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    This book is enthusiastically dedicated to the sports fans of

    the Philadelphia area—the most rabid rooters in the country—and

    to Hall of Famer Phil Jasner, a veteran Philadelphia Daily News

    NBA writer and a living legend in pro basketball.

    —Pat Williams

    To Ryan Jones, my favorite author, and to

    Barbara Jones, my favorite desk “guy.”

    —Gordon Jones

  


  FOREWORD

  By the spring of 2007, my dear friend Jim Hudock was fading.

  We’d overlapped for a single year at the University of North Carolina—1961-62—when I was a freshman and he a senior (and Dean Smith’s first captain). A native of Northeastern Pennsylvania, he had put down roots in the Tar Heel State, becoming a dentist in Kinston.

  Now, sadly, cancer was having its way with him; it would take his life in May. During one of our final conversations, I had to ask him: What are the most important things in life, as you see it?

  He couldn’t answer at that particular moment. He was too overwhelmed by the question.

  But when we next spoke he said that when the end grows near, you again come to understand that the things that really matter are the things that should have mattered all along: family, friends, and religious faith. You cling to others, and you cling to something larger than yourself.

  As wonderful as the Philadelphia 76ers’ 1982-83 season was, the things I treasure most are the relationships I had (and have) with that very special group of men.

  Now, more than ever, I appreciate the way the majority of them persevered through years of disappointment. Now, more than ever, I cherish the love and respect they had for each other, the sacrifices they made, and the unselfishness and sense of purpose they displayed.

  That team had great talent, sure: two Hall of Famers in Julius Erving and Moses Malone; two near-Hall of Famers in Maurice Cheeks and Bobby Jones; one would-be Hall of Famer in Andrew Toney But talent only goes so far. There needs to be a commitment to each other, and to a common goal.

  I had seen that when I played alongside Wilt Chamberlain with the Sixers. When we won the 1966-67 championship, it was because Wilt sacrificed some scoring to concentrate on other things. That allowed the talents of our other great players, like Hal Greer, Chet Walker, Luke Jackson, and Wali Jones, to emerge.

  It was the same in ‘82-83. No one was concerned with individual goals. Everyone wanted what was best for the team. Julius, who had carried so much of the load for so many years, was happy to have someone like Moses alongside him. Moses, who had excelled in Houston, was happy to blend in. All our other players understood and embraced their roles.

  That was a team that for years had come so close, losing in the Finals in 1977 (the year before I became the coach), as well as in ‘80 and ‘82, and also losing to Boston in the ‘81 Eastern Conference Finals after taking a three-games-to-one lead.

  That last one was the hardest for me to take. Both teams had won a league-best 62 games during the regular season. Both knew the series was for the world championship, and both approached it that way. But we lost those last three games by a total of five points. It took me a long time to get over it.

  Eventually, though, you have to move on. You stop beating yourself up. You stop feeling sorry for yourself. You stop blaming referees or cursing your luck. You just have to ask yourself: What did I learn from that situation? And then you start climbing the mountain again.

  Our whole team adopted the same approach, and I’ve often thought it admirable the way our players took something positive out of a negative situation and kept pushing, year after year.

  It took a bold stroke by Harold Katz in September 1982—the acquisition of Moses—to put us over the top. I had a chance to sit down with Moses in a hotel in New York City the night we signed him to an offer sheet, and I felt quite certain he would blend in well with our team.

  But we had to give up Caldwell Jones to get him. Veterans like Darryl Dawkins, Steve Mix, Mike Bantom, and Lionel Hollins had also departed. The remaining players were upset over losing their friends. But when they arrived at training camp, got to know Moses, and realized how great an impact he could have on the court, everything fell into place.

  It was a dream season, the story of which is recreated in this book. Pat Williams, who as the Sixers’ general manager helped put this team together, and Gordie Jones, who covered the season, take us on the entire, joyous journey, from its beginnings in a hotel suite in New York City (where we signed Moses to an offer sheet), to its end in Veterans Stadium (where the celebratory parade concluded). Along the way we revisit familiar sites. We are reintroduced to old friends and rivals. And we relive one of the finest seasons in pro basketball history.

  Again, we are reminded how everybody stuck together, at the way everybody understood they were part of something larger than themselves.

  I cherish that year. But more than that, I cherish everything that made it possible.

  
    Billy Cunningham

    76ers head coach,

    1977-85 November 2007

  


  INTRODUCTION

  It was seemingly just another July day at beautiful Duncan Park in Spartanburg, South Carolina. It was 1968, and I was in my fourth year as the president and general manager of the Phillies’ minor league affiliate in the Western Carolinas League. The league’s All-Star Game was being played in our ballpark that night.

  As I walked to my desk in our cramped offices, I noticed that my secretary, Claire Johns, had left a handwritten note by my phone. The message was from a Jack Ramsay in Inglewood, California. The Jack Ramsay who I had watched coach at the Palestra all those years ago, the Jack Ramsay who was general manager of the Philadelphia 76ers?

  I returned the call, and Jack answered at his hotel room. I had never met the man, but he explained to me he was there in Inglewood to trade Wilt Chamberlain to the Lakers. He also told me Alex Hannum was not returning as the Sixers coach, and he himself was taking over in addition to his work as the GM. He needed someone to run the day-to-day operation of the front office. Would I be interested? Would I come to Philadelphia to talk about it?

  I had always been a great basketball follower, but I had never thought for one minute about a career in the NBA. All of my goals and dreams were to get to the major leagues in baseball. Nothing had ever opened up in baseball to that point, so I figured why not go and talk?

  After two trips to Philadelphia to visit with Jack and owner Irv Kosloff, I was offered the position of business manager—a three-year deal, $20,000 a year. It was the largest contract I had ever heard of in my life! (I had been making $800 a month in Spartanburg.)

  I resigned my position in Spartanburg and joined the Sixers for the Wilt-less 1968-69 season. In the summer of 1969,1 was contacted by the Chicago Bulls to serve as their general manager. I was 29 years old, and the Sixers agreed to release me from my contract if I would agree to a deal Jack wanted to make—forward Chet Walker to the Bulls for forward Jimmy Washington. Sounded good to me.

  I signed a two-year deal with Chicago, at $30,000 a year. Things were looking up. I had four wonderful years building the Bulls, and I left in the summer of 1973 to become GM of the Atlanta Hawks.

  After trading Pete Maravich to New Orleans in May 1974, I heard from my friend Irv Kosloff, still the Sixers’ owner. Things were at low tide in Philadelphia. The team was struggling back from the infamous 9-73 finish in ‘72-73. First-round pick Marvin Barnes had refused to sign with the Sixers, choosing instead to flee to the ABA. The GM post was open, and Irv asked me to come and help rebuild the team.

  I was thrilled to return to my home area, but certainly cognizant of the enormous task that lay ahead. It would be nearly a decade before everything would be in place, allowing us to take the final, spectacular step to a championship.

  The stories you’re about to read are all part of the pulsating account of our 1982-83 title season. Longtime Philadelphia-area sportswriter Gordie Jones and I have done hundreds of interviews for this project. We have spoken to every member of that team, as well as scores of NBA players, referees, writers, broadcasters, fans, and spouses. We haven’t left any stone unturned.

  Sit back. Get ready for the ride. Enjoy, once more, the last major championship the city of Philadelphia has celebrated. Hard to believe it was 25 years ago. But as you read this book, it will seem like yesterday.

  


  
    Pat Williams

    November 2007
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  Maurice Cheeks never dunked. Sure, Harvey Pollack—the Philadelphia 76ers’ ageless, tireless stat guy—could unearth a dog-eared play-by-play sheet indicating otherwise. Harvey always kept track of stuff like that. That, and everything else.

  But in most people’s minds, our point guard never dunked. That wasn’t him. He did his job quietly and efficiently, hiding from the spotlight while making everybody else look good. Only occasionally would he emerge from the sizable shadows cast by his more-celebrated teammates—Moses Malone, Julius Erving, Andrew Toney, et al.—to make a timely steal, a deft pass, a clutch jumper. But then he would disappear again. It was easy to forget about him.

  That changed late on the night of May 31, 1983.

  Game 4 of the NBA Finals had been decided. The Los Angeles Lakers, gallant but gimpy, were done. We were about to finish off a sweep, in the process nearly fulfilling Malone’s pre-playoff prognostication: “Fo’, fo’, fo’.” In Moses-speak, that meant the Sixers were going to sweep three best-of-seven series en route to the championship.

  And we came close, excusing the New York Knicks in fo’, and the Milwaukee Bucks in five. And now the Lakers were about to be dismissed.

  Erving—Dr. J—had seen to that, with the seven-point fourth-quarter flurry that put the Sixers, down by 11 points after three, ahead for good.

  Just a few seconds remained when Cheeks rebounded Magic Johnson’s missed three-pointer near the foul line and started high-stepping downcourt. He never did that, either.

  Nor, it seemed, did he ever fail to give Erving the ball. But now Julius was running alongside him, on his left. Surely on this night of all nights, on a night when Doc would win the title everyone felt he so richly deserved, Cheeks would afford one of history’s greatest dunkers the opportunity to provide an exclamation point.

  Only Maurice never saw him. That has always been his story, and he has stuck to it. He was still high-stepping; somebody later said it looked as if he were riding a hobby horse. The Doctor, wearing a bemused expression, was reduced to spectator as Cheeks stormed to the rim. For a moment Lakers defensive stopper Michael Cooper rose as if to challenge him, then thought better of it.

  So Maurice Cheeks—the guy who never dunked, the guy who never wanted to be noticed—dunked. And the celebration began.

  ROOTS

  Where should we begin? In 1972-73, when the Sixers—the 9-73 Sixers-— were not just the worst team in basketball, but one of the worst teams in the history of organized sports? In 1976, when Dr. J arrived? How about the summer of 1977, when, after losing to Portland in the Finals, we launched the “We Owe You One” ad campaign? Or how about after each subsequent playoff disappointment, each new IOU?

  Maybe none of the above. Maybe it’s best to begin with a phone call from Harold Katz, the team’s owner, to the suburban Philadelphia home of our assistant general manager, John Nash, on the night of Sunday, August 29, 1982. Katz, Nash remembers, was calling from a casino in Las Vegas. Katz recalls he was on a family outing in Lake Tahoe.

  Whatever the case, his message to Nash was clear: Get in touch with Moses Malone’s people. Let’s have a meeting. Let’s try to sign Moses.

  We had traded our center, Darryl Dawkins, to New Jersey two days earlier—a deal I didn’t hear about until well after the fact, since I was touring China with a group of NBA players headed by Julius Erving. This being long before cell phones, word didn’t reach me until someone tracked me down at a hotel in Hong Kong. I passed the news along to the rest of our traveling party, which included M.L. Carr, the impish, towel-waving reserve forward for the Boston Celtics.

  “Looks like Red just lit another cigar,” Carr said.

  Certainly Celtics icon Red Auerbach had savored his share of victory cigars at our expense over the years. But something other than cigar smoke was in the air.

  CENTER OF ATTENTION

  We had been having conversations about possible replacements for Darryl for the better part of the month. Denver center Dan Issel was a free agent. So was Seattle’s Jack Sikma. But in Harold’s mind, the most logical choice was Moses; he was the ultimate hard hat, a winner of three rebounding titles and two MVP awards in his six seasons in Houston. Few have ever been so skilled at working the offensive glass, at reducing a difficult task like rebounding to its simplest terms.

  “There’s only one ball,” Malone said in 2006, “so go get it.”

  Which was a slight variation on the job description he had provided years before: “I turn, and I go to the rack.”

  Pressed for a more complete explanation one time by a Rockets teammate, guard Mike Dunleavy, Malone said it was a matter of simple math: “Suppose there are 100 rebounds in a game. I’m going after all 100, and 15 will fall into my hands.”

  “Pretty simple, but true,” Dunleavy said years later. “Moses wasn’t the greatest athlete in the league. He didn’t have huge hands, and he wasn’t a great leaper. But he worked so hard. His effort was off the charts, proving if you try your hardest all the time, there’s no telling where you might end up. You’ll surprise yourself sometimes.”

  Moses had been the first high school player to bypass college, leaping right from a hardscrabble neighborhood in Petersburg, Virginia—The Heights—to Utah of the ABA in 1974. An immediate star, his teammates called him “Superkid.” A radio guy was less kind; hearing Malone’s truncated speech pattern, he labeled him “Mumbles.”

  The ABA folded after Moses’ second season, 1975-76, and Portland scooped him up in the dispersal draft. But these were the Trail Blazers of Bill Walton and Maurice Lucas, a team that would go on to beat us in that year’s Finals. They had no interest in paying a backup center in excess of $300,000, so they traded Moses to Buffalo for a first-round draft pick.

  “They should have kept Moses, and traded me,” Walton said in 2006— and indeed, Walton’s feet betrayed him soon after the Blazers’ title run, preventing him from having the career he might have otherwise enjoyed.

  Once Buffalo acquired Moses, the club turned around and sent him to Houston for two first-round choices. And it was there that his career took flight. His teammates took to calling him “Mo-zilla,” because, like Godzilla, he would “come to town and tear the place up,” as one of them, Bill Willoughby, recalled.

  In 1980-81, Moses led a 40-42 Rockets team to the NBA Finals. And once there, he claimed he and four guys from his neighborhood could beat the lordly Celtics. The Rockets, alas, could not; Boston won in six games.

  Del Harris coached that team, having succeeded Tom Nissalke in 1979. Harris had also worked under Nissalke in Utah, when Moses broke in, and as a result understood Malone was a much better athlete than most people believed; on a dare he once touched his forehead to the rim during practice. But Moses seldom made one spectacular leap during games, choosing instead to go up once, twice, a third time—whatever it took, the result being that he seemed to be in constant orbit.

  Moses was equally shrewd in off-court matters. One summer, he was part of a group of American players accompanying Nissalke and Harris to the Dominican Republic. No one wanted the local currency, so Harris, who speaks Spanish, arranged to exchange it for American money.

  The deal was made in Nissalke’s hotel room, and as Harris recalled, with a guy who brought a suitcase full of cash—and a bodyguard. The bodyguard sat across the room, a pistol on the table in front of him, and oversaw the transaction.

  Harris later ran into Malone, who had made a deal on his own, a better deal than the one Harris had made, as it turned out. Why, Del asked Moses, had he gone ahead and done it so quickly?

  “I don’t want no money that doesn’t have George Washington’s picture on it,” he said.

  LATE ARRIVAL

  We wanted to give Moses piles of money with George Washington’s picture on it. But John Nash wasn’t able to reach Moses’ attorneys, Lee Fentress and David Falk, until the morning after he took Harold’s call. Nash also found out that Billy Cunningham, our coach, was on a golf course in North Carolina—Pinehurst No. 2—so he called down there and had someone track him down.

  The decision was made to convene a meeting at the Grand Hyatt in New York City on Tuesday night at seven, since Moses was leaving out of New York the following morning, bound for Europe with a group of NBA stars on a Nike-sponsored trip.

  When the appointed hour rolled around, everyone was present in Katz’s suite: Harold and his attorney, Lawrence Shaiman; Nash; Fentress, Falk and two other attorneys; Moses and his wife, Alfreda.

  Everyone but Billy Cunningham.

  He had caught a flight to Newark, New Jersey, and was told cab fare from there to New York was $70. He took the bus instead—for $7—and later that night, after all sorts of astronomical dollar figures had been tossed around, told Katz that if nothing else, at least he had saved his owner $63.

  But he was an hour late. There was, Nash recalled, tension in the room; serious negotiations could not commence until Billy sat down with Moses and determined if he would be willing to blend in with Doc and the rest of our players. Could he adapt to a fast-paced style after playing for a walk-it-up team in Houston?

  They spoke for the better part of an hour, and Billy was satisfied that there would be no clash of egos.

  “What does that word mean, ‘Ego’?” Moses asked, years later. “I left all my ego on the playground.” Then he laughed.

  “They were a great team before I got here, so I just came to be part of the puzzle,” he recalled. “I knew when I got here it was Dr. J’s team. It was not Moses Malone’s team. Doc was the guy here. Doc is the leader, so you’ve got to follow the leader. You’ve got a lot of Indians, but you’ve got to have chiefs somewhere.”

  After meeting with Billy, Moses and Alfreda departed the suite. Negotiations began with Harold as the point man.

  “Actually it was a very easy deal to make, because they wanted $2 million a year for Moses, which was giant money then,” Katz remembered.

  And none of that money was to be deferred, as Moses had made clear in his conversations with Harold, before he departed.

  “He must have told me ten times, ‘No ‘ferred, no ‘ferred’,” Katz said.

  It was nearly 2 a.m. when a verbal agreement was reached—six years and $13.2 million (including a $1 million signing bonus)—which would make Moses the highest-paid player in the game. Shaiman put everything in writing, and copies were made in the hotel’s business office when it opened at six. Then everyone signed it.

  “In terms of excitement,” Nash said, “that night in the Grand Hyatt might have been the most exciting night I’ve ever had in sports.”

  IMMEDIATE BUZZ

  Two days later, our party landed in LaGuardia. We passed a newsstand and saw the screaming headlines about the Sixers signing Moses to an offer sheet. M.L. Carr saw them, too.

  “Looks like that cigar just went out,” Julius told him.

  When word reached Sixers forward Earl Cureton, he called his friend and teammate, Andrew Toney, in Louisiana.

  “Go get your ring size measured,” Earl told him.

  CLAUSE AND EFFECT

  The offer sheet was delivered to the Rockets, who held the right of first refusal, meaning they had 15 days to either match the offer or work out compensation with us. We had intentionally inserted some clauses in the contract that would make it difficult for Houston to match.

  There were clauses tied to attendance, clauses tied to endorsement opportunities, even clauses tied to others’ accomplishments. Moses would be compensated, for instance, if none of his teammates made the All-Star team or finished among the league leaders in steals. Each was a virtual certainty in Philadelphia, since Doc was an All-Star fixture and Maurice was always among the top thieves. In Houston, the chances were much more remote.

  When the Rockets raised objections, an arbitrator was called. He ruled some of the clauses illegal, but let others stand. Years later, John Nash didn’t see much difference between those that were allowed, and those that weren’t. And the clock continued to tick on Houston.

  We talked compensation. They wanted center/forward Caldwell Jones and a 1983 first-round draft pick—a pick we had acquired from lowly Cleveland—for Malone.

  Billy hated the idea of giving up Caldwell, a guy who cared little about individual accomplishments but would do anything to win. If that meant chasing Larry Bird around the perimeter, he would do it. If that meant banging with Kareem Abdul-Jabbar in the post, he would do that, too.

  And, Billy said, “He was such a warrior. He’d play with a broken hand or nose. It didn’t matter; he’d give it his best every night.”

  Nash remembers that Harold had less of a problem parting with C.J., because he had little interest in paying him starter’s money to back up Moses. Harold claimed otherwise, saying in March 2007 that he too wanted to keep Caldwell. “But,” he added, “Houston was adamant. We had no choice.”

  Billy reached the same conclusion, and said it was “narrow-minded” of him to want to hang on to Caldwell, despite his affection for the player. “The reality of pro sports,” Billy said, “is that when you have an opportunity to get a talent like Moses, you do what you have to do.”

  But the way Del Harris remembers it, we really wouldn’t have had to do anything. The Rockets’ new owner, Charlie Thomas, had paid less than $10 million for the team. Now he was going to have to pay $13 million for his best player.

  “He was appalled and shocked,” Harris said. “He determined to let him go.”

  THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

  Caldwell, returning from a fishing trip at the Jersey Shore, stopped at a toll booth on the Atlantic City Expressway and he heard somebody yell, “Hey, Caldwell, we’re sad to see you go.”

  “I didn’t know what they were talking about,” he recalled.

  Once he made it home, he learned from his brothers that Billy had been trying to call him. He dialed his coach and learned what had happened.

  “OK,” he told Billy, “you guys can start planning the parade down Broad Street.”

  “FORMALITY”

  Bryan Abrams, a longtime season-ticket holder, immediately started thinking about a parade, too. He recalled that in previous years, there had been so many disappointments, so much heartache.

  “You kept saying, ‘This is our year, this is our year, this is our year’,” he said. “When they sent Caldwell down to Houston and got Moses, it was our year. You absolutely knew as soon as Moses got there, it was over. It was done. As soon as we got him, it was, ‘Start the parade.’ I don’t know why they bothered to play the season. It was a formality.

  “That team, you knew from the start. You knew that sometime in June, you were going to go see a parade.”

  WELCOMING COMMITTEE

  Tim Malloy, the Sixers’ assistant group sales director, was the one who greeted Moses at the airport when he arrived in town. There was no great media scrum, no great fanfare, just Tim in his 1977 Toyota Corolla Hatchback, offering Moses a Shasta soda and a soft pretzel.

  As it happened, the Phillies had a game against the Cardinals the night Moses arrived. And as Tim drove Moses through the crowded parking lot toward our offices in Veterans Stadium, the fans instantly recognized the large man crammed into the passenger’s seat of Tim’s car. They began pounding on the hood and cheering wildly. Moses was genuinely moved.

  “In Houston, I could walk down the main street and no one would even look at me,” he told Malloy. “Now look at this scene.”

  But his mood changed when he learned that we were giving up Caldwell to get him. He and C.J. had been teammates on the Spirit of St. Louis in the ABA and remained friends. Moses was, Katz remembered, “terribly upset” that they weren’t going to be reunited, and balked at signing the contract. Harold pulled him aside, and told him he couldn’t possibly back out now, after he had been given so much money—more than anyone else in the league. And not after the deal had already been announced.

  “Please,” Katz said, “just sign it.” And Moses did.

  Now it was time to meet the media, and Moses did so in a small room deep beneath the Vet’s stands.

  “Moses just be watchin’,” he said in his typical shorthand. “It’s still Doc’s show.”
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  Their deadline looming, reporters massed outside the visitors’ locker room at the Los Angeles Forum late on the night of June 8, 1982.

  It was a familiar vigil. The Sixers, eliminated by the Lakers in Game 6 of the Finals on this night, had also been championship-round losers in ‘77 and ‘80.

  But those seeking fresh perspective would have to wait; the locker room remained closed to reporters beyond the usual ten-minute postgame cooling-off period.

  Asked if the mob could be granted entry, Harold Katz shooed off first Harvey Pollack, then an NBA official.

  It took some further coaxing, but finally the room was opened. The scene, recalled Don Benevento of the Camden Courier-Post, was unforgettable.

  “Doc was crying,” he said, referring to Julius Erving. “Bobby Jones was upset. Harold was upset.”

  While Benevento remembered the two veteran players being “pretty devastated,” Bobby said he felt “disappointment,” nothing more.

  “At that point,” he said, “my whole attitude was, if we win, great. If we lose, great. Either way, I get a vacation or a celebration.”

  Which is not to say Bobby didn’t care; no one could ever properly make that claim of such a fierce competitor. It’s just to say that he had a firm grasp of where basketball fit in the larger scheme of things.

  Julius did, too. But this defeat hit him hard.

  “I did cry,” he remembered. It was the only time in his life he had done so after a basketball game, and the first time he had wept since losing his brother Marvin to lupus in 1969.

  Erving, like many of his teammates, had been sure the Sixers were going to win this time. They were a better team than the Lakers, he believed. And the Sixers had the home-court advantage, not to mention momentum, having won an emotional Game 7 in Boston Garden to beat their hated rivals, the Celtics, in the Eastern Conference Finals.

  The home-court advantage was short-lived, the Lakers winning Game 1 in the Spectrum and then holding serve.

  “I felt the window of opportunity had closed in my career to win the NBA title,” Doc said. “That was the third time we had come in second, and that’s not the way you want the script to read.”

  SPARKLING LEGACY

  Beloved by fans and respected by his peers, Julius Erving had transcended mere superstardom by this point. That was as much because of his uncommon decency as it was his greatness on the court.

  “He was the classiest player I ever met,” Pollack said. “In 50 years in the NBA, he was by far the classiest.”

  Another man who spent a half-century around Philadelphia sports, retired broadcaster AI Meitzer, echoed that, saying that Erving possessed “the perfect combination of talent and poise—a once-in-a-lifetime package.”

  “There is Dr. J, and there is only Dr. J,” Meitzer said. “There is no No. 2.”

  Julius seemingly signed every autograph, did every interview, visited every hospital.

  “Doc was more comfortable in his own skin than any other superstar I had seen up to that point,” said Ray Didinger, then a columnist with the Philadelphia Daily News “He took the business of being an ambassador of basketball seriously.”

  “He would walk through a crowd of 1,000 people and make everybody feel he cared about them,” said Mark McNamara, a rookie center on the championship team. “It was amazing.”

  I had seen that dozens of times, most vividly one summer at a basketball camp in Schroon Lake, New York. Doc flew all night from Denver, and despite sweltering heat, spent an entire day working with youngsters, offering encouragement and signing autographs. When I returned to my hotel room that night, I was moved to tears.

  The more common reaction was shake-your-head amazement, as with a signature Julius moment recalled by Phil Jasner, who for years has covered the Sixers for the Philadelphia Daily News.

  He and Erving had been first-class seatmates on a flight from San Antonio to Dallas, as Jasner did an interview for a long feature story. Upon landing they made their way to baggage claim, where dozens of high school cheerleaders, in town for a competition, had gathered.

  Recognizing Erving immediately, they flocked to him, seeking an autograph. He said he would be happy to oblige, but only on one condition: They had to first perform their routines.

  “For a second, they all blinked, “Jasner said. “All of a sudden, I saw these kids in a huddle. And they were talking real quick. And they snapped out of it, and they began to do their routines.”

  A crowd formed. And when the girls had finished, Jasner said, “Julius sat down on a suitcase and said, Just be polite and get in line.’ And he signed for every last one.”

  NAME RECOGNITION

  It seemed Doc was that way every day. With his teammates. With the reporters who stood eight-deep around his locker following each game, win or lose. Even with opponents.

  Billy McKinney, a rookie guard with the Kansas City-Omaha Kings in 1978-79, came out early for warm-ups before a game against the Sixers that first season. Erving was among the players loosening up at the far basket.

  Doc took one last practice shot, then started off the court, in the direction of our locker room. Then he did a quick about-face and walked over to McKinney.

  “Billy,” he said, “welcome to the league.”

  “I couldn’t believe it—Dr. J knew who I was,” McKinney remembered. “After the game, I called everyone I knew to tell them what happened: Dr. J knew my name.”

  It was the same for Utah Jazz center Mark Eaton, who began an 11-year pro career in 1982-83. Julius, he said, possessed a “statesman-like demeanor,” and was “the ultimate gentleman.”

  “As a young player,” Eaton said, “he’d go out of his way to talk to me.”

  Then the game would start, and as the 7-foot-5 Eaton recalled, Julius would “go out and dunk on my head.”

  PERFECT TEAMMATE

  Within the confines of our locker room, Julius was seen as “a great player, but an even better teammate,” according to Mike Dunleavy, a rookie guard in 1976-77. Everyone was accorded respect, no matter where they stood in the pecking order. He would mingle with the frontline guys, but also reach out to those who seldom played; Jim Spanarkel, a deep reserve with us in ‘79-80, recalled that Doc always treated him “like a starter.”

  When Andrew Toney didn’t have anywhere to go for Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner his first year in town (‘80-81), Doc invited him over to the Erving home on the Main Line. When Marc Iavaroni didn’t have a place to stay his rookie season (‘82-83), Doc told him he was welcome to use the Ervings’ spare bedroom; Marc wound up living there for a month.

  “I was really good friends with him,” said Henry Bibby, a guard who was Doc’s Sixers teammate from ‘76-77 through ‘79-80. “He was just always there. It wasn’t one thing with Julius; it was everything with him. One of the nicest people you could ever meet. One of the nicest superstars you could ever meet….Just a genuine person.”

  Another friend was veteran forward Steve Mix, who kicked off their relationship by taping Doc’s Converse high-tops together and throwing them atop the locker-room lights before Julius debuted with us, in an October 1976 game against San Antonio in the Spectrum.

  It was an odd pairing. Julius was a star, while Mix was a journeyman, a guy who had been cut six times—once by the ‘72-73 Sixers, whose 9-73 record remains the worst in NBA history.

  Mix finally stuck in ‘73-74, and a year later he was an All-Star. The fans took to him because he played hard and could shoot, most often from a spot on the baseline that came to be known as “Mixville.”

  Erving’s arrival meant that Mixville had a new tenant. Mix knew the score, knew his minutes were about to take a hit. (He would, in fact, play over 1,000 fewer in ‘76-77 than he did the year before.) There was nothing to be gained by being bitter, by not trying to get along.
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