whites making up roughly two-thirds of the school population. It seemed normal to me.

My parents, you see, never sat me down for a long discussion on race in America. Nothing had to be said. It was understood.

No matter how many championships I have won, and millions I have earned, I never forget the color of my skin and that some people in this world hate me just because of that.



For a long time, I didn’t reflect on how my upbringing shaped me to be the person I am today. I focused on the future, not the past.

My approach these days is different. Being in my midfifties, I want to take a deeper look at why I made the decisions I did and what that might mean for me going forward.

Take the decision to sign the five-year, $18 million extension with the Bulls in June of 1991, a week or so before the franchise won its first championship. The ESPN documentary made me seem naïve given how much more money players would eventually earn under the revised collective bargaining agreement with the owners.

Do I wish I hadn’t signed the extension?

Of course.

It cost me millions of dollars and had a negative effect on my relationship with Jerry Reinsdorf and Jerry Krause for the rest of my time in Chicago. My mindset would have been entirely different. Who knows? I might have played my entire career with the Bulls.

That doesn’t mean I have any regrets. I made the decision with the information I was presented with at the time. I have no doubt it was the right decision for me.

I wasn’t like other players, white and black, who came from stable backgrounds. Because of what happened to my brother and father, I learned early on how everything in your life can be taken away without the slightest warning. I couldn’t afford the risk I would get injured and end up with nothing.

If I needed any reminders, I had only to consider the fate of former NFL wide receiver Darryl Stingley, who often sat behind our bench at Chicago Stadium.

Darryl, the first-round draft choice of the New England Patriots in 1973, was living his dream. Until he wasn’t. During an exhibition game in 1978 against the Oakland Raiders, he was hit by defensive back Jack Tatum, one of the most ferocious tacklers in pro football.

One hit is sometimes all it takes. Darryl would never walk again.

He and I became friendly in the early nineties. After games, we’d meet for dinner or a drink. He wanted to feel he was one of the guys in spite of his limitations. How well he adapted to his circumstances was more inspiring than anything he accomplished on the field. Darryl reminded me of my brother. I admired him tremendously and was deeply saddened when he passed away in 2007.

What I endured in my childhood also affected how open I was with other people. I could never be certain they wouldn’t leave me, whether they meant to or not. Developing trust takes time. Which explains why, except for my brothers and sisters, my best friends have always been my teammates. If I could count on them on the court, I could count on them in the areas of life that truly matter.

A basketball team is no different from a family, each person assigned a specific role. Failing to fulfill that role will have an adverse effect on everyone else. That was true in the Pippen household and on every team I played for in high school, college, and the pros. I could tell, almost instinctively, growing up in a different group of twelve, what each teammate needed at any moment. Just as I sensed what any of my brothers or sisters needed.

Maybe a pass to a shooter in his favorite spot to rebuild his confidence after missing a few.

Or a compliment after a coach, or Michael, was too hard on them for committing a turnover or failing to box out.

Or simply taking the time to listen to someone vent about one slight or another.

The interest in helping others went far beyond the basketball court. As I grew older, I found myself bonding with those who required the most nurturing.

One example is Amy Jones, the daughter of Arch Jones, one of my assistant coaches in college. When Amy was two, she bumped her head, which caused a blood clot on the frontal lobe of her brain. The doctors removed the clot, although it would lead to Amy’s being developmentally disabled for the rest of her life.

I met her when she was eleven. Whenever I was around Amy, I didn’t see a girl who was limited in any way. I saw a girl to joke with, to embrace, to treat as normal as anyone else. The way she treated me. The two of us became friends.

Believe me, I’m not trying to come across as a saint. By helping Amy, I was helping myself. I was better able to understand what I went through as a child. To this day, the rush I get when I can be there for someone who has faced tremendous hardships is more fulfilling than anything else, and, yes, that includes winning an NBA championship.

Seeing the smile on Amy’s face lifted my spirits for the rest of the day. I feel the same whenever I spend time with Ronnie. Not for a moment do I treat him differently because he’s confined to a wheelchair. I make fun of him and he makes fun of me.

Neither of us would want it any other way.






CHAPTER 2: I GOT GAME

Down the block from our house were the courts on Pine Street. The courts were so close that in the evenings, when there was little or no traffic, I could hear every dribble, every ball hitting the rim, every player calling for a foul. I can close my eyes this very moment and still hear those beautiful sounds. Those sounds remind me of my youth.

I was seven years old when the Pine Street courts were being built. The timing couldn’t have been any better.

If not for those courts, I wouldn’t have learned the game at such a formative age. No other courts were near our neighborhood. You can practice for hours and hours by yourself on your own court, however smooth it might be, but only when you stack up your game against that of your peers day after day do you find out whether you have what it takes. Better to find out sooner than later.

The Pine Street courts featured nylon nets—not the unattractive chain nets, thank goodness—and the ground was concrete, the ball bouncing true. There was more than enough room for a kid to dream.

I dreamed I was Julius Erving, who played for the NBA’s Philadelphia 76ers. Dr. J, as he was called, glided through the air as if he were from some other galaxy. It took him forever to come down. When he did rejoin the rest of the human race, he would typically finish with a spectacular dunk or gorgeous underhanded floater in the lane.

Talk about charisma. There has been no one in the sport like Dr. J ever since. Sorry, MJ. Sorry, Magic. Sorry, LeBron. Whenever one of Dr. J’s games was on TV, I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

Yet ask anyone who knew me back then which player my game resembled, and I guarantee Dr. J won’t be their answer. They will bring up his teammate Maurice “Mo” Cheeks, the Hall of Fame point guard who played in the league for fifteen years.

“I’ll take Mo Cheeks,” kids would say in pickup games on the playground.

I couldn’t have asked for a more flattering compliment.

My middle name, ironically, is Maurice, and the man himself, toward the end of my career, coached me for a couple of seasons in Portland. I retired 3 steals shy of his total of 2,310. He’s sixth on the all-time list; I’m seventh.

“You ain’t ever going to catch me,” he tells me whenever I see him.

Mo was a point guard from an era that, sadly, is gone, probably for good. He thought of passing first, scoring second, and while I was considered a small forward in the NBA, during my entire career I saw myself more as a point guard—some called me a point forward—who tried to emulate Mo and other unselfish guards like him. Only six foot one, he was on the small side for a professional basketball player. Being about five foot nine when I was in high school, I could pretend I was him and it didn’t seem as far-fetched as pretending I was the six-foot-seven Dr J.

Mo seemed to come from this galaxy.

I hung out in my teenage years with a friend, Ronnie Martin, whom I met in grade school. Ronnie and I competed against each other in Pop Warner football and Little League baseball.

We were usually the first ones at the Pine Street courts every Saturday and Sunday evening, and on weekdays in the summer, normally no later than about 2:00 p.m. While waiting for others to show up, we played a half-court game of one-on-one called 21.

The winner was the first to 21 points, each basket worth two points, while free throws counted as one.

Ronnie was skinny. I weighed even less, 110 pounds at the most. He was able to push me around without too much difficulty.

I didn’t enjoy physical contact in those days. I was more of a finesse player, using my long arms and dribbling skills to get off high-percentage shots. I won my share. So did he.

One of us, or both, we told each other, was going to make it big in this game someday. We told each other a lot of things.

We worked hard on every aspect of the game. Ronnie had a cousin who taught us how to shoot the ball off the glass from any position on the floor, including the top of the key, and, surprisingly, with no arc. As long as you hit the square in the middle of the backboard, his cousin told us, you can throw the ball as hard as you want, and in nearly every case it will fall in the basket. I practiced shooting off the glass so frequently it became my go-to shot, and that would remain the case my whole career.

Around four o’clock, the other players would begin to show up. Some were fresh out of high school, some much older, in their thirties or forties. Quite a few of came directly from their shift at the mill. You could tell by the smell. These guys could ball. I couldn’t believe how strong they were.
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