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To my grandfather Julius Moss, who believed in hard work, and being a man of your word










FOREWORD BY MICHAEL JORDAN


It doesn’t matter who you are or how confident a person you are: when you’re going into a tough situation, it always helps to have some protection, to have someone you can count on by your side, to have your back. For me, in the game of basketball, that was Charles Oakley. He truly was my enforcer.


Oak came to the Chicago Bulls as a rookie in 1985 and almost immediately announced his presence. In training camp, you could tell right away that he had what it took to make it in the NBA. I broke my foot three games into the season and didn’t get to play with Charles much at first. But as I sat on the bench in street clothes, I watched. And I liked what I saw. The league was a lot more physical back then, and Oak was perfectly suited for it. He was a hard worker, smart, competitive, and no matter the situation or who he was up against, he was not going to back down. Simply put—you did not mess with Oak.


I knew that when I returned to the court, I’d have a bodyguard. I had become a target for other teams, and Oak wasn’t afraid to mix it up with players who came after me who might have been bigger than him, but definitely weren’t tougher. I truly appreciated his willingness to take on that protective role, and we quickly became close friends.


For all his grit and physicality, though, Oak was also a great player—far from one-dimensional. He could score, rebound, and pass, in addition to throwing that well-timed elbow or punch when he felt it was necessary.


It’s no secret that I was not happy when Charles was traded to the Knicks in 1988. Because when someone you trust has your back, you don’t want that someone playing for your opponent. But I wasn’t just going to miss Oak on the court, I was also going to miss seeing and being around my friend every day.


The Bulls met the Knicks in the NBA playoffs five times between 1989 and 1996, and our rivalry was among the fiercest in league history. Getting past Oak, Patrick Ewing, and the rest of the Knicks was never easy. In 1992, they took us to Game 7 for one of only two times during our two championship runs. The stakes could not have been higher, and the intensity was off the charts. I knew what we were up against and knew that Oak, in particular, wasn’t going to just lie down for us, friends or not. This was old-school basketball, with each team pushing the other to its limits.


Oak and I briefly reunited as teammates on the Washington Wizards during my last season. And I hired Oak as an assistant coach for my then–Charlotte Bobcats team in 2010 because I knew our players would benefit from his experience, his competitive nature, and his legendary toughness.


Has Oak changed over the years? Well, I’m not sure I would have predicted he’d ever compete on a show like Dancing with the Stars or become such a great cook. The man is a master behind the grill, but believe me, he definitely makes a mess. But Oak is still Oak. He still doesn’t back down, and you can’t intimidate him. He’s uniquely himself. It’s been a long time since we shared a basketball court, but if I should find myself in a tough situation, there is no doubt who I would want by my side as my enforcer.










1 KNOCKING OUT A JACKASS



I did not punch Charles Barkley.


Do you need me to repeat that? I will if it means people will stop spreading lies about me. Enough is enough. I’m going to set the record straight because for more than twenty years, that rumor—the one of me allegedly punching Barkley before an important NBA Players Association meeting in 1999—has been told over and over, to the point that it’s become something of an urban legend. But the story is false. So for the last time, I did not punch Charles Barkley.


I did, however, slap the shit out of him.


Barkley had it coming to him. He was talking a lot of shit about me. That’s what he does. He talks too much. So I did what I do. Mention my name to Barkley today and he’ll still go the other way.


You get hit with a lot of words in the league. You get hit with a lot of elbows, forearms, shoulders, and occasionally fists, too. You don’t have to hit first, you just have to make sure you get in the best shot. And I got Barkley pretty good.


I was a power forward in the NBA for nearly two decades with the Chicago Bulls, New York Knicks, Toronto Raptors, Washington Wizards, and Houston Rockets, and I had plenty of run-ins over those years. I played in the golden era of physical play, the 1980s and ’90s, and combat was part of my job description. According to the record books, I had almost as many rebounds (12,205) as points (12,417), which tells you what my role was on every team. That’s a lot of work in the paint, and that’s where things tend to get nasty. There’s one more telling statistic: I rank fourth all time for personal fouls (4,421), just behind Robert Parish, Karl Malone, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. I’d like to think that most of the fouls were worth it. A lot were used to prevent a dunk or a layup. In New York, Pat Riley got credit for saying we had a “no layup rule.”


I played by that rule my whole life.


In addition to Barkley, I mixed it up with Xavier McDaniel, Rick Mahorn, Bill Laimbeer, Alonzo Mourning, and even Larry Johnson, who later became my teammate with the New York Knicks. When you really think about it, that’s not so many fights over the course of nineteen seasons. Most of the violence in the eighties and nineties NBA was controlled, and contrary to popular belief, I didn’t fight all the time. I fought when I needed to. I fought when it mattered. Was I a physical player? Absolutely. Dirty? No. But if you fucked with me or one of my teammates, I wasn’t going to back down. Never. I’ve been that way my entire life, and I’ll be that way until the day I die.


I wasn’t the first guy in the NBA who was wired like that, but I might have been the last. Before me, there were bruisers like Maurice Lucas, Lonnie Shelton, and Kermit Washington. A few months after the Portland Trail Blazers won their one and only title, Lucas was featured on the cover of Sports Illustrated. It was the magazine’s NBA season preview issue, and the photo was of Lucas positioning himself for a rebound by sticking his elbow in the throat of the Seattle SuperSonics’ Dennis Johnson. The headline was “The Enforcers.”


I liked that, “Enforcer.” That nickname stuck with Lucas and it made an impression on me. I was the guy who would do all the little things to help my team win: rebound, defend, and be physical. That was my mentality in every game.


In one of my final seasons with the Knicks, we played in Portland, and Mo Lucas came into our locker room to talk to me after the game. We had a nice conversation. He said he admired the way that I went about my business. The guy was a legend. He died of bladder cancer in 2010 at the age of fifty-eight, one year older than I am as I write this. I think about that a lot.


I think about a lot of things that happened during my career. I think about getting traded by the Bulls before they won the first of their six NBA Championships over eight seasons. Or losing to the Houston Rockets in the 1994 NBA Finals after taking a 3–2 series lead with the Knicks. The Knicks traded me prior to the 1998–99 season, and they went back to the NBA Finals that year, though they were beaten by the San Antonio Spurs, who were led by David Robinson and a young Tim Duncan.


That Knicks trade wasn’t the last time the organization threw me aside. All those years of taking a charge and landing on my back or jumping into the front row for a loose ball didn’t mean anything twenty years later to the guy then running the franchise. They dragged my ass out of Madison Square Garden.


They started that fight, not me. But that’s true of all the fights I’ve had. Someone starts it, I end it.


Because I fight like a man.


That’s the way I was raised.





Cleveland, Ohio, is my hometown. It’s a tough and proud city. I grew up on East 123rd Street and Superior. It was a nice house with a front porch. The neighborhood was mostly Black; probably 95 percent Black and we all looked out for one another. That’s just how it was.


Right down the street, there was a barbershop where the older guys would shoot dice and play cards. When I was about ten or eleven years old, I’d clean up the place and they’d give me money. They’d send me to the store to buy them food. They’d throw me a $20 bill and I’d keep the change. When I was a few years older, they’d let me roll dice and play cards with them. It was a good hustle—when I won.


In the neighborhood you had the barbershop, Laundromat, record store, seafood place, food market, and a corner store with a barbecue counter where they made the famous Polish Boys. That’s a sausage sandwich with kielbasa on a bun. You cover it with French fries, coleslaw, and barbecue sauce. The Polish Boy is big in Cleveland. We invented the thing, and this place in my neighborhood had the best barbecue sauce going.


I used the money from the barbershop and the dice games to buy food. I never told my mother, Corine, that I got the money from gambling, because I didn’t want to get in trouble. I wasn’t sneaky, I was smart. My mother wouldn’t have been happy about me playing cards with the old guys, but she was okay with me playing cards with her. That was fine. We’d play poker or Tonk, a card game that was popular among blues and jazz musicians from the South going all the way back to the 1930s. You can play with either two or four players, so me and my mom would play a lot. My mom was good. She’d talk a lot of smack when she played, but she kept it together. She never drank or smoked. That wasn’t her thing. She worked in a bar for fifteen years and never drank. My mom still lives in Cleveland, and we’re still very close. I’m there all the time.


I didn’t know my dad much. My father, Charles Oakley II, came from a big family; he was one of ten kids, and when I was growing up, they owned five gas stations in Cleveland. He was always working. He lived with his brothers, while my siblings and I lived with our mother. I seen him, but I didn’t see him a lot, you know what I mean? Then he died of a heart attack in 1971. He was only thirty-five and I was nine. It’s just one of those things.


I grew up the youngest of six children, with one brother, Curtis (eleven years older than me), and four sisters: Saralene (seven years older), Carolyn (five years older), Diane (three years older), and Yvonne, who is twelve years older than me, but Yvonne lived in York, Alabama, with our grandparents on our mom’s side. I’m sure you’ve never heard of York. It’s in Sumter County, close to Mississippi. It’s about a two-hour drive northwest to Birmingham and about a five-hour drive to Atlanta. I can make it in four.


According to the local records, the town was established in the early 1830s. It was a farming and cotton town, and during the Civil War, the railroad passed through York on its way to a military hospital in Meridian, Mississippi. After World War II, the train traffic slowed down and people started to move out. It’s a mostly Black town, and yet the first African-American mayor wasn’t elected until 1996. Progress, like life in general, moves slowly in York. But I still love it there.


When I was seven years old and in the second grade, my sister Diane and I moved to York to live with our maternal grandparents, Julius and Florence Moss, and join Yvonne. Curtis, Saralene, and Carolyn stayed behind in Cleveland with my mother. My mom was trying to get established. She was living in an apartment and needed more money to buy a house, so it was easier for her to send the two youngest kids to Alabama for a few years.


It wasn’t bad in York. My mother would visit three times a year, and in the summer she would stay for a few weeks. I was fine with it because I had a lot of cousins in Alabama and I was spending a lot of time with them—my dad’s side of the family was from there, too. Out of maybe one thousand people in York alone, I was probably related to three hundred of them. It was like being away at camp year-round. We all protected each other.


That doesn’t mean it was all fun and games. I did go to school. Education was important to my family. A lot of the people in my family worked in the school system, either as teachers or administrators, and a few of my aunts attended the University of Western Alabama. We didn’t mess around when it came to school. Or church.


My grandfather Julius was a deacon, so every Sunday we were in church. He’d make a few trips in his car on Sunday morning for those of us who needed a ride. You didn’t have a choice. My grandfather baptized me in the pond down the street. He walked into the pond with his boots on, tilted my head back, and that was it.


I learned at an early age that my parents and grandparents would not tolerate any bullshit. If I talked back or, God forbid, used profanity, I was in trouble. My grandparents would lay me across their laps and give me the beating of my life. The only voices you heard in that house were my grandparents and the television. And the TV went off every night at nine o’clock, so it got quiet early there. There wasn’t a lot of nonsense going on.


Julius Moss was a special man. He was born in Alabama in 1906, so you can imagine how life was for him. Growing up in the Jim Crow South, my grandfather saw it all. Shit, by the time he was twenty-five, he had probably seen more than he wanted to see. But he was a proud man, with an incredible work ethic that was second to none. On top of being a deacon in the church, he was a blacksmith, a farmer, and a coal miner. He hunted deer. He built his own house, starting with three rooms and eventually adding on four more. He slept four or five hours every night and never complained.


My grandfather was tough. His hands were so rough and covered with calluses that he could pick up a piece of hot coal. He was six-foot-three and strong. When I was a kid, my uncles would tell a story about the time my grandfather knocked a mule out. One day he was in the field and the mule didn’t want to work. He was pushing and prodding, and I guess the mule got real aggressive. It was either my grandfather or the mule, so he knocked the mule out. Is the story true? I don’t know. Like I said, my grandfather was tough. I’d pick him over the mule. I’ve knocked out a few jackasses in my life as well.


We’d all help my grandfather with his farming—he’d have us out in the field picking cucumbers and tomatoes to feed the family. In the summer, we’d help him with a side job that he had, going to a big farm up the road to feed their many horses and cows. It was a farm owned by white people, and it had a big white fence around it. Ain’t no Black people with a farm that big with a white fence around it. My grandfather had some horses of his own, about six or seven cows, and one bull. He wasn’t big-time. He just did what he could.


He passed away when I was in my second year in the NBA. Julius Moss wasn’t big into sports, so the fact that I made the league didn’t mean a lot to him. But I know he was proud. He was happy I had a job and was earning an honest living.


My father passed away while I was living with my grandparents. When I think about it now, he died so young. The funeral was in Alabama, and it was big; there were a lot of people there, family and friends, and they were all crying. I was only nine, so I didn’t really process everything that was happening.


I spent four years in Alabama before my mom came to take me and Diane back to Cleveland. When she said I had to leave, I hid under the bed. I didn’t want to go back. I was having a good time with my cousins. We were playing football and basketball all the time. Why would I want to leave? But my mom had gotten herself established in Cleveland, as she’d been working to do, and had bought a house. So it was time to move on.


Those years in Alabama helped me become the man and player I turned into. Because of my grandfather’s example, I never bitched about basketball practice or playing back-to-backs. I never made excuses. I practiced and played hard every day, and even when I wasn’t at my best I didn’t quit. I treated basketball as my job. It could be difficult, but I’d seen what real work looked like.


I was developing that attitude already when I moved back to Cleveland and started playing basketball at a local YMCA every Sunday. By the time I was thirteen, I was playing against guys who were sometimes four and five years older than me. There were a lot of old-school guys who would try to take your head off when you went to the basket. I decided that my attitude would be to stand tall and tough. If they’re going to give it to you, you got to give it to them. I wouldn’t fight for no reason, but if somebody crossed me, insulted me, or attacked me, then we’d have a problem.


The first time I really had to put that theory into practice on a basketball court was with this one guy at the games who knew karate, and made sure that everybody was aware of that. For a long while, he gave me a hard time. Everyone else at the games knew he was testing me. They were wondering if and when I was going to respond. Well, one day he tried to get me and I went after him. All that karate didn’t help him, because once I threw my hands up, there was nothing he could do.


I played a lot of football in the street as a kid. When you grow up playing on concrete and in a lot of cold weather, you either get tough quickly or you do something else, like watch a lot of television. I was big and strong even as a kid, so football seemed like the natural sport for me. A lot of kids in Ohio dream of playing for Ohio State, but I didn’t really focus on that. I figured if I’m good enough, someone will find me. Learning to play football helped me with basketball because you learn how to take a hit and give a hit.


When you’re playing football in that setting and you got guys talking shit, there’s going to be some minor fights. Nothing big. The next day you get over it and you go back to playing. But there was one time when I was playing organized peewee football and that rule didn’t hold. It was ugly. There were these twin brothers from the neighborhood who were getting mad at me because I was whoopin’ their asses in practice. I was probably twelve or thirteen. One day after practice, the twins and their uncle, who was probably nineteen, jumped me. They got me pretty good. In fact, they broke my arm. When I got home, I told my mother I got hurt in practice. I didn’t tell her anything about getting jumped because I decided that wasn’t going to change anything. I had to fight for myself. My mother shouldn’t have to do that. I wasn’t mad. I wasn’t scared. My thing was I needed to do a better job of protecting myself.


Years later, when I was in the NBA, I returned to Cleveland during the off-season, and I saw the twins’ uncle sitting at a bus stop. I was with some friends who knew the story and wanted to scare the guy. I told them, “Leave him alone,” and I walked into the restaurant we were going to. Did my friends listen? It doesn’t seem that way—all I know is, he didn’t catch that bus that day. I see the twins every now and then, and they both keep their distance. That’s a smart move.


If my toughness and work ethic came from my grandfather, then my love of cooking came from my mother. My mom is a great cook. She makes incredible ham hocks, chitlins and collard greens, string beans, and pound cake and sweet potato pie for dessert. All my aunts can cook, too. When I was growing up, they would cook and I would ask questions about the meal. I never cooked when I was a kid, but I watched and learned from them, and once I got into the league I started cooking. When we were on the road, you’d eat either room service or go to a restaurant. I always thought the food was bland. So when I got home, I wanted to eat healthy and make things the way I liked to make them. And whenever we played games in Cleveland, my mom would cook for the whole team. She would make smoked turkey for Patrick Ewing because Pat didn’t like pork. One downside of all that good food is that I ended up being picky and demanding about the quality of what I eat. People hate to go out to eat with me because they know there’s a good chance I’m going to send the meal back.


My high school in Cleveland was called John Hay. Not John Jay (a mistake a lot of people make). It’s John Hay High School. A few years ago the city honored me with a street sign—Charles Oakley Way—in front of my alma mater. But back when I was a student, I was just another kid trying to figure things out. Shit, just getting to school was a job: I had to take two buses to get there. Not school buses—public transportation. I would either take the No. 6 to the No. 3 or the No. 10 to the No. 40. The other option was to walk two and a half miles. If we had lived a few houses down, I would have been in another school district that had actual school buses. The crazy thing is, when people see you on a school bus, they look at you as a student. When they see you on a public bus, they start wondering if you’re skipping school and if you’re up to no good, especially if you’re a Black kid.


There was one day, I was probably fifteen years old, and after waiting a long time for the second bus, I decided to start walking home. I walked past the Green Door, which was a bar where guys sold a lot of weed. All of a sudden a car pulled up; two undercover cops got out and threw me against the wall. In the neighborhood we called these two cops “Starsky and Hutch.” They drove around in unmarked cars and harassed people in the hood. They accused me of selling drugs. I didn’t have anything on me, so they threw me in the car and drove me around for three hours. What the fuck did I do?


They told me, “We’re going let everyone see you, and we’re gonna tell them you’ve been snitching.” That’s fucked up.


So walking home wasn’t the best option. Taking two buses was the safer bet.


At John Hay, I was considered to be better at football than basketball. I was being recruited as a defensive end by Ohio State and Bowling Green. But I cared about basketball more, and I also wanted to get out of Ohio. There was a lot of stuff going on, a lot of bullshit like drugs and crime. I wanted a change of scenery. So I worked my ass off, and accomplished my goals when I got a scholarship offer to play basketball at Virginia Union, a historically Black university in Richmond.


The importance of leaving Ohio and getting a fresh start in Richmond was made even more obvious to me the summer before I left for college. I was seventeen and saw a man get shot four times. It took place in the basement of a house in Cleveland, where a guy was running a game of craps on a pool table. I had won some money gambling the week before, so I decided to take $1,500 and test my luck, seeing if I could make some more before I headed off to college. It seemed like most of the people in the basement knew each other and like they were all having a good time as they were shooting dice. I was standing off to the side near the staircase, watching and waiting for my turn. I had been there for about fifteen minutes when one guy pulled out a gun and said: “This is a stickup. Give me all the money.”


I was thinking this must be a joke. How was he going to rob everyone and get away with it when most of the people there knew exactly who he was? But he wasn’t playing around. He took some of the money off the table and started making his way to the staircase.


All of a sudden, there was a series of loud “bap, bap, bap, bap” sounds. It was either four or five shots. The guy who had taken the money started falling back down the stairs. Someone had shot him as he was trying to get away. This was all happening right next to me. I got the fuck out of there as quickly as I could and never looked back. I never asked anyone about it, and no one ever questioned me about what I saw. All I knew was that I didn’t want that life.





Having spent most of my life in Cleveland and Alabama, I didn’t know what to expect when I got to Richmond. Little did I know that in the early eighties the murder rate in Richmond was worse than Chicago and Compton. It was safer in Cleveland.


I saw the effects of being in that environment quickly. Two weeks after arriving on campus, there was a student gathering at the Henderson Center on the Friday night before the Saturday football game. A few local guys, guys from the hood, snuck in and were causing problems.


I was talking to some girls, these guys were trying to talk to them, too, and one thing led to another. You know that story. It wasn’t a fight. The thing was broken up before it started. But they sent word that I shouldn’t show up at the football game. That was a threat. And they weren’t talking about fighting anymore. If they saw me, they were going to start shooting.


It turns out that our point guard, Kenny Thompson, was from Richmond and knew a few of the guys who were threatening me. He talked to them. I think he said I was cool, but I didn’t really care. I was going to be here for four years. I wasn’t about to spend my time looking over my shoulder. I was here to go to school and play ball. I wasn’t going to be a punk. I went to the game, and it was all fine, nothing happened.


My attitude even at that young age was to defend not only myself but my teammates and my friends. Sometimes, that circle could extend further than you might think. There was one time my college roommate and I traveled to North Carolina to watch our Virginia Union football team play Fayetteville State University. A brawl broke out during the game between the players of the two teams. My roommate and I were just there as fans, but we ran out onto the field and joined our fellow VUU student athletes to take on the Fayetteville players. It seemed like the right thing to do.


Thankfully, this kind of thing didn’t happen often, and I settled into campus life and my role on the basketball team pretty quickly. I looked at college as a chance to make a name for myself, even at a small school. My dream was to make it to the NBA. Virginia Union is not UCLA, North Carolina, Duke, Kentucky, or Indiana. But HBCU schools have sent some great players to the NBA. Earl Monroe (Winston-Salem State), Willis Reed (Grambling), Sam Jones (North Carolina Central), and Bobby Dandridge (Norfolk State) are  all enshrined at the Naismith Hall of Fame in Springfield, Massachusetts. Dandridge scored more points in the NBA Finals during the 1970s than any other player—and that includes Lew Alcindor, who later became Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.


Virginia Union itself has a few players who made it to the NBA besides me: Terry Davis, A. J. English, and Ben Wallace. I met Ben when he came to a summer basketball camp I was running at Sumter High School in South Carolina when I was in the league and Ben was about twelve years old. My sister Yvonne worked in the school system there and asked me to do the camp. We were charging $25 a week at the time, but a lot of kids didn’t have the money, Ben included, and we didn’t turn anyone away. I later helped Ben get recruited to Cuyahoga Community College in Cleveland, and then he transferred to VUU. Ben wound up having a great NBA career, especially for a guy who went undrafted. He’s in the Hall of Fame, won a championship with the Detroit Pistons, made the All-Star team four times, and was the Defensive Player of the Year four times. The Pistons even retired his number.


So Virginia Union had pedigree and talent, but because it was a Division II school, our games weren’t televised nationally. That made it harder to get noticed by NBA scouts, especially for my first two college seasons. But in my junior year, that started to change when we made it to the quarterfinals of the NCAA Division II tournament, which got us some recognition. (We lost by one point to Kentucky Wesleyan, coached by Wayne Chapman, whose son, Rex Chapman, was a star at Kentucky and went on to play in the NBA. That’s how it works in basketball; it’s all like one big family tree.)


Then, my senior year, both the team and I had an incredible season. We went 31-0, and I averaged 24 points and 17.3 rebounds. And I put up 43 points in a game against Elizabeth City State. NBA scouts were suddenly showing up to our games, including the Bulls’ general manager Jerry Krause. He came to see me play more than once. We came into the NCAA tournament as the team to beat, and were matched up in the first round against Winston-Salem State, which was coached by Clarence “Big House” Gaines, who won 828 games and is now in the Hall of Fame. It turned out to be a disaster. We lost 44–42. I went from scoring 43 points in a single game to losing in the tournament in a game where our whole team scored 42.


It wasn’t the way I wanted it to end. I had been named Division II Player of the Year, and finished my college career with 2,379 points and 1,642 rebounds, but I worried it might not be enough. (Just for comparison, Patrick Ewing, who also graduated in 1985, had 2,184 points and 1,316 rebounds in four years at Georgetown. No question, the competition was better in the Big East and in Division I.) The great Moses Malone, one of the top five centers of all time, who led Philadelphia to the title in 1983 and outplayed Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, apparently knew who I was. He lived close by, loved to be around women, and every once in a while he’d show up on campus, riding around in his Rolls-Royce. He’d go to the club near campus, stand in the corner drinking a Coke, and talk to college girls. One night, he showed up at the club and started yelling: “Where is Oakley? Where’s Oakley?” I guess he had heard about me. That was pretty cool—but did it mean I was getting enough attention from the people who mattered to give me a shot at getting to the NBA?


I didn’t know.


In late March 1985, I got invited to play in a college All-Star Game. This was right around the time when Patrick Ewing and Georgetown lost to Villanova in the NCAA Finals. The All-Star roster was all Division I players and me. Dean Smith, the legendary coach at North Carolina, was my coach for the All-Star Game. Coach Smith and my college coach, Dave Robbins, knew each other, which is probably one reason I got invited to the game. They were good guys and good coaches. Coach Robbins went 713-194 and won three Division II championships over thirty years at Virginia Union. Dean Smith coached at North Carolina for thirty-six years and finished with an 879-254 record and two national titles. He’s one of the best of all time.


I still remember Coach Smith telling the guys they had to pass at least two times before shooting. That sounded like a reasonable request. But the game started, guys weren’t passing, and so Smith pointed at a guy on the court and told me to take his spot. Dean Smith wasn’t having it, even at an All-Star Game.


I played a lot of minutes that day. I don’t know if that exposure helped me in the NBA Draft, but it didn’t hurt. It also helped that Dean Smith was saying good things about me to NBA teams.


With the NBA Draft set for June 18, I stayed around Virginia and waited for the day to come. (I was focused on the draft, so I didn’t graduate that year, but a few years later I completed one final course at summer school and graduated from Virginia Union with a degree in business administration.) People were telling me I would get drafted, maybe in the second or third round, but I really wasn’t sure. I stared at the calendar for those couple of weeks, eager to find out what my future would hold.










2 WELCOME TO THE LEAGUE



The 1985 NBA Draft was the league’s first-ever lottery-style draft. Before that, the draft order was determined solely by the records of the teams in the previous season. But teams had started tanking intentionally to up their place in the draft. So, in 1985, the NBA decided to do things differently. On May 12, in Manhattan, about a month before the actual draft, envelopes were made up for each of the seven teams that hadn’t made the playoffs. Each team’s logo was put into an envelope, and the envelopes were put into a plastic drum, which was cranked by hand to mix them all up. Then, NBA commissioner David Stern picked the envelopes out on by one, counting down from the seventh pick to the first, all while CBS televised the drama nationally. This meant each team had the same chance to win the number one overall pick—at least theoretically.


Today, the NBA still does a lottery-style draft but uses Ping-Pong balls, and the draft order is determined by the combination of the numbers on the balls that are drawn. It’s a lot more complicated, and a lot more random. In 1985, because of the way it was done, there was talk of a conspiracy. Patrick Ewing, the three-time all-American center from Georgetown, was the big player coming out who everyone wanted and knew would be the number one pick. Less than a week before the lottery, Sam Goldaper, the New York Times basketball writer, wrote that “there is a strong feeling among league officials and television advertising executives that the NBA will benefit most if he winds up in a Knick uniform.” The league had Magic Johnson in Los Angeles, Larry Bird in Boston, and Michael Jordan finishing his rookie season in Chicago. New York needed a star.


There was a lot of suspense as David Stern drew the envelopes one by one from the drum, and then a lot of excitement when the Knicks won. But then, of course, everyone was saying it was fixed. The conspiracy theories abounded.


One of them was that the corner of the Knicks envelope was creased. Another was that the Knicks envelope was put in dry ice before going into the plastic drum, so that it would be cool to the touch. Another said X-ray glasses were involved. Combined, these are often considered the most popular conspiracy theories in NBA history.


I don’t know what happened that day, but I know that when I watched the lottery on TV, I wasn’t thinking about Patrick or the Knicks or any damn conspiracy. Like most of the other players who were eligible that year, I was just focused on where I could be going during the actual draft, which was coming up on June 18, also in Manhattan.


When the day arrived, I didn’t go to New York because I didn’t know where or when I would be selected. I stayed in Virginia, and since I didn’t have cable in my place, my draft day was spent at the house of my college coach, Dave Robbins. His wife and kids were my big entourage that day. We watched and waited as Patrick was selected by the Knicks first overall, as everyone knew he would be. Wayman Tisdale, a good low post scorer out of Oklahoma, went second, to Indiana. Benoit Benjamin, another big man, went to the Clippers. The league was different back then. Everyone was looking for big men. Xavier McDaniel went to Seattle, and then two big white guys were taken: Jon Koncak went to Atlanta and Joe Kleine was drafted by Sacramento. Chris Mullin, who had a great college career at St. John’s, was picked by the Warriors seventh overall, followed by the German, Detlef Schrempf, who had played college ball at Washington, at the eighth spot. Not many people had heard of Schrempf. Just about no one had heard of me.


That’s why I couldn’t believe it when the Cleveland Cavaliers—my hometown team—called me to say they were going to draft me ninth overall but trade me right away. They didn’t tell me what team they were making a deal with, so I was a little confused, but to be honest I was glad I wouldn’t be playing in Cleveland. I’m not sure it would have been the best thing for me. I had a lot of friends there who were getting in trouble. I didn’t need to get caught up in that.


When I hung up the phone and the commissioner said my name as the ninth draft pick, my coach said, “You did it, Big Fella. That’s a great honor to get drafted, especially when you’re from a historical Black college.” That’s when being drafted really hit me.


The next thing that happened sent my head spinning. The general manager of the Chicago Bulls, Jerry Krause, called to say that it was him who was trading with Cleveland for me. Under league rules, the Bulls couldn’t announce the deal until after the first round, but the pieces soon fell into place. Krause drafted center Keith Lee with the Bulls’ first-round pick, at eleventh overall. Lee had led Memphis to the Final Four before losing to Villanova. Then Cleveland selected guard Calvin Duncan out of Virginia Commonwealth with their other first-round pick, at thirtieth overall. Chicago then traded Keith Lee and their point guard Ennis Whatley, who had been drafted in the first round in 1983, to Cleveland in exchange for me and Calvin Duncan. I was a Bull.


Chicago fans, who had gathered at the team’s draft headquarters at the Hyatt Regency in downtown Chicago, booed the news of the deal. Krause had just been named general manager a few months earlier, after spending years bouncing around as a scout for both basketball and baseball teams. But he believed in me. He had seen me play in the Portsmouth Invitational Tournament, an annual pre-draft camp for college seniors, a few months earlier. He was also close with coach Clarence “Big House” Gaines at Winston-Salem State, whose teams had played against me for four years, and who told Krause what kind of player I was. Nothing against Keith Lee, but he didn’t make the trade—Krause had engineered the whole thing, and it was bringing me to Chicago that drove it. I remember telling the Chicago Tribune after the draft that I wasn’t worried about the first reaction from fans: “Talk is cheap and actions speak louder than words. I’m the real deal,” I said.


Jerry Krause gave me my start. I’ll never forget that. And he brought me to a team where I’d meet a guy who would not only become one of the greatest athletes of all time, but one of my best friends: Michael Jordan.





A year earlier, with a little luck, the Bulls had managed to draft Michael Jordan when he fell into their lap with the third pick. Jerry Krause might be considered the luckiest beneficiary of inheriting a team with Michael on it, even though Michael and Krause would end up butting heads. In fact, Michael would come to really hate Krause. He gave him the nickname “Crumbs,” because Krause was a fat little guy who usually had crumbs on his shirt. I’ll admit that I laughed at that joke from time to time. But most of that would come later—when I arrived in 1985, Michael would say shit here and there about Krause but not a lot. Their conflict really didn’t come to a boiling point until they started winning championships. As I saw it, Krause was a scout at heart who knew talent. Later, when the documentary series The Last Dance came out and people were blaming Krause for all sorts of things, I saw him as the fall guy. Jerry Reinsdorf was and still is the owner of the Chicago Bulls. His name is on the checks, and the buck stops with him. Jerry Krause knew basketball and put the team together. He did his job. He would prove that again and again in the coming years, drafting Scottie Pippen, Horace Grant, and building a dynasty.


When Michael came into the league, he had the whole package—he was talented, good-looking, professional, and had a great work ethic—and of course I knew all about him already as I prepared to join the team. Basketball fans everywhere, not only in Chicago, had fallen in love with Michael right away. By December 1984, in his rookie year, he had been on the cover of Sports Illustrated, and the headline was “A Star Is Born.” He averaged 28.2 points that season, started in the All-Star Game, and was named Rookie of the Year. Most of all, he was competitive and motivated. That’s a lethal combination. Mike was always looking for something to fuel him. Sometimes it was Krause. Sometimes it was a story in the newspaper or something a player had said. It’s one of the things that made him great.


As a team, the 1984–85 Bulls, coached by Kevin Loughery, had won thirty-eight games and reached the playoffs for the first time in four years. They got knocked out by the Milwaukee Bucks in the first round, but the organization knew it had a budding superstar. Now they needed to build around him. And that’s where I came in.


In early July, a few weeks after the draft, I arrived in Chicago and got right to work. I was excited to prove that I belonged. They have one of the best summer leagues, and I started playing ball as soon as I arrived. That’s when Michael and I first got to know each other. By the time training camp started, he had seen that I was a hard worker and that I wasn’t taking anything for granted.


I had a good first training camp and preseason. There were a lot of veterans on the team, including Sidney Green, David Greenwood, and Orlando Woolridge. Green, Greenwood, and Woolridge weren’t comfortable with me out there. When the coaches blew the whistle, I didn’t stop. They had to blow it twice. I wanted to play. I thought of it as a wrestling match with these guys who were ahead of me, to get the chance to play. I came in with the attitude that I’d make my name by outworking and outlasting everyone else on the court.


Mike saw the work I was putting in and recognized I had the same type of drive and work ethic as him. That first year in Chicago I was all business. They said to be at work at 10 a.m.; I was there at 8:30. I was about doing whatever it took to win. I knew that Michael was watching me. I didn’t take shortcuts. I put the work in. He wanted to see how I carried myself on the court. He wanted to see how I carried myself off the court, too.


He was twenty-two, and I was twenty-one, but he cared about what it meant to be a gentleman. We’d go out to eat and he would make sure my manners were good. He wanted me to be respectful. That’s just how Michael was. That’s how he began to trust me. Michael grew up in the South. He was a country kid, and his mom and pops raised him the right way. My mom raised me the right way as well. We could see that in each other.


Back then, Mike didn’t talk a lot of shit. There were vets out there. They weren’t going to put up with a lot of talking from a young player. That’s the way the league was. It was like having a driver’s license—you had to pass a test. And if you talked, you had to back it up. Michael knew his place. Everyone talks about how he was constantly getting on Steve Kerr and Scott Burrell in the nineties. But in Mike’s early seasons, he waited his turn to become a leader. Everyone knew it was coming. It’s like he was the FBI, gathering evidence, studying what it took to lead. It took him a while to get there, but he certainly did.


So that first training camp, I just played hard and didn’t say much either, even if I was pissing off some of the older veterans with my tenacity on the court. I think the coaches and the front office knew I could help right away. I also think that’s one of the reasons Krause made a big move by trading David Greenwood to the San Antonio Spurs on October 24, 1985, the day before our season opener against Cleveland.


At the time I didn’t think much of the trade, but Michael was pissed. He didn’t like it for a number of reasons. On top of trading a veteran player who Michael liked, the Bulls released Rod Higgins on the day of the Greenwood trade. Rod was and still is one of Mike’s best friends. So that pissed him off.


But the biggest problem of all may have been the person who Krause had traded Greenwood to San Antonio for: the one and only Iceman, George Gervin. There was some bad blood there. Eight months earlier, at the 1985 All-Star Game in Indianapolis, Michael felt that George had tried to fuck him over.


I know I’m going on a tangent to say all this, but I think the story gives an interesting picture of what life was like in the NBA when I came into the league—and just how rich and dramatic the friendships and feuds could be. I’m referring to the infamous “Freeze Out” All-Star Game, when a small group of veterans, including Gervin, had a plan to keep the ball away from Michael as much as possible and not help the rookie out on defense. Gervin was involved, but it was principally Isiah Thomas’s idea.


Why? In my opinion, it’s because Isiah Thomas was jealous of Michael. He was from the West Side of Chicago, and he loved to talk about how Chicago was his town. He felt Chicago belonged to him, even though he was playing in Detroit. Michael becoming the king of the town as a rookie pissed Isiah off. (For the record, as I see it, nobody fucking cares that Isiah is from Chicago. Even to this day when I see Isiah he tells me, “We need to sit down with Michael.” Man, he’s not sitting down with you. Kick rocks. You and Magic Johnson sat down and talked about your problems, but Michael is not going to do that.)


The plan was that Isiah, with the help of some veteran teammates on the Eastern Conference roster, would keep the ball out of Michael’s hands. Isiah also planned for two of his friends on the Western Conference roster, Magic Johnson and George Gervin, to attack Michael on defense and wear him out.


Why would Magic and George and Isiah’s Eastern Conference teammates get involved in this plan?


There were a bunch of crazy rumors about what happened before the game that could explain it, though I really think that most of it is stupid shit. There was one report that Michael refused to acknowledge Isiah in a hotel elevator the night before the All-Star Game.


Another version is that, on the Saturday before the game, during workouts, Michael wore his Nike warm-ups in violation of the NBA protocol. He was promoting Nike. So the veteran guys got upset, saying, “Who the heck is this rookie? He’s not acting the way he should.”


Whatever the reason, Michael ended up playing twenty-two minutes, the fewest among all ten starters on the Eastern Conference team. He scored seven points on 2-for-9 shooting. Six players on the East roster took more shots, including the Bucks’ Terry Cummings, who managed to shoot seventeen times in sixteen minutes. Gervin did, in fact, attack Michael on both defense and offense, and scored 23 points.


Mike tried to keep the feud from going public. After the game he simply said: “This being my first All-Star Game, I was very tentative. I didn’t want to be perceived as a rookie going out to steal the show. I was just happy to be there.”


Isiah wasn’t quite so professional, though in his own way he tried to laugh it off, and he’s always claimed that the whole freeze out thing never happened. In response to the rumor that Michael snubbed him in an elevator, he said that if “Michael Jordan ever walked by me without saying hello, I’d probably turn around and punch him in the face.” Isiah was laughing when he said it.


A lot of the bad blood that had started at the 1985 All-Star Game continued for a long time. Isiah thinks that Mike kept him off the 1992 Dream Team. My opinion: Isiah can’t be mad at Mike when his own coach, Chuck Daly, didn’t want him on the team. Isiah had too much baggage. USA Basketball didn’t want that luggage going to the Olympics in Barcelona. Even Magic says that Mike had nothing to do with keeping Isiah off the Olympic team. Magic also claims he wasn’t involved in the All-Star “Freeze Out.” All I can say is, birds of a feather flock together. Magic is a very controlling guy. Isiah is the same way.


Two days after the All-Star Game, the Bulls beat the Pistons 139–126 in overtime. Michael scored 49 points, at the time his career high. He played forty-five minutes and took thirty-one shots. That’s how motivated Michael was by the incident in Indiana. As I joined him on the Bulls, and we became players and teammates, I came to see that quality up close and learn from it.


All of this is to say that Jerry Krause wasn’t being completely honest when he said of the trade for George Gervin just before my first real NBA game: “I don’t think we’ll have any problems with him.” George being in Chicago did cause a problem with Michael.


Personally, I didn’t have any problem with George. In fact, Iceman became one of my mentors during my rookie year. Michael wasn’t the biggest fan of that, but it didn’t matter to me: I was of the opinion that rookies should listen to vets. When you enter the league, you always have one or two veteran players who look out for you as a rookie. It’s a tradition that still exists—I became the vet for a lot of first-year players during my career. And I was George’s “rook.” George was originally from Detroit. He could score, and he had one of the best Nike posters ever. You know the one: in the photo George is wearing a gray track suit and is sitting on blocks of ice while holding two basketballs.


Iceman would always call me “young fella.” That was his thing. He and I lived close to each other in Chicago, so we saw each other a lot, and we talked on the phone a lot, too. He didn’t mind trying to talk to young players and help them. He was thirty-three when he got traded to Chicago. I’d hung around with my uncles when I was growing up, so I was used to being around guys more than ten years older than me. (Years later, Iceman and I coached against each other in the Big3—that’s the three-on-three league run by another Ice: Ice Cube.)


George was a star in both in the ABA and the NBA with the San Antonio Spurs. He averaged 33 points per game one season for the Spurs. He was the team’s all-time leading scorer and held the record for most points scored in a quarter with 33 against New Orleans in 1978. Carmelo Anthony tied that record, and then in 2015 Klay Thompson scored 37 against the Sacramento Kings.


Iceman was scoring points in an era when you were really allowed to play physical defense. Before David Robinson and Tim Duncan came along, George was the best player in Spurs history. The year before we traded for him Ice averaged 21 points, but he was unhappy with the Spurs. A few days before George was traded, he was a no-show at two practices. George didn’t like that he was going to be on the bench behind Alvin Robertson and Wes Matthews. San Antonio’s owner at the time, Angelo Drossos, fined George and asked him if he wanted to retire. George wasn’t ready to call it a career, so the Spurs instead traded him to the Bulls.


When the reporters asked Michael about the Bulls trading for Gervin, Mike didn’t hide his feelings.


“I have no comment on the trade,” he said. “Just say I am unhappy.”


Maybe this was a case of Krause trying to motivate Michael by making him angry. Or maybe the trade, which was a big one to make the day before the season started, was meant to be a distraction from some bigger issues that had been swirling around the team. On the eve of my rookie season, the Chicago Bulls had more to worry about than whether their budding superstar could peacefully coexist with a legendary veteran.
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