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To Becca and Tomás, my everyday MVPs





PROLOGUE


As the ball left Stephen Curry’s hands, I was certain the shot was good.


The Golden State Warriors’ season had come down to this one history-shifting play, a long, somewhat frantic three-pointer with 33 seconds remaining in Game 7 of the NBA Finals. It was June 19, 2016, and over the past 236 days, the Warriors had played some of the most dominant basketball the world had ever witnessed. They started 24-0, then 36-2, 48-4, and 62-6. By season’s end, thanks to a four-game win streak heading into the playoffs, the Warriors had won 73 games against only nine losses, a mark no NBA team had pulled off in the league’s 67-year history.


To cap off that milestone with a championship—which they’d done just a year earlier—seemed all but academic.


And through a regular season in which the Warriors didn’t lose back-to-back games, Curry was the catalyst that kept the team humming. After winning the NBA’s Most Valuable Player Award for the 2014–15 season, Curry was even more spectacular in his encore performance. He served up a 40-point, seven-assist, six-rebound breakout on opening night against New Orleans. After a 53-point conflagration in the Warriors’ third game, Curry was the league’s top scorer every day through to the schedule’s final game. Curry was an offensive dynamo who could not be slowed for months; he not only broke his own NBA record of 286 three-pointers in a season but obliterated the mark, swishing 402 such shots during the season. Curry also led the league in both steals and free-throw percentage for the second straight season, while also finishing eighth in assists. For much of the year, his Player Efficiency Rating—an analytical measure of a player’s overall effectiveness—hovered above the all-time mark set by Wilt Chamberlain more than 50 years earlier. Alas, Curry’s PER merely ended up the eighth-best in NBA history.


As his stats further pushed the boundaries of reason, Curry witnessed his star status grow into that of a full-fledged supernova. When the Warriors came out for warm-ups two hours before a home game at Oracle Arena, more than a thousand fans would congregate around the periphery of the court, often jostling for position and craning their necks for just the right angle to witness Curry’s 20-minute warm-up, often an entire show unto itself. His two-handed dribbling drills under the basket. His effortless threes from the center-court logo, often nailed in rapid succession. All capped off by the customary three-point attempt from the side tunnel that leads down to the Warriors’ locker room. It’s a 45-foot heave that he doesn’t always convert—Curry is only human, after all—but when the ball goes in, a crowd 90 minutes before any basketball game has never sounded more alive.


As much as the fans in Oakland would eat up Curry’s pregame ritual, fans on the road could be just as insatiable. With every ensuing win and Curry highlight, the Warriors became a traveling road show, like an All-Star baseball team barnstorming the country back in the 1930s. During the playoffs, ESPN dedicated a camera feed strictly to showing Curry’s midcourt warm-up heaves so it could then push the video link to subscribers of its mobile app. With all this attention, all the accolades and superlatives, there was a sense this was all building to . . . something. The Warriors, both individually and as a group, had made so much history in such a compact time that the season seemed destined to culminate in a memorable finish of some kind—either resounding triumph or unfathomable horror.


And it all came down to this shot from Curry, which looked on target as it angled toward the rim along its natural arc. Aside from a smattering of visiting fans here and there, most of the nearly 20,000 people inside Oracle Arena figured the shot would go through. You could excuse the assumption. They had been conditioned to believe this. Since Curry arrived in the Bay Area in the summer of 2009, he’d shown glimpses of becoming this kind of player, someone who could decide championships with an unforgettable game, a marvelous quarter—even a single, dead-aim shot from 25 feet out.


•  •  •


The story of how the Golden State Warriors found themselves one shot away from NBA immortality is one of meager beginnings, like so many compelling stories, but the thing about the Warriors is just how fast all this success came about. Five years ago, they were deep in the midst of one of the most prolonged stretches of suckitude any NBA team had ever endured, permanent residents beneath the NBA’s subfloor. Entering the 2012–13 season, Golden State had made the playoffs once in the past 18 seasons. To put that in perspective, only one NBA team has ever suffered through a more sustained slump. From 1976–77 to 1990–91, the Los Angeles Clippers didn’t make the playoffs at all—15 straight years missing out on any chance for a title. Considering eight of 15 teams from the Western Conference make the postseason every April, the odds should be on a team’s side a bit more often than that, no matter how ineptly they play.


Not so for the Warriors, who were owned by one of the most reviled men in all of the sport. From 1995 to 2010, fans in the Bay Area wished day and night for his removal from ownership. Once in a while, there’d be a rumor or a whisper about some potential deal that might be in the works, but it never seemed to materialize, and many Warriors fans couldn’t imagine when better days might be imminent. It seemed preposterous that this poorly run team with bottom-rung talent could possibly compete for anything worthwhile any time soon.


That all started to change in the summer of 2010, when a new ownership group paid a record amount of money to buy the team and immediately began changing the culture. They assessed every employee’s place in the company but waited six months before implementing any sweeping changes. Any workers dissatisfied with their role were summarily shipped off to other competitors. Office space was renovated and rebuilt to improve workflow, communication, and trust. A greater emphasis was placed on finding technological solutions to lingering problems and using proprietary analytics to unearth latent advantages their employees already possessed.


Sounds a lot like a tech company, right? That’s because Joe Lacob, Golden State’s new majority owner, happened to be one of Silicon Valley’s most experienced and successful venture capitalists. His co-owner, Peter Guber, was one of Hollywood’s most famous and prolific producers. Along with a team of tech-minded investors sprinkled across the Bay Area, they spent nearly a half-billion dollars just for the right to try to turn one of the most moribund, unimpressive franchises in all of professional sports into something successful.


The first couple of years didn’t go so well. Two seasons in, two seasons still out of the playoffs. Fans remained agitated and impatient, but the new owners were committed to seeing their vision through. There were missteps, turns gone wrong that led to harsh lessons. But there were also glimpses of a brighter future, brought about by savvy evaluations, and the kinds of twists of fate that seem to come only when you’re in the absolute best position to accept them. Both men had found success outside sports through constant innovation; both were convinced they could apply that same principle to construct a championship-caliber team. They would urge employees to speak out; encourage cross-collaboration; invest in bold, new technologies that could flame out; and never resist the urge to adapt. In the tech industry, the term for this stage of development is “beta”—never fully baked, always in flux, focused yet open to change.


That strategy? It worked beyond their wildest imagination. The Warriors captured their first championship in 40 years and followed that up with the greatest regular season in NBA history. Curry was a global megastar. The Warriors were raking in millions in pure profit, faster than any other franchise. And the winning seemed to come so easily, as if it was all preordained.


•  •  •


Now, in the waning moments of Game 7, the Warriors teetered on the precipice of all-time greatness, one final three-pointer from a couple dozen feet out that would decide whether Golden State completed a scintillating storybook run or summoned forth a monstrous wave of second-guessing that few teams had ever experienced. As the tenths of a second ticked off, the oxygen sucked itself out of Oracle Arena, the ball fell toward the rim, and we all waited to see what the fates would decide. It was the culmination of a six-year odyssey to build the best basketball team ever assembled.


But to really fathom what came next, we need to go back to how the Golden State Warriors, against all odds, arrived at this most improbable and momentous point in time.
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NEW BLOOD


From Chris Cohan to Joe Lacob


When Joe Lacob’s ownership group paid unprecedented money for the Warriors in 2010, it had purchased not only one of the worst teams in all of professional sports but one of the oldest and most historically significant teams in the NBA. The Warriors actually predate the league itself.


In 1946, as America was recovering from the chaos of World War II and once again returning its collective gaze to pro baseball and football, the upstart Basketball Association of America was presenting big-time hoops as a real and viable sporting alternative. With franchises in all the major northeastern seaboard cities, the BAA had to contend only with the more established National Basketball League, a loose collection of midwestern teams that were forged from the revenues of late thirties corporate giants such as General Electric and Goodyear. For three years, the two entities operated independent of each other, rivals jockeying for the same talent pool. And due to its urban locales, the BAA often attracted the best talent flowing in from the college ranks.


As one of the BAA’s charter organizations, the Philadelphia Warriors—so named for a long-gone team part of yet another early professional league—were a powerhouse, finishing second in their division during the inaugural season of 1946–47. The team ahead of them in the standings, the Washington Capitols, was coached by future Boston Celtics legend Red Auerbach and went 49–11, a full 14 games better than Philadelphia. Nonetheless, it was the Warriors who won the first-ever BAA championship, knocking off the Chicago Stags, four games to one, in the Finals. Leading the way for Philadelphia was a 25-year-old rookie out of Murray State in Kentucky named Joe Fulks, who would play eight seasons (all with the Warriors) and eventually earn his induction into the Hall of Fame.


Fulks was a bona fide star that first season, averaging more than 23 points a game. Such a feat was remarkable on a number of levels. First, most teams back then typically scored only in the 70s on any given night; one player supplying a solid third of your total scoring has scarcely happened in any era. Second, Fulks’s production was more than six points higher per game than the next-closest player—38 percent more, to be precise, than Washington’s Bob Feerick. And though Fulks made more field goals and free throws than any other player, it was not the result of some freak physical prowess, as fans would witness in such future stars as Bill Russell and Wilt Chamberlain. Fulks stood 6-foot-5 but weighed less than 200 pounds, scrawny even for his day (and unthinkably so in modern times).


No, Fulks was the BAA’s first superstar—once dubbed “the Babe Ruth of basketball” by the Saturday Evening Post—because he had mastered a skill few others even attempted. More than any other professional player of his day, Fulks, undersized and unsuspecting, had popularized the use of a jump shot.


In the earliest decades of professional basketball, scoring was largely the result of either layups close to the basket or flat-footed set shots from the outside. Some college players could pull off one-handed set shots, but it wasn’t until Kenny Sailors, a 5-foot-10 point guard at the University of Wyoming, unleashed the infinite possibilities of a one-handed jump shot, in which the ball is flicked from one’s wrists at the apex of one’s leap, that basketball started to undergo a paradigm shift. Sailors, himself a rookie in that BAA season of 1946–47, finished second in the league in assists and averaged nearly 10 points per game for the Cleveland Rebels, but Fulks, with his height advantage, was able to better exploit the shot’s potential in a way that Sailors could not. Edward Gottlieb, the Warriors’ coach, would later say Fulks had “the greatest assortment of shots I’ve ever seen in basketball.” Fulks’s single-game NBA record of 63 points, set in February 1949, stood until Elgin Baylor bested him by a point a decade later. The Warriors’ proclivity for embracing era-defining jump shooters, it seems, was present in the franchise’s DNA from the get-go.


Several modern-day teams can still trace their roots back to those upstart days, but few were as dominant in that proto-NBA as the Philadelphia Warriors. After the BAA’s third season, the league agreed to merge with the NBL and, in a meeting held high in the Empire State Building in August 1949, the NBA was born.


As the league evolved, the Warriors held their place as one of its premier teams, making the playoffs in nine of the league’s first 13 seasons and winning a second title in 1955–56. Hall of Famers such as the aforementioned Chamberlain, Nate Thurmond, and Rick Barry all helped keep the team relevant and competitive in the years following the team’s move to San Francisco (starting with the 1962–63 season) and subsequently to Oakland (for 1971–72). The San Francisco Warriors were rebranded as the Golden State Warriors, a name that was expected to give off a more communal and inclusive vibe, and played in the relatively new Oakland–Alameda County Coliseum Arena, built in 1966 and a stone’s throw from the home of the Oakland Athletics, who were about to run off a streak of three straight World Series titles and establish a brief baseball dynasty.


The Athletics’ new neighbors held up their end by winning the 1974–75 Finals, led by Barry’s sublime play and the head coaching of 39-year-old Al Attles, who had lost twice in the Finals as a backup point guard for the San Francisco Warriors in 1963–64 and 1966–67.


With a championship, stable ownership, star power to spare, and a fervent fan base, the future looked rosy for the Warriors as the eighties approached.


But Barry’s departure for the Houston Rockets in the summer of 1978 signaled an inexorable shift downward in the franchise’s fortunes, and as the NBA moved forward on the backs of budding stars like Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, and Michael Jordan, the Warriors were left behind. They missed the playoffs in nine consecutive seasons, an astonishing feat of badness, considering that by the 1985–86 season (the last in that lamentable streak), eight of the 12 Western Conference teams qualified for the playoffs every April. Fortunately for Golden State, that was the year a hotshot rookie out of St. John’s University named Chris Mullin gave the team a vital infusion of youth and attitude. With players like Mullin, point guard Tim Hardaway, and shooting guards Mitch Richmond and Latrell Sprewell, the Warriors made the playoffs five times in an eight-year span. They went 55-27 for the 1991–92 season, cracking 50 wins in a season for the first time in 16 years. Once again, it seemed as if a run of sustained competence—if not outright excellence—might be in the offing.


After posting a 50-32 record for the 1993–94 season, the Warriors dropped off a cliff, finishing 24 games worse the following year. In a league now carried by dominant centers across the country—from Orlando’s Shaquille O’Neal to San Antonio’s David Robinson to Houston’s Hakeem Olajuwon and more—the Warriors were once again relegated to the league’s dingy basement. Only the historically abysmal Los Angeles Clippers and Minnesota Timberwolves had worse records in the Western Conference.


Appropriately enough, that precipitous downfall into oblivion coincided with the arrival of a new majority owner—a man who would quickly become the bane of every Golden State fan’s existence.


•  •  •


In the summer of 1994, the Warriors were enjoying something of a renaissance—not quite a full return to the halcyon days of the mid-seventies, but there wasn’t much to complain about if you were a Golden State fan. Coming off a 50-win season and their fifth playoff appearance in eight years, the Warriors’ roster contained a compelling blend of veteran scorers and young stars that looked like a foundation for years of success to come. With Mullin, Sprewell, and No. 1 overall pick Chris Webber leading the way, watching Golden State play could be pure ecstasy. They were a top-five scoring team for five years running, leading the league twice over that time. Thanks to head coach Don Nelson and his high-octane up-and-down approach—dubbed “Nellie Ball”—few teams were as consistently exciting to watch as the Warriors.


At the top, the team was controlled by chairman Jim Fitzgerald and team president Dan Finnane, who were generally well respected around the league and avoided unnecessary headlines, but they didn’t quite have the lovability factor of previous owner Franklin Mieuli, who facilitated the franchise’s move from Philadelphia to San Francisco in 1962 and then became majority owner until 1986, when he sold to Fitzgerald and Finnane. Mieuli, with his trademark deerstalker cap, was a Bay Area icon who had made his fortune in TV and radio. He was a visible and beloved part of the Warriors mystique, often seen sitting in the front row at home games even after he sold his stake. And though the Warriors were frequently competitive in those intervening years, Fitzgerald and Finnane, in time, felt a financial crunch, enough so that they grew eager to sell a minority share of the team and bring in an infusion of fresh cash.


Enter Chris Cohan, a cable TV magnate who had founded Sonic Communications in 1977 and turned a small, regional collection of broadcast systems into one of the largest cable operators in the United States. After his parents divorced, Cohan spent his childhood in Salinas, deep in the heart of Monterey County, and then later north in the Bay Area. He graduated from Los Gatos High School in 1968 and earned a degree in recreation from Arizona State in 1973. His father, John, died a few months later and left him with an inheritance of money and communications infrastructure that was worth, according to a San Francisco Chronicle investigation some years later, as much as $10 million. Cohan turned that considerable head start into a widespread cable conglomerate, allowing him the kind of capital that can secure a 25 percent stake in an NBA team during a relaxed round of golf, which was exactly what Cohan did with Fitzgerald in the spring of 1991. Cohan paid $21 million for the privilege. He was now a minority owner in the NBA.


More important, Cohan said the handshake deal (which was never put into writing) came with an assurance that he would be allowed to buy the remaining 75 percent of the team in about two years’ time. When that didn’t happen, Cohan sued Fitzgerald and Finnane to dissolve the team’s corporate partnership, an effort to forcibly wrest the team from their control.


When news of the suit broke in July 1994, it was a bombshell. Cohan had alleged not only bad faith and broken promises but also that Fitzgerald and Finnane were giving themselves fat bonuses and actively trying to circumvent the NBA’s salary cap. The Warriors called the suit “frivolous,” and a trial date was scheduled in San Francisco Superior Court for October 11, the day after the Columbus Day holiday.


But on October 8, that Saturday before, the Warriors’ owners announced they were selling the remaining 75 percent stake in the team to Cohan. The amount of the sale was later reported to be $110 million, putting Cohan’s total investment at around $130 million. Everyone in Golden State’s orbit was stunned, from the fans to other team owners to Warriors employees, who immediately began asking anyone in sight for some shred of intel on the new owner. In three years as minority owner, Cohan had been like a ghost to many in Oakland. Despite owning a quarter of the franchise, his name didn’t even appear in the team’s media guide.


And while whispers turned to rumors, Cohan tried his best to assuage concerns about what new ownership might herald. “I want to assure our many fans,” he said in a statement, “that I am committed to keeping this team in the Bay Area and look forward to working with Don Nelson and the players and staff to ensure that the Warriors’ franchise continues to be, in every way, a first-class organization.” Two days later, Cohan spoke publicly for the first time as the Warriors’ sole owner and again sought to allay lingering fears. “I guess I’ve been in business long enough,” he said from the floor of the arena, “and I don’t try to fix anything that isn’t broken.”


Five weeks later, the Cohan era had its first of many catastrophes. Chris Webber, who averaged 17 points, nine rebounds, and two blocks per game in his rookie season as the Warriors’ starting center, openly clashed with Nelson, claiming the head coach was needlessly verbally abusive to him during practices. Webber had signed a 15-year contract before his rookie season but exercised an out clause and became a restricted free agent after just one year. He held out at the start of the season when the Warriors wouldn’t offer a shorter, more player-friendly deal. Cohan eventually met with Webber, became convinced that the situation could not be resolved, and traded him to Washington for shooting guard Tom Gugliotta and three future first-round picks. Cohan undermined Nelson publicly by confirming Webber’s beef was solely with the head coach, and the Warriors ultimately lost a future five-time All-Star who would average more than 20 points and nearly 10 rebounds a game over 15 seasons. Nelson privately told his coaching staff that the hullabaloo over the trade meant his own dismissal might be sooner than later.


A month after losing Webber, Cohan further alienated fans when, in a newspaper interview, he floated the possibility of moving the Warriors 40 miles south to San Jose. (Golden State’s home arena in Oakland could seat only some 15,000 fans, thousands fewer than most other teams’ buildings.) Meanwhile, the Warriors struggled mightily on the court, losing 14 of 15 games after starting off with a promising 7-1 record. And by the time the NBA’s board of governors approved Cohan’s purchase of the team on January 4, 1995, the Warriors were knee-deep in chaos.


Golden State had just 14 wins against 31 losses heading into the mid-February break. At the All-Star Game in Phoenix, Cohan deftly evaded a couple of Bay Area reporters attempting to confirm whispers that Nelson was already ousted as head coach. Cohan, holding his wife by the hand, maneuvered his way through a crowded concourse—the kind of pursuit you might see through a bustling European train station in a Jason Bourne movie—and escaped to a secured area. The next day, the Warriors announced that Nelson was “stepping down” as head coach. The team, as Cohan explained then, “didn’t appear to be responding to Don Nelson, for whatever peculiar reason.”


The hits kept coming. Nelson was replaced by Rick Adelman, who was canned after one season in favor of P. J. Carlesimo, who was brought on as the kind of stern taskmaster who could impose discipline. (Some Portland Trail Blazers, whom he had led to three straight playoff appearances, called him “Policimo.”) And just 14 games into the 1997–98 season, with the Warriors sitting at 1-13, Latrell Sprewell assaulted Carlesimo during a practice, choking him and leaving visible bruising on his neck. Cohan terminated Sprewell’s contract and the NBA shelved him for a full year, the longest suspension in NBA history. In offering a defense, Sprewell told reporters, “I just got to the point where I couldn’t take it anymore.”


The Warriors were embroiled in one controversy after another. Cohan sued Nelson, trying to recoup more than $1.5 million in wages from his ex-coach (and lost). The team battled with both the city council and the Oakland–Alameda County Coliseum Authority (the entity that owns the arena and the land beneath) over bonds that were issued to pay for $140 million in arena renovations that moved the Warriors to San Jose for the 1996–97 season. Then Cohan threatened to dismiss season-ticket holders who didn’t renew their seat licenses for that season of displacement. (The policy cost the team thousands of season-ticket holders. Cohan later characterized the move as “a horrible reaction that I wish I could take back.”)


The Warriors were also found in breach of contract with the OACC to the tune of some $20 million, regarding unpaid rent and other revenues from premium seating. Cohan even sued the Warriors’ former lead counsel, Robin Baggett, who was a childhood pal and the best man at his wedding, over a sketchy land deal gone south. An investigation by the San Francisco Chronicle in 2002 found that Cohan had often wielded litigation as a weapon when he was chief executive of Sonic Communications. As OACC president Scott Haggerty told the Chronicle, “Why can’t somebody good buy our team?”


But what truly sank the Warriors in those early years of the Cohan era was that they were terrible at basketball. A significant reason was that most of their top draftees didn’t become the foundational players everyone hoped for:


• With the No. 1 overall pick in 1995, they picked Joe Smith. He was traded three seasons later.


• In 1996, with one of the picks from the Webber trade, general manager Dave Twardzik could’ve selected future Hall of Famers Kobe Bryant or Steve Nash, but instead took Todd Fuller. He was traded after two seasons.


• In 1997, they took Adonal Foyle with the eighth pick. Future Hall of Famer Tracy McGrady went No. 9 to Toronto.


• In 1998, they traded away No. 5 pick (and future Hall of Famer) Vince Carter plus cash to Toronto on draft night for No. 4 pick Antawn Jamison. Future Hall of Famers Dirk Nowitzki and Paul Pierce went back-to-back four picks later.


By virtue of all those high draft picks in succession, the Warriors seemed destined to acquire at least one legitimate franchise face—maybe even a future Hall of Famer!—but few truly panned out.


All the losing, all the missteps finally came to a head on February 13, 2000. What should’ve easily been the high point of the Cohan era—hosting the NBA All-Star Game in Oakland—instead turned out to be its nadir. Midway through the fourth quarter, a ceremony took place to signify the passing of the torch from the current All-Star host city to the following year’s. Cohan stood at center court with Michael Jordan, the president of basketball operations for the Washington Wizards, who were hosting the 2001 All-Star Game. “As soon as the roar for Jordan subsided and Cohan’s name was mentioned,” Ray Ratto wrote in the San Francisco Examiner, “the boos rolled down the aisles like spilled beer, and though Cohan held his stage smile, he was plainly stung, again.” As Cohan felt the humiliation build inside, he could see his wife sitting courtside straight in front of him, her head dropped in horror. Cohan himself could take the punishment, but what really gutted him was that his five-year-old son, Dax, was standing right next to him on the court. That deluge of hate raining down, with his son standing right there, that’s what stung Cohan to his core. After that day, the relationship between Cohan and Warriors fans was irrevocably broken.


Cohan retreated from public view, often watching games not from courtside but from his owner’s suite on the second level. He gave an extended interview to the Contra Costa Times in late 2001—“Do I like litigation? Absolutely not. I try to avoid it at all possibility” was just one of several choice sound bites—but as he took a step back, one of his protégés moved to the fore. It’s easy to blame the revolving door of general managers for the Warriors’ continued failure with personnel decisions—sportswriter Ralph Wiley famously wrote that Twardzik told him he didn’t draft Kobe Bryant because the high school phenom “didn’t catch my eye”—but now there would be one constant in the years to come, someone who, against all odds, ultimately outlasted Cohan himself.


•  •  •


Robert Rowell was just 27 when Cohan hired him as the team’s assistant controller in 1995. He’d been the associate athletic director at Cal Poly–San Luis Obispo, in the area where Sonic, Cohan’s cable giant, began its formidable rise so many years before. (To this day, Cohan’s name still adorns the performing arts center in SLO.) Rowell was regarded as a man with a keen business acumen, who, despite a lack of interpersonal skills, could become a rising star in sports business. After overseeing the financials involving the arena renovation, Rowell was named Golden State’s vice president of business operations in 1998. Three years later, Rowell (still just 33) was named chief operating officer. And in 2003, after the Warriors improved by 17 games, Rowell was promoted to team president, a position he would hold for the remainder of his time in Oakland. Most critically, the bump in title gave him control over all aspects of business and basketball operations. Cohan was, more or less, done with running the Warriors. Nothing happened now without Rowell’s say-so.


Revamping the Warriors would’ve been a monumental task for anyone. From 1997 to 2002, the Warriors won between 17 and 21 games in each season, which, to this day, remains five of the seven worst seasons in Warriors history. The 2000–01 season was a particularly horrific affair: Golden State dropped eight in a row after the All-Star break, won a game, then dropped 11 straight, won another game, then lost 13 in a row to end the year. That’s a second-half record of two wins and 32 losses, some of the most putrid basketball ever played in the modern era.


So Rowell had nowhere to go but up, and he did—for a time. Golden State won at least 34 games in each of the next three seasons. Then came the remarkable 2006–07 campaign—the “We Believe” season, as it’s known. Nelson was back for his second go-round as head coach and, led by an inspired core of Baron Davis, Matt Barnes, Jason Richardson, and Monta Ellis, the Warriors won nine of their final 10 games to sneak into the playoffs for the first time in 13 seasons. And as the No. 8 seed in the West, they executed one of the league’s most improbable upsets, knocking off the 67-win Dallas Mavericks (coached by former Warriors guard Avery Johnson) in six games.


Utah stopped Golden State’s miracle run in the next round and the Warriors soon fell back into their old habits. The major rumblings that summer revolved around Kevin Garnett being Oakland-bound in a blockbuster trade with the Minnesota Timberwolves, but Cohan put the kibosh on that. And despite an uptick to 48 wins in 2007–08, Golden State fell victim to a hypercompetitive Western Conference and missed the playoffs by two games.


The Warriors were bullish on the future and on Ellis’s role with them, so much so that they signed him to a six-year, $66 million contract that July. But any ability to build on the momentum of the prior season was quashed a few weeks later when Ellis reported to the Warriors that he had hurt his left ankle while training offseason at his home in Mississippi. The diagnosis was a torn ligament that would keep him sidelined for three months.


Shortly thereafter, Ellis said he was actually injured while playing pickup ball. Then ESPN reported that not only had Ellis suffered a kind of injury (torn deltoid ligament plus a high ankle sprain) that is not often caused by basketball, but the 23-year-old also had cuts and scrapes on his legs that were inconsistent with any kind of basketball-related injury. In October, Ellis finally came clean to the team and admitted that he hurt the leg riding his moped—an activity prohibited by the parameters of his newly signed deal. Golden State could’ve tried to void the entire contract but settled on suspending Ellis for 30 games without pay.


The incident also exposed a widening fissure between Rowell on one side and Chris Mullin and Don Nelson on the other. Rowell actually used the announcement of the suspension to publicly chastise Mullin, who had lobbied for leaner discipline. “Chris Mullin made it perfectly clear to both Mr. Cohan and myself that he didn’t think this was a big deal at the beginning, and we happen to think it’s a very big deal,” Rowell said. “We happen to think that it’s a big deal for our fans, it’s a big deal for our season-ticket holders, it’s a big deal for our business partners, it’s a big deal for the Warriors organization.” Ellis returned to the lineup in late January and played 25 games, but the season was already lost. In 2008–09, Golden State lost 19 more games than the season before.


With the Warriors, the good times never lasted long, mostly because Rowell was not a very good evaluator of basketball talent and his misjudgment often resulted in disastrous business decisions. In 2001, Cohan signed Antawn Jamison to a six-year contract extension worth $83.7 million, the most lucrative in Bay Area sports history—more than Chris Mullin, Barry Bonds, Joe Montana, or Jerry Rice had ever earned—with one stroke of a pen. Two years later, in one of his first acts as team president, Rowell traded Jamison and three others to Dallas for 31-year-old Nick Van Exel and three more players. He then signed Corey Maggette in the summer of 2008 to a five-year deal worth around $50 million.


But the truly baffling move came 10 games into the 2008–09 season when Rowell signed Stephen Jackson to a three-year contract extension worth nearly $28 million . . . when Jackson still had two years left on his current deal. In the NBA, this was considered tantamount to management malpractice. “We view this as a win-win for everyone,” Rowell said in a statement. Exactly one year later, Jackson was traded to Charlotte after begging for his release. “I wanted to be out pretty bad,” Jackson proclaimed. “Things were going bad. I was getting blamed for everything. I wasn’t seeing eye to eye with the team. I got fined in preseason, which was ridiculous. It was just a lot of things that I didn’t agree with that was going on.”


And as Rowell stacked the roster with overpaid malcontents, the Warriors’ best players often struggled before being dumped elsewhere, with little or nothing in return for Golden State:


• Derek Fisher, who had won three titles as the point guard for the Shaq/Kobe-led Lakers, was signed in July 2004 to a six-year deal worth $37 million. By opening night, Don Nelson had relegated him to the bench in lieu of Speedy Claxton. Fisher started only 32 games that season and 36 the next before being traded to Utah.


• Baron Davis, the life force of the “We Believe” season, was acquired from New Orleans in February 2005 for Claxton and Dale Davis. But when he was offered a three-year extension in 2008, it was for only $39 million. The Los Angeles Clippers signed him the following summer for $65 million.


• Jason Richardson was a stellar first-round selection in 2001, but six years later he was traded on draft night to Charlotte for No. 8 overall pick Brandan Wright, who didn’t last three seasons.


• Gilbert Arenas, a second-round pick in 2001, blossomed over two seasons into a multidimensional point guard who could score, pass, and defend, but he went east in 2003 for $65 million from Washington, just five months after Rowell promised season-ticket holders the team was “not going to let that guy walk away without an offer.”


The second-rate players were rewarded; the potential cornerstones eventually fled. Such was life with the Warriors in those days.


By the time the 2009–10 season concluded, the Warriors consisted of only a couple of faint bright spots engulfed by a mishmash of unproven draftees and high-priced, underachieving misfits. They were the second-highest-scoring team in the NBA but the second-worst at defense. Maybe a pearl of greatness existed within this roster somewhere, but that can be hard to pluck out when you’re posting the fourth-worst record in the NBA, just 26 wins across 82 games.


More than 15 years since Chris Cohan bought the Warriors outright, since he promised to keep the Warriors a “first-class organization,” they had made the playoffs just once. For the better part of two decades, the Warriors earned a reputation as one of the worst (and worst-run) franchises in all of American professional sports.


•  •  •


The first rumblings that Cohan might be getting serious about selling the team hit the local papers in time for the Fourth of July weekend of 2009. Even if fans were already delirious at the prospect of someone—anyone!—replacing Cohan for good, it wasn’t a surprising development. Not only did Cohan give day-to-day control to Rowell in 2003, but he also sold 20 percent of the team to a group of four investors in 2004. They were well-known executives in the tech industry, but none wielded decision-making power. It was another infusion of cash for Cohan, who had sold Sonic Communications in 1998 for some $200 million. But then the Internal Revenue Service came after him in 2005, alleging the use of three illegal tax shelters to handle the transaction. The government sought more in total damages than Cohan had pocketed, so the windfall from a Warriors sale could be quite helpful. Throw in the decade and a half of unrelenting criticism from fans and media members and it’s easy to see why Cohan wanted out when he did. By the spring of 2010, it was time for prospective bidders to name their price.


The most logical suitor was Larry Ellison, the founder and chief executive of financial software giant Oracle, which already owned the naming rights on the Warriors’ home arena. With a net worth of $28 billion, Ellison was the third-richest man in America. It was hard to envision any price too high. Ellison was passionate about sports, having just bankrolled an America’s Cup–winning sailing team that February, and had even tried to own an NBA team in the past. In 2006, Ellison reportedly tried to buy the Seattle SuperSonics for $425 million and move them to San Jose. (Instead, they sold for $350 million and moved to Oklahoma City two years later.)


Business was Ellison’s livelihood, but sports was a true passion. And once you factor in all those billions, anyone else jumping ahead in the auction process would be an upset akin to those No. 8 seed Warriors in 2006–07 not only knocking off Dallas but winning the whole damn thing.


On July 15, 2010, the team announced that Cohan had officially sold the Golden State Warriors for $450 million. That was more than three times his initial investment and more than anyone had ever paid for the right to own an NBA franchise.


And it wasn’t Ellison with the winning bid.


The Warriors were sold to an ownership group composed of Joe Lacob, a longtime Silicon Valley venture capitalist; Peter Guber, the famed Hollywood producer; and a gaggle of minority investors, including YouTube cofounder Chad Hurley, Zappos founder Nick Swinmurn, TIBCO founder Vivek Ranadivé, philanthropist Erika Glazer, and prominent Bay Area VCs such as Juvo Capital’s Harry Tsao, Oak Investment Partners’ Fred Harman, Oaktree Capital Management’s Bruce Karsh, Fort Mason Capital’s Dan German, Redpoint Ventures’ John Walecka, and Kingsford Capital Management’s Dave Scially.


Ellison released a statement saying Cohan had left money on the table in accepting Lacob and Guber’s bid: “Although I was the highest bidder, Chris Cohan decided to sell to someone else. In my experience this is a bit unusual.” Sal Galatioto, who handled the sale for Cohan, explained to a local paper that Ellison’s bid had come in too late and that considering his bid, which he conceded was higher by a few million, would have been poor form: “Chris and I both felt that the moral and ethical thing to do was to honor the deal we had. It just wouldn’t have been morally right.”


And because Ellison’s bid didn’t represent a substantial increase over the other suitors—not even eclipsing $500 million—it was easier to enforce the lapsed deadline. But a source close to Cohan told me the owner would’ve given Ellison more consideration had the money been there: “I think if the bid was significantly higher, yeah, Chris would have definitely thought about it.”


Among the other bidders were Mark Mastrov, the Bay Area businessman who founded 24 Hour Fitness, and David Bonderman, the founder of the San Francisco–based private equity firm TPG Capital—both of whom exceeded $400 million in their offers. But after increasing their initial bid, Lacob and Guber were informed by Galatioto they had won.


As the paperwork was finalized, Lacob was vacationing in Greece with Nicole Curran, his fiancée, and about to board a helicopter for Delphi, once the home of the all-powerful, all-knowing Oracle.


Now, Lacob’s next destination would be Oracle Arena.


•  •  •


Born in January 1956, Joseph Steven Lacob lived his earliest years in New Bedford, Massachusetts, nestled south of Boston in a working-class coastal enclave that’s actually closer to (and much more identifiable with) Providence, Rhode Island. For more than a century, New Bedford was one of the East Coast’s primary whaling hubs, and it was a tough place to grow up in those post–World War II years. Lacob’s mother, Marlene, worked long hours at a grocery store; his father, Sid, worked the factory floor at a local paper plant. For years, the city was defined by the dozens of textile mills that dotted its geography, but jobs would become scarce. The Lacobs lived around the corner from a hospital in what, Joe once recalled, “wasn’t the easiest neighborhood.”


Like so many New England youths of the 1960s, Lacob was enchanted by the success of his beloved Celtics. When he was nine years old and first walked onto the hardwood flooring of a local gym, it was as if he was teleported 58 miles north onto the Boston Garden’s iconic parquet, the same one graced by Bill Russell, John Havlicek, and Sam Jones, among so many other greats. The story Lacob likes to tell is that it was in that moment he knew he would one day own an NBA team.


Not play in the NBA, but own a franchise.


It was a more absurd wish than what most kids his age would normally conjure, but that improbable eventuality was first set into motion when Lacob was 14 years old and his father’s position was transferred 3,000 miles west to a plant in Anaheim, California. “One of the great breaks in my life,” Lacob has said. “California is where the new stuff happens, right? God forbid I would’ve had to end up staying in New Bedford.”


For Lacob, the move to Anaheim meant a world of new possibilities and he soaked it all in. Since the family home was just a mile from Anaheim Stadium, Lacob got a job working concessions at California Angels games. He started out with Cokes and then ice-cream sandwiches before working his way to peanuts—a far more lucrative treat, not just because you could throw them but because the bags could be double- and triple-stacked upon one another, allowing Lacob to carry a bigger load and sell more on every trip into the Anaheim Stadium stands. And since he was getting a 14 percent commission on every sale, those peanuts really added up over the course of a game.


As a standout student at Katella High in Anaheim, Lacob played junior varsity hoops and, later, varsity tennis, but he was drawn to science in the classroom. Upon graduating in 1974, he chose biological sciences as his major at the University of California–Irvine. Lacob kept his night job in Anaheim throughout most of his undergraduate studies—seven years of selling peanuts actually paid his way through school—and he became not only an Angels fan, witnessing Nolan Ryan in his freakish prime, but also a massive Lakers fan, back when Gail Goodrich, Wilt Chamberlain, and Jerry West ruled the Forum.


While at Irvine, Lacob lived at home for his freshman and sophomore years to further save money. He would be the first from his family to graduate from college and wanted to make the most of the opportunity. He also took a mathematics class taught by Edward O. Thorp, who, in 1962, had authored Beat the Dealer, perhaps the best-selling book on gambling ever published. Thorp wrote about the methods behind card-counting and how algorithmic models could help players beat the major casinos at their own game. By the time Lacob arrived in his classroom, Thorp, who would chaperone his students on field trips to Las Vegas to put his lesson plan to practical use, had already delved into the even more controversial study of ace prediction in blackjack. His ideas had a deep influence on how Lacob approached risk, reward, and the innate tension between them. “The big thrill,” Thorp once recalled, “came from learning things nobody else in the world had ever known.”


As Lacob approached his graduation from UC-Irvine in 1978, he focused on going to medical school and pursuing the chance to become a doctor. (He even coauthored studies that were published in the journals Psychopharmacology and Physiology & Behavior.) But there were two problems with his plan. The first was that no one would accept his med school applications. For two years, he applied to dozens of the top universities—47, by his own count. He got waitlisted at one (Washington University in St. Louis) that eventually passed. The second hiccup was he didn’t really want to become a doctor anymore. His girlfriend (and future wife), Laurie Kraus, told him flat out that he’d make a terrible doctor. “Hell of a good piece of advice,” Lacob conceded years later, but he knew it, too. He’d worked several jobs as an undergrad, including a stint in the morgue, which cemented his hunch that he needed a new direction. “I liked the science,” Lacob said in 2012, “but I didn’t really like the idea of treating people and being involved in all that.” For the first time in years, Lacob faced an uncertain future, but he earned a master’s in public health from UCLA in 1979 and went to work for FHP International, one of the country’s first big HMOs.


Then Lacob came to what he’s deemed his turning point in life. Encouraged by the idea that he needed some kind of management experience if he was going to be the kind of success he envisioned, Lacob started applying to business schools and, this time, actually was accepted to a few. He relocated to the Bay Area, and by the time he graduated from Stanford in 1983 with his MBA, Lacob was already director of marketing for an up-and-coming biotech firm called Cetus.


Based in Emeryville, a then-growing Oakland suburb and future home of animation powerhouse Pixar, Cetus became known in tech circles in March 1981 when it pulled off what was hailed in the New York Times as the largest-ever IPO in the history of corporate America, raising nearly $120 million in its first day of public trading. That smashed the old record of $101.2 million set just a few months earlier by another scrappy Bay Area startup: Apple Computer.


Though scientists James Watson, Francis Crick, and Rosalind Franklin had discovered the foundational elements of DNA back in 1953, the biotech industry was finally booming by the mid-eighties, with investors pouring millions of investment dollars into the field. It was those kinds of cash infusions that allowed Cetus to make some of the most groundbreaking advancements in biotech history. In 1983, a Cetus scientist named Kary Mullis conceived of a method to copy DNA and synthesize unlimited amounts of genetic material from just a single strand. The technique, dubbed polymerase chain reaction, eventually earned Mullis the Nobel Prize in Chemistry. “I was in the right place at that point with the right time with the right educational experience,” Lacob later said.


It was these serendipitous circumstances that led to Lacob (who had formed his own startup by now) getting hired as a director and partner by the prestigious Silicon Valley venture capital firm of Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers in May 1987. As one of the most accomplished VC giants on Sand Hill Road, Kleiner Perkins let Lacob apply his backgrounds in biotech and life sciences to the business world—and sports often made a cameo appearance in his investments. Lacob quickly built a reputation on making sound investments that were buoyed by a healthy dose of inherent risk. He was one of the earliest backers of the news site SportsLine.com (now owned and operated by CBS) and the e-commerce hub Autotrader.com. Across more than 20 years, Lacob would invest Kleiner’s money in dozens of companies centered on life sciences, alternative energies, and medical devices.


In Silicon Valley, no one has a batting average close to perfect. The best you can hope for is not to have any one failure blow up into a major scandal. But in 2009, Lacob got burned by an oil-and-gas-drilling startup called Terralliance, which claimed to use satellite imaging to more efficiently find pockets of untapped fossil fuels under the surface. They accepted millions in funding from numerous firms and investors. Former secretary of state Colin Powell was listed as an adviser. By 2006, the company was valued at roughly $1 billion. The next year, Lacob, then a Terralliance board member, was breathlessly quoted in the Times about how the somewhat surprising investment in a company dependent on fossil fuel production didn’t undermine Kleiner’s commitment to eco-friendly investments: “We’re extremely committed to that investment thesis.”


There were two main problems with Terralliance. One was that it was spending its investment dollars far too rapidly—akin to “a drunken sailor,” said one report. But more damning perhaps was that its satellite imaging tech didn’t quite provide the results they had claimed to Kleiner and other investors. As a result, the company was in free fall by 2009. The CEO was fired for misconduct and later sued for stealing intellectual property to create a competing company. Terralliance changed its name in early 2010 and again the following year. It remains one of the biggest busts to happen since the financial meltdown of 2008. So when Lacob’s purchase of the team was made public, it’s understandable that the Wall Street Journal’s headline was less than subtle: LET’S HOPE JOE LACOB’S GOLDEN STATE WARRIORS IS NO TERRALLIANCE.


Lacob had also struck out on a high-profile sports venture. In November 1997, he led a group of investors who put $3 million into the upstart American Basketball League, a professional women’s league that would compete with the WNBA. After the ABL’s inaugural season, Lacob became the controlling owner of the San Jose Lasers and his group held a 20 percent stake in the league itself. He said the inspiration to invest came from attending USA men’s basketball blowouts at the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta and being more entertained by the women’s games. “We compete with Bill Gates every day at Kleiner Perkins,” Lacob told the Los Angeles Times. “Here we’re competing against David Stern.”


The ABL, with its league offices in Palo Alto, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection a few days before Christmas 1998 and ceased operations immediately. It had run out of money. The ABL All-Star Game—slated for San Jose in January 1999—never happened.


Lacob eventually wised up on his sports investments. In 2006, he purchased a minority stake in his original hometown team, the Boston Celtics. “I am glad to welcome my longtime friend Joe Lacob to our ownership group,” said Celtics co-owner Irv Grousbeck in a statement. “He has a passion for sports and a distinguished record of success in business, and I know he will be an excellent partner.” Lacob was content to stay on the West Coast and watch mostly from afar as the Celtics built their own super-team—led by Paul Pierce and new acquisitions Kevin Garnett and Ray Allen—and advanced to the 2008 Finals against the Los Angeles Lakers. It was a conflicting moment for Lacob, who sat in the front row at the Staples Center cheering on the team that taught him to love basketball versus the team he cheered as a Southern California teenager. Boston won the title in six games.


All the while, as he was learning the ins and outs of NBA ownership, Lacob remained a longtime season-ticket holder of another franchise, one that would hit the market not two years later. By that time, Lacob seemed ready for a new phase in his life. He’d done venture capital for some 23 years. He and his wife, Laurie Kraus Lacob, had divorced and their four kids—Kirk, Kent, Kelly, and Kayci—were grown and college-aged. He’d won an NBA title as a minority owner, albeit with little influence. And as a Bay Area resident for nearly 30 years, Lacob knew what it would mean to take ownership of the Warriors and, dare to dream, win a championship.


Buying the Warriors was a calculated risk, the biggest of Lacob’s career. At a cost of nearly a half-billion dollars to himself and his investors, Lacob couldn’t afford to fail.


•  •  •


On the day the sale was announced, Cohan released his final statement as Warriors owner: “As I conclude my tenure as owner of the Warriors, I wanted to take this opportunity to express my sincerest gratitude, and to personally say thank you to the best fans in all of sports. It’s a phrase that is too often utilized by players, coaches, executives, and owners in all sports leagues, but I can say without reservation and unbridled conviction that Warriors fans have earned the sole right of that honor and distinction. Thank you for making Golden State Warriors basketball the incredible fan experience that it has become.” Cohan has not spoken publicly since that day.


Lacob also released a statement to mark the occasion, one enveloped in optimism and hope: “I am incredibly excited to have the opportunity to be the next steward of this storied NBA franchise. This is my dream come true. Peter and I intend to do what we do best—innovating and building. It is our passion to return the Warriors to greatness and build nothing short of a championship organization that will make all of us in the Bay Area proud.”


Beat writers were shocked when Lacob returned their calls that same day, stressing that the purchase wasn’t some vanity project for him and Guber. “We did our due diligence. I think we wanted it more than the other guys and I think we are more knowledgeable about basketball than all these other guys,” he told one writer. “We think it’s a very good opportunity as a business enterprise and the potential is there. But this is all about winning. We’re going to change the course of this franchise.”


But to turn around one of the most hapless teams in basketball would require, among many other things, a leader on the court, a star who could pull others into his orbit, an icon they could sell to the public. Pulling off nothing less than one of the great turnarounds in NBA history would hinge entirely on finding such a player and getting him to come play in Oakland.


Little did Lacob and Guber know such a man was already in their employ.
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IN THE NAME OF HIS FATHER


The 2009–10 season


When Wardell Stephen Curry II made his NBA debut for the Warriors on October 28, 2009, he was still years away from changing the way we watch and think about professional basketball. In due time, Curry would mix a breathtaking blend of technique, fearlessness, and bravado into a brew that served to intoxicate hoops-watchers the world over. He would break league records, then rebreak them himself before the NBA had time to rise to his level. His jump shot became unfathomably reliable as Curry routinely produced highlights destined to be discussed and dissected for years to come. If you’ve watched any appreciable amount of basketball over the past few years, you have at least one memorable moment in mind.


But when the Warriors drafted him, Steph Curry was seen as a scrawny college star who performed feats that couldn’t be replicated in the pro game. Curry could score, pass, and capably defend, but the likelihood of his ever eclipsing the career of his father seemed remote and, in almost all ways, impossible.


Dell Curry was a standout at Virginia Tech, a First-Team All-American who would go on to play 16 years in the NBA for five different teams. Curry was a reliable outside shooter in college and, upon entering the league in 1986, quickly cemented his place in a new wave of players who came up with the three-point line as a way of life rather than a novelty. When Dan Majerle of the Phoenix Suns set the NBA single-season record for threes in 1993–94 with 192, Curry was third in the league with 152. He was also clutch; it was Curry’s two late free throws that snapped Chicago’s record 44-game home win streak in 1996. When he retired after the 2001–02 season, Curry was the Charlotte Hornets’ all-time leader in points scored. He had also swished the 10th-most threes (1,245) in NBA history.


So from the start, with such an accomplished father, Steph Curry’s path to the NBA seemed preordained. He was born on March 14, 1988, at the same Akron, Ohio, hospital where LeBron James had been delivered just three-plus years earlier. But whereas James was born to a single mother and endured a childhood that was both nomadic and hellish—“I saw drugs, guns, killings; it was crazy,” James told Sports Illustrated—Curry’s upbringing was of deep privilege. Dell was a 23-year-old shooting guard playing for the Cleveland Cavaliers when his first son came along. But when Steph was three months old, the Hornets selected his father with their first pick in the expansion draft, so the Currys headed 500 miles south to North Carolina, laying down familial roots that anchor the family there to this day.


Dell played 10 years in Charlotte, so little Steph often got to see his father at work as one of the league’s deadliest long-range shooters. Less a star than a role player, Curry started only 99 games out of 1,083 over his career, but as a sixth man he thrived. His three-point percentage topped 40 percent for eight years in a row, leading the league once with a 47.8 percent clip. His free-throw rate was outstanding—Curry stands comfortably among the top 100 in NBA history from the charity stripe—and his steal rate was above average. The 6-foot-5 Curry, for the most part, was a proficient and reliable player. And lasting in the NBA for 16 seasons is no small accomplishment, with the league’s average career flickering out in fewer than five. On contracts alone, Dell Curry made nearly $20 million over his career.


Steph was there to see much of it unfold, either during home games in Charlotte or even on the road once Dell signed free agent contracts elsewhere, first with Milwaukee (for one season), then Toronto (for three, which meant frequent one-on-one showdowns with Vince Carter before Raptors games). Steph, who idolized guards like Allen Iverson, Steve Nash, and Reggie Miller, developed a jump shot that could turn grown-ups agape, a pull-up that, on first glance, feels awfully reminiscent of what Warriors fans could describe in the here and now. “I found myself subconsciously picking up things that [my father] used to do,” Curry later remembered.


But the problem back then was both physical and mechanical. Curry was puny by any real measure. He was 5-foot-5 in sneakers by eighth grade and still only 5-foot-8 (and maybe 150 pounds) by his sophomore year at Charlotte Christian School. He was the star, leading CCS to a conference title, even if his jumper started down low at the waist and steadily heaved upward like a conveyor belt, a choreographed move that would be easy for average defenders to shut down. Maybe physical stature would come in time, maybe not, but his father knew that elite Division I schools—let alone the NBA—would not come calling on a shot such as his.


In the summer of 2004, Dell, a full two years retired from the league, was fully available to teach his eldest son the ways of the jump shot. Ground zero was the half-court adjacent to their Charlotte home, and the two spent hours each day forging a new kind of jumper—a more traditional style that depended on the top-of-the-jump wrist flick most NBA stars prefer—that would give Steph a truly lethal weapon in his arsenal. His ball-handling, his court vision, his passing were all clearly at the level you’d expect from the son of an NBA two-guard, but they would mean little without a proper jumper. It was an excruciating experience for all involved. “The summer of tears,” they dubbed it.


But the basketball boot camp worked. Curry emerged with a fluid, arching shot now also fueled by an irrational confidence. Coaches witnessed in him a focus and maturity that belied his youthful countenance, and CCS thrived under his ascension, going 31-3 during his senior season. Curry ended his high school career with school-record 170 three-pointers and 232 steals over three varsity seasons. “The gifts that he has,” Shonn Brown, his high school coach, once said, “I truly believe he’s like, ‘Lord you have blessed me with these gifts and talents, I’m going to utilize them to the best of my ability.’ ” His senior-year page in the yearbook included a quote attributed to Michael Jordan: “I’ve always believed that if you put in the work, the results will come. I don’t do things half-heartedly. Because I know if I do, then I can expect half-hearted results.” It was indicative of an ethic that extended to the classroom as well, where Curry exhibited a joie de vivre that counteracted the seriousness with which he often consumed basketball. “If I had to summarize Stephen Curry in one word,” said Chad Fair, his drama teacher, “it would be joyful. He loves being wherever he is.”


Curry would have given anything to catch on at a top Division I university, the kind of program that could develop his skill set and mold him into the NBA-caliber player he knew he was. With his father’s pedigree and revered status in the Charlotte community and beyond, this seemed like the surest of outcomes. But Curry, barely 6 feet tall and only starting to fill out his upper body, was summarily ignored by all the big-time schools. Virginia Tech, his father’s alma mater, barely gave Steph a sniff. They would not offer a scholarship unless he sat out his freshman year. (The family stopped regularly attending Hokies games after that.) Curry was left scrambling for how to continue his higher basketball education. “Sometimes,” Brown recalled later, “kids don’t pass the eye test.” His mother, Sonya, has been more blunt: “A lot of Division I schools were supposed to have a great ability to assess talent, but they missed his.”


One school noticed. Davidson College, a small liberal arts college with an enrollment below 2,000 students, didn’t command a modern reputation for top-flight basketball—the legendary Lefty Driesell did coach the school to back-to-back Elite Eight appearances in 1968 and 1969—but it was Division I and only a 20-minute drive from the Currys’ home in Charlotte.


Bob McKillop, who’d coached the Wildcats since 1989, had been aware of Curry’s athletic potential for nearly a decade. His son Brendan played with Steph on a state-title-winning summer league baseball team when both were 10 years old; the coach remembered seeing Curry run down fly balls in center field. So by the time Curry finished his freshman year of high school and was concentrating fully on basketball, McKillop began his long recruitment. Whereas most other schools saw an undersized guard who’d have trouble beating larger upperclassmen to the rim, McKillop was not deterred. As the coach once told ESPN, “I saw brilliance.”


Curry’s decision came down to Davidson, Virginia Tech, Virginia Commonwealth, and Winthrop. On September 16, 2005, with McKillop and his assistant making their last, best pitch while seated in Dell and Sonya Curry’s living room, Steph gave him his verbal commitment to Davidson. The coaches practically danced around the room, delirious from relief. A player such as Curry could lift a scrappy program like Davidson’s to new heights. In NCAA hoops, all you need is one star-level talent to make a splash.


A year later, Curry matriculated at Davidson and began preparing for his freshman season. The Wildcats had gone 20-11 and made the NCAA tournament the season before, losing to Ohio State in the first round, but the departure of seven seniors meant a lack of depth on McKillop’s roster. Thus, Curry was installed as the starting two-guard from the get-go and thrown into the fire on the road against Eastern Michigan in the season opener.


The first half of Curry’s debut was a disaster, thanks to nine turnovers. The Wildcats were down by 16 at the half and McKillop was already wondering if the advanced maturity he’d assessed in Curry had been blindness on his part, but he stuck with his freshman and let him start in the second half. Curry responded by spurring an 18–4 run that helped tie the game. Eastern Michigan recovered and would lead again by as much as 10, but Curry would not be denied. He swished a three with 2:35 left to play that gave Davidson a lead it would not relinquish.


Curry finished with 15 points and 13 turnovers, but the Wildcats were winners, 81–77. The next night, facing a tough Michigan squad, Curry scored 32 points and nearly coordinated another epic second-half comeback before Davidson succumbed by 10.


Curry’s play—and Davidson’s season—only got better as the year progressed. After dropping early games to top schools like Missouri and Duke, the Wildcats rolled through their Southern Conference schedule. In the conference championship game against the College of Charleston, Curry played all 40 minutes and scored a game-high 29 points to go with eight rebounds and three assists. (He had only two turnovers.) The Wildcats were 29-4 and finished conference play at 17-1. For all their success, they were selected only as a No. 13 seed in the NCAA tournament and lost to No. 4 seed Maryland, 82–70, though Curry was sensational with a game-high 30 points that kept Davidson within striking distance the whole game.


For the season, Curry averaged 21.5 points, good enough to finish ninth in the country and second among all freshmen, trailing only a lanky University of Texas phenom named Kevin Durant. His 122 three-pointers were the most of any freshman in NCAA history. His averages of 4.6 rebounds and 2.8 assists showed that his game had depth, that he wasn’t simply a volume scorer who racked up empty points. And the loss to Maryland, though disappointing for its competitiveness, made Steph Curry into a national name. “He’s for real,” Maryland coach Gary Williams said afterward. “I told him after the game, ‘You could play anywhere.’ ”


Though expectations were raised for his sophomore season, Curry was even better. The Wildcats went undefeated in conference play (20-0) and won the Southern Conference title again, heading to the NCAA tournament with a 29-6 record and riding a 22-game win streak. But even with Curry, who stayed at shooting guard and was a top-10 scorer for much of the season, the No. 10 seed Wildcats weren’t expected to go far, being such a small school from a conference few could name. Their first opponent was No. 7 seed Gonzaga, which had become famous over the years for two things: producing Hall of Famer point guard John Stockton and upsetting other schools in the NCAA tournament.


Nonetheless, the Wildcats, led by Curry’s 30-point second-half explosion, prevailed in an opening-round shocker, 82–76. It was Davidson’s first NCAA tournament win in decades, and Curry was the breakout star of March Madness. His game-high 30 points against No. 2 seed Georgetown two nights later secured a 74–70 win and Davidson’s place in the Sweet 16. Five days later, Curry pumped in another 30 to lead all scorers and propel Davidson to a 73–56 laugher over No. 3 seed Wisconsin. (The game was tied at halftime before the Wildcats blew up.) As proclaimed by ESPN anchor Scott Van Pelt on SportsCenter, Curry was “the star of the tournament whose legend continues to grow.” It was an eight-day span that forever changed the trajectory of Curry’s life, altering his status from an intriguing, under-the-radar prospect to a future NBA lottery pick who might experience a career arc on par with his father’s.


The Wildcats then had to contend with No. 1 seed Kansas, regarded as the best team in the country. With four future NBA players in their starting lineup, the Jayhawks were looking to become the fourth No. 1 seed of the tournament to make the Final Four—a grouping that, somehow, had never occurred before—while Curry’s crew was looking for the single-greatest win in Davidson program history.


With Kansas up by only two at halftime, the second half was a frantic back-and-forth that wasn’t decided until the very end. With Kansas up by five, Curry came off a screen, pulled up from 24, and buried a long three to cut Davidson’s deficit to 59–57.


With five seconds left and a chance late to win the game on a buzzer-beating three, Curry was double-teamed up high and forced to pass the ball to teammate Jason Richards, whose 25-footer went wide left of the rim. It was a deflating finish, with Curry, who led all scorers (yet again) with 25 points, unable to attempt a final shot when it mattered most. “We expected to win,” McKillop said after the loss. “It came down to one final play. That’s the beauty of this game that we play.” Eight days later, Kansas won the national championship.


In the aggregate, Curry’s stats were superlative. He finished fourth in the nation in scoring with 25.9 points per game—which helped Richards, the starting point guard, lead the nation in assists—and was selected as a Second Team All-American. Curry’s 162 three-pointers were an NCAA single-season record. More important, he had shown a national audience that his skills could translate to the NBA.


And yet, the entire history-making season almost never happened.


Though Curry started all 36 games his sophomore season, he was almost knocked out for the year back in the schedule’s earliest moments. After a 64-point thrashing of Emory in the season opener, the coaching staff discovered Curry had torn cartilage in his left wrist. It was on his nonshooting hand and could potentially heal on its own, but the pain would be constant through the season. Plus, because it was so early in the year, Curry could get surgery and, per NCAA rules, sit out the season as a redshirt, thus retaining a year of eligibility. After a discussion between McKillop, the medical staff, Steph and Dell Curry, and the Wildcat seniors, the decision was made: Curry would not get surgery. They would tape his wrist, up and around his thumb, and wait for the cartilage to heal itself with time.


Davidson’s next game was on the road against No. 1 North Carolina, a nationally televised ESPN game. Playing against fellow future lottery pick Tyler Hansbrough and the Tar Heels—one of the schools Curry yearned to play for as a high school prospect—Curry missed his first four shots, keeping his dribble contained to his right hand whenever possible. As usual, Curry led all scorers, with 24 points, but he missed 10 of 12 three-point shots and the Wildcats came up short, 72–68. However, his nonshooting hand had proof of life. Curry could play with the injury, and by midseason the wrist was healed sufficiently that he stopped taping it.


There wasn’t much question that Curry would return to Davidson for his junior season; the only mystery was what he’d decide in a year after that. Following one more healthy season, chances were that Curry would depart for the NBA, so McKillop switched him to point guard. Curry could better show off his passing and defense and become familiar with the position he’d likely play in the pros. At 6-foot-3 and 180 pounds, Curry was too small to compete as a shooting guard on the NBA level.


But even as he switched to a position better suited to his ball distribution, Curry’s offense soared. He led the nation with 28.6 points and nearly doubled his nightly assists to 5.6. His efficiency came down a few ticks, but his overall game was more suited to what the NBA expected of him: a slightly undersized point guard with explosive scoring potential and above-average passing and defense. When Davidson, with a 26-6 record, was upset in the semifinals of the Southern Conference tournament—meaning there’d be no return trip to the NCAA tournament—Curry’s future was sealed and college basketball lost one of its most exhilarating acts. “Curry is less athlete than folk hero,” wrote Tommy Craggs in Slate, “a star who shares a strand of DNA with the knife throwers, crack shots, and pool-hall massé artists of the world.”


During Curry’s three seasons at Davidson, the team compiled an 85-20 record, including an astounding 55-3 in conference play. Curry was selected as a First Team All-American and left school as the 25th-best scorer in NCAA men’s basketball history. His 414 threes were fourth-most all-time, just 43 behind Duke’s J. J. Redick for the top spot. Curry played 104 games for the Wildcats and scored in double digits in 102 of them. Just one month after Davidson’s season ended, Curry and his family agreed there was little else he could accomplish in school. He declared for the NBA Draft.


“I’m mentally and physically ready to make that jump,” he told reporters. “This is a dream of mine since I was a little kid.” Several Charlotte TV stations carried the press conference live. Their hometown hero was officially off to the NBA.


•  •  •


“His first step is average at best, and considering his skinny frame and poor explosiveness around the basket in traffic, it’s unlikely that he’ll be able to get to the free throw line anywhere near as much in the NBA as he does in college.” That comes from the scouting report posted on DraftExpress.com—widely recognized as the leading authority in NBA Draft analysis—on February 28, 2009, with just a few games to go in Curry’s collegiate career. The follow-up assessment posted in early May was kinder, though it still concluded that Curry’s NBA prospects were, at best, “an interesting case.” The report on NBADraft.net was more scathing: “Far below NBA standard in regard to explosiveness and athleticism. . . . He’s not a natural point guard that an NBA team can rely on to run a team.” And ESPN’s Doug Gottlieb, while conceding that Curry made his teammates better, still ran down a litany of his perceived shortcomings: “Was Curry capable of blowing by defenders in college? No. Is he big enough to shoot over NBA players? No. Does he have a defined position at the NBA level? No. Can he contain the basketball? No.”


But these conclusions didn’t reflect how Larry Riley thought of Curry. He saw Curry’s flexibility between point and shooting guard fitting in perfectly with Don Nelson’s up-and-down, high-tempo offense. Riley believed Curry could be the franchise cornerstone Golden State so desperately coveted.


The Warriors couldn’t afford to screw up this pick. They had the seventh choice in the 2009 draft, thanks to a 29-53 record, and Riley, who had decades of experience as a scout and coach in both college and the NBA, was promoted to general manager after the season. This draft choice would be his first major decision as the person in charge of player personnel, and the Warriors needed lots of help.
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“Buckle up for the sports book of the year.” —DON VAN NATTA JR.
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