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  INTRODUCTION

  THE OLDEST INDIVIDUAL I interviewed for this book was legendary coach and ESPN analyst Hubie Brown, who was eighty years old when I spoke to him at the 2014 NBA Finals. About Jordan, Brown said, “What he accomplished in his time, I don’t think it’s something you can match or that will be matched for a long time.”

  The youngest in these pages? Jabari Parker, the No. 2 pick in the 2014 NBA Draft, who was nineteen when he discussed being a Chicagoan experiencing the thrill of signing a contract with Brand Jordan shoes. When I asked Parker about the guy whose talents led to the shoe brand he would be wearing, Parker was careful to refer to him as “Mr. Jordan.”

  Brown was fifty-one years old when he first coached against Jordan, a 121–106 Bulls win in Madison Square Garden, which saw Jordan tally 33 points. Parker was born in 1995, just three days before Jordan issued his famous press release following his retirement from basketball and his brief baseball career, the one that said only: “I’m back.”

  The fact that both Brown and Parker—men of such different generations—perked up when I mentioned Jordan brought home just how resounding an impact he has had on basketball over the last three-plus decades. That an octogenarian coach and a teenage phenom could both somehow have a connection to one player seems almost unfathomable, but such is the wide net cast by Jordan. His was a career that can’t be measured only in terms of excellence, but also in duration and lasting influence.

  As a reporter covering the NBA, one of the frequent complaints you hear is that Jordan is difficult to know—even during his playing days, he was notably guarded and reluctant to reveal too much of his personality during interviews. He was master of the canned answer, meticulous in the way he presented himself. Once he finally hung up his high tops and retired (for good, in 2003), he became increasingly comfortable with an out-of-the-limelight role, reluctant to give interviews even as he was running the Wizards and, eventually, becoming owner of what is now the Charlotte Hornets.

  Even in his relative reclusiveness, Jordan does offer up a legacy that speaks volumes, one that can be looked at in two ways. First, there are the accomplishments we’ve all seen, those moments of greatness etched into the collective sports memory. The 1987 and 1988 Slam-Dunk Contest championships, which elevated Jordan from young star player to Nike poster icon. “The Shot” that came against Cleveland to upset the Cavaliers on their home floor in 1989, forever immortalizing the frustration of Craig Ehlo. The hand-switch layup against the Lakers in the first game of the 1991 NBA Finals, Jordan’s first appearance on the league’s championship stage. The barrage of 3-pointers against the Blazers in 1992, knocking down so many that all he could do was look at the broadcast table and shrug. The free-throw line shot to sink the Jazz in Game 6 of the 1998 Finals, the championship-winning final act in his Bulls career (and one that Utahans still insist came as a result of an illegal push-off).

  Those are plays we know, and they recur regularly with the help of years of highlight film replays and sports-drink ads. Then there is the other side of Jordan’s legacy, which comes from those who were present at the time of those iconic plays. It is from those perspectives that you get a different look at vintage Jordan performances you might think you know so well, and those perspectives help to better put those plays in context.

  You may remember Jordan’s Slam-Dunk championship in 1987, but you probably don’t know that the runner-up was actually a late fill-in for the injured Dominique Wilkins—and that the fill-in thought Terrence Stansbury should have been in the finals against Jordan. You may remember “The Shot” against the Cavs, but you probably don’t remember that Jordan missed a potential game-winning baseline jumper the game before and almost never shot from the baseline in a game-deciding situation again. You may remember Jordan dueling against Gary Payton in the 1996 NBA Finals, but you probably don’t remember that the Sonics were hamstrung in that series by a back injury that limited guard Nate McMillan, who would have been guarding Jordan otherwise.

  That is one goal of the stories that are included in this book—to give context, depth, and different viewpoints to the familiar moments of Jordan’s career.

  But beyond that, the goal is to bring to light the different parts of Jordan’s time in basketball and the personality that most did not get to see. Jordan was a unique competitor, and the narratives included here highlight the intensity Jordan brought to the floor going all the way back to his days as a teenager playing pickup games, through his take-no-prisoners approach to practices and scrimmages when playing for Team USA in the early 1980s, to the mental and physical labor it took to lift himself past the Detroit Pistons in the late ’80s and transform himself into the dominant force he became in the ’90s.

  Jordan has been portrayed as notably hardheaded and stubborn, for example. But for assistant coach Jim Cleamons, who worked with Jordan as part of Phil Jackson’s staff, that was just not the Jordan he experienced. “As a teacher—and if you are a coach, you are a teacher first—you respected Michael because he allowed you to do your job,” Cleamons told me. “That tells you a lot about the person.”

  And if Jordan was as self-interested as he is so often said to be, why did he take such an interest in extending a helping hand to Jay Williams, the Duke (egads, a Duke guy!) star drafted by Jordan’s Bulls in 2002, even after Williams got into a motorcycle accident that ended his playing career? “He would talk to me all the time, encourage me to keep coming back, to keep fighting, to keep pushing,” Williams said. “Spending time with that guy was really eye-opening.”

  Of course, no telling of Jordan’s interaction with the rest of the basketball universe would be complete without delving into the way he turned the trash talk of lesser foes into fuel for masterpiece performances, finding new ways to drive his focus night after night. Even the most die-hard NBA fans are unlikely to remember short-termers like Willie Burton or Darrick Martin. But for Jordan, they were the kind of players who stepped a little too far over the line when it came to chatter—and whose team felt the sting of an on-court Jordan assault as a result.

  As guard Byron Scott—who had to defend Jordan—once told Martin, when both were with Vancouver: “Hey, man, do me a favor. Don’t talk [expletive] to my guy.”

  This is the nature of Jordan’s career. Everyone around the game—players and coaches of all ages, it seems—has a Jordan anecdote of some sort; an instant in which their basketball lives intersected with his—in small ways or large—and in ways that were humorous or enlightening or even touching.

  Jordan’s numbers are easy to look up, as his highlights are readily available online. But these stories, I hope, offer a different, deeper, and more entertaining viewpoint than that with which most fans are already familiar.

  Sean Deveney


  Section One: Early Days

  “A reporter from the LA Times was there and he asked me about Jordan. And . . . I told him what I thought was the truth. I said, ‘I think Michael Jordan has a chance to go down as the best basketball player to ever play the game.’”

  —1984 Team USA assistant coach George Raveling

  WE’VE ALL HEARD the legend—that Michael Jordan, playing for Laney High in Wilmington, North Carolina, was cut from his high school team as a sophomore and used the slight to fuel his hard work the following year, which led to him coming back to dominate as a junior. It makes for a nice script, but it is not exactly true. In fact, according to a story in the Charlotte Observer, Jordan was simply assigned to junior varsity, as nearly all the ninth- and tenth-graders of his era were. And when he was brought to the varsity, he was one of the best players in the state, reportedly averaging 29.2 points, 11.6 rebounds, and 10.1 assists as a senior.

  Another myth: that Jordan was mostly held down during his three seasons playing for Coach Dean Smith at North Carolina and that no one really knew he would be an All-Star player until he came to the NBA. While Smith’s Tar Heels were packed with talent in Jordan’s time, he was a star in college, averaging 20.0 points as a sophomore and 19.6 as a junior, and winning the Naismith Player of the Year award in 1984. Throughout his junior season, many NBA executives who scouted him were considering him to be worthy of the No. 1 pick in the 1984 draft.

  But it is true that when Jordan left college to enter the NBA, the most impressive and dominant basketball he had played came in the pickup games he played in North Carolina and in the scrimmages that preceded the tournaments in which he participated for Team USA—the 1983 Pan-American Games, and the 1984 Olympics. In those games, he routinely embarrassed foes and dropped jaws in a way that he had not done in front of the television cameras in college.

  In this section, we explore some glimpses at Jordan’s early years, from those who guarded him in his college days, those who played with him in the early ’80s international tournaments, those who witnessed his first years on the scene as a budding star in Chicago—and even from one player who Jordan has credited with inspiring his future excellence.
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  When Jordan was asked, in a 1997 interview, about his favorite players as he was coming up in basketball, he did not hesitate to answer: Walter Davis and David Thompson. Davis, like Jordan a 6-6 perimeter player, starred at North Carolina from 1973–77 and helped the Tar Heels to the national championship game in 1977, where they lost to Marquette, 67–59. He went on to play 15 NBA seasons, earning six All-Star berths.
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  I MET MICHAEL JORDAN when he was just coming in to North Carolina. He had just come to school and had not played yet, it was still summer—maybe early September. All the pro guys would go back to North Carolina for a little while before we would go off to training camp. That was just a tradition we had. We would go there and play each other and get into shape, and play against the kids who were on the team, the kids against the pros. Every afternoon at three o’clock, we would be out there playing, and we would play for hours, a couple hours at a time.

  Michael was a freshman, and he was playing with us. Phil Ford—I had played with Phil at Carolina, and he had been playing for the Kings—Phil and I were playing on the same team, and we were trying to guard Michael. We couldn’t catch him, he was so quick. He had one play where he beat both of us and went in and dunked the ball. I took it out of bounds and threw it in to Phil, we were walking up the court together and I said, “That kid is going to be pretty good.” That was my first glimpse of Michael Jordan. He was seventeen years old then.

  It is humbling to hear him say that I was an influence on him growing up, that he was a fan of mine. But that is one of the things about the game of basketball, the way it gets passed on from one group to the next and how each generation influences the next. I got tips from my brothers, from their friends—those guys helped me along the way. So I just tried to return the favor when I went back to Carolina. I showed Michael a couple of moves. I always thought it was important to help the younger players.

  I worked with him on the jab-step and the pump-fake, which were some of my favorite moves. The midrange shot was something I emphasized, I remember telling him that was important to make that midrange shot. When he helped us win the [National] Championship in 1982, that shot was a midrange shot. I am not going to take credit for him making that, but I did try to tell him that the midrange shot was important. He had a lot of natural ability with that shot, he had good form on it, it looked good, everything. But he just needed to work on it so he could make it consistently.

  What stood out to me was that Michael listened to instruction, he wanted to get better. If you told him something, he was going to work on it. We would be out there playing pickup games for two hours, and after we were done, we would go in the locker room, get dressed, shower, everybody had to ice their knees—that would take us an hour. We would finally get dressed, showered, and ready to go to dinner, and Michael would still be out there, practicing. He would be there doing that little spin off the glass that he was so good at when he would penetrate. He was still practicing that an hour after we had been playing for two hours, if you can imagine that. We were all going to dinner. I am not sure when he ate; all he seemed to do was work on his game.

  Like I said, I knew he was going to be good when he was in college, you could see it in those pickup games. But when I finally got an idea just how good he would be, that was after his rookie year in the NBA. He came on the scene and you could see that his game was tailor-made for the league. Michael was so good fundamentally; I think that is something he got from playing for Dean Smith at North Carolina. I had already seen his work ethic, too, how much he was willing to put in every day to make himself a great player. When you combine that with his natural gifts—his talent and athletic ability—he is the total package. You can’t help from being the best player in the league when you have all that on your side.

  Michael got up for everybody. He always wanted to prove how good he was, he wanted to win the game, every time he stepped on the floor, that was all that was on his mind. That is something rare to see in a player with that much natural ability, that he was so competitive in everything, too. You have to remember, in those days, all the best players were the ones out on the wings. There were great big men and great point guards, but the stars of the league were the guys like Michael Jordan and Dominique Wilkins and Clyde Drexler, players like that. Every night there was going to be a challenge for you to guard, for you to go up against. I think that was something that drove Michael, too.

  And I think there were times when he had extra motivation and that drove him in a way, made him reach down and be a little better. Against me, we had some good battles when we were both in the NBA. He had watched me in college and he liked my game, so naturally he wanted to try to beat me whenever we played. We would all still go back to Carolina in the off-season and have our pickup games, and you did not want to go back there and listen to all the other players talking about what they got against you in the regular season, in the NBA. So there was always something extra in those games.

  I was in the Western Conference and he was in the East, so we did not get to play that often during the NBA season. The first time we played—he was not really a trash talker or anything—but he went out and he was terrific; he did everything and they won the game.1 Two years after that, I was having a good year and we played twice, and those were both good battles, we went back and forth in those games. You always tried to make sure you were ready for those battles against him, because he was going to make a mental note and remind you about it in the pickup games.2

  When I was a free agent in 1990, I was near the end of my career and was thinking about what I was going to do in retirement, what were some things that I might like to try. Michael called me up and tried to get me to come to the Bulls. He said I was someone who could help them win a championship—that was before they had won a title. Sometimes I think about that—one of my goals was to win an NBA championship and play in the NBA Finals—and Michael wanted to help me get one. Even now, when I see him, he reminds me that I could have had two rings if I had just signed on to play with them. But I knew once I finished playing with the Denver Nuggets, I would be working for them, as the front office had already asked me to do that. That was special for them to do that, to ask you to be a part of the organization. I had a family and they loved Colorado. I did broadcasting for six years for them after I retired, and that was something I don’t regret.

  But, certainly, winning those rings would have been nice, and it would have been great to play with him because I always enjoyed playing against him for all those years. For me, that was fun. Someone I had seen when he was so young and just coming up, to see him become the best player in the NBA—maybe the best player ever—and a Carolina guy. A good person, too, and that made it that much more fun.

  Kenny “The Jet” Smith, who was Jordan’s teammate at UNC, had a few words to add about his memory of him in college:

  You could see the effort he was going to put into it [the game], but when he was at North Carolina, he wasn’t a great basketball player; he was a great athlete playing basketball. He was not a good ball handler, and he didn’t have a consistent shot from outside. But he was an incredible athlete. Once he got to the league, he worked on those skills that needed improvement and especially in terms of his shot, he got so much better. He didn’t have to crash through the lane to score all the time. He could hit pull-up jumpers, and he really created the turnaround jumper for himself. But he was definitely a great athlete.

  

  1 Jordan had 27 points, 14 assists, and nine rebounds in that game, on March 15, 1985.

  2 Jordan had 39 points to Davis’s 27 on November 8, 1986, and had 43 points to Davis’s 31 three weeks later (December 5). The Bulls and Suns split those two games.
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  Henderson spent the bulk of his professional career overseas, but from 1983–86 he was an integral part of the team that helped turn around the Duke program—including a seminal win over North Carolina in the 1984 ACC Tournament in which Henderson had to defend Jordan.

  OBVIOUSLY, MICHAEL WAS one of the most talented athletes in the country at North Carolina. He had a terrific freshman year and they won the [National] Championship in 1982.
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  I got to Duke the next year, I was a freshman and he was a sophomore. It was (and still is) a big rivalry, Duke-Carolina. But at that time, we were not as good, it was not the really big rivalry it has become now in the last twenty or thirty years. You knew right away he was a talented player, very difficult to defend, super-quick, and a big-time athlete. He wasn’t a great ball handler then, but he was really, still, very skilled. Guarding him, you had to be alert all the time. The way Carolina played, they ran that backdoor play and he would kill you on that if you let him. He was one of the best at luring you to kind of lean out on him on the wing and then going back door, catching lobs and dunking, making the highlight film plays. He was very quick, so if you let him lull you to sleep, he was going to explode to the rim and you were not going to catch him.

  He was a fierce competitor. What I learned most about him was what he was like in the off-season, actually, not so much during the NCAA season. At North Carolina, they had a structure to their system, and he fit into that. He was obviously great, but they played as a team so he was not as great individually. But in the off-season, going up against him in pickup games, that’s when you saw the real Michael Jordan, the guy who would become Air Jordan, the guy everybody now knows. We would play pickup games in the area all the time: guys from Carolina, guys from Duke, whoever was around. He was a different player in those games. In that North Carolina system he was just a player, but in a pickup game he was tremendous. His will to win was there, he was driven. And these were just pickup games.

  I remember one time, there was a pickup game, we were on the same team and we lost. The way it worked was, you lose, you have to sit and wait until it is your team’s turn to play again. I remember we sat and waited, and he did not say anything. But when we went back on the floor for the next game, our team had the ball, it went over to him, and he drove in and scored. Next time down, ball goes to him, he scores. Next time, he scores. He scored 10 straight points in that game, and we won. I mean, you just knew the guy was special. If he would lose, it really drove him even more.

  When we were playing Carolina, I was an ultracompetitive guy in general. That is kind of the way it was with me. Everything I did, I competed hard. I came to Duke and it was a perfect situation for me because I often felt like I was an underdog; I was not a top-level recruit or anything like that, and at Duke we were all taking on the challenge of reviving that program and becoming something special. [Coach Mike Krzyzewski] had just taken the job a couple of years earlier and knew what kind of players he wanted and how he wanted us to play. He thought we could be a power in the ACC. That was something that Coach K had recruited us all on. For me, I was a natural leader and when we played, winning mattered to me. I wasn’t going to take losing. Toughness and all those things . . . that was what I tried to be about.

  Being from North Carolina myself, I understood the ACC and I understood that North Carolina was at the top. If you wanted to get anywhere, you were going to have to go through UNC. It seemed like it had always just been that way. Being at Duke, that made me want to beat them all that much more, because I knew what the history there was, that it seemed like Carolina always had a leg up on everybody else. They certainly always seemed to have Duke’s number.

  We played them in the ACC Tournament in 1984, and that was a huge game, because we were going up against a really talented Carolina team. It was not just Michael Jordan, it was Kenny Smith and Brad Daugherty and Sam Perkins; they were like an All-Star team. They had lost only one game all year. We were the underdogs, obviously, because we were a young team that hadn’t accomplished anything. The year before, in fact, we had lost to Virginia in that tournament; we lost that game by 40 points.3 We were all freshmen at the time—me and Johnny Dawkins, Mark Alarie, Jay Bilas. It was the worst beating any of us ever had. So we vowed that would never happen again. That’s why playing against Carolina in that tournament was so important to us.

  We almost upset them twice during the regular season, but they were able to rally and pull out the win both times. The last time we had played them, it was only about a week before the ACC Tournament in the last game of the year, and I fouled out in that game. I had to guard Michael Jordan, and I played fourteen minutes and fouled out. That was frustrating for me, you can imagine. Jordan had 25 points against us, and they beat us in double overtime. We played them tough in both games, but ultimately came up empty.

  So, I knew I would have to guard Jordan a lot in that ACC Tournament game. I knew I did not want that to foul out again. What was difficult about playing against him was that he was quick, but he could also post you up because he was so wiry strong. He was not bulky or anything, but he was very wiry and could get good position. What you have to do against a player like that is be a moving target, don’t let him get in a comfort zone where it is just him posting you up. When a guy is passing it into the post to him, if you are moving and not giving him consistent contact, you can go wherever you want and it gives you the chance to get a jump on the pass and maybe poke it away, get out in transition. That’s what I focused on.

  In that game, I remember, it was back-and-forth. I remember Johnny Dawkins was tremendous, he threw some great passes—he was very good at throwing the lob—I remember catching some and finishing from him.4 Jordan was Jordan in that game, he scored 20-plus points. But we did what we could to limit him. And there was a big play, late in the game, where Jordan was posting up on me and the pass came in to him, and it was sort of a high pass so I had time to reach over his shoulder to get to the ball. I was able to tap it away and set up the fast-break. I did bump him a little, and obviously I had remembered fouling out before. As soon as the play happened, I could hear Coach [Dean] Smith yelling at the refs, and I put my hands up because I thought they called a foul. I mean, they were Carolina so you always felt like they were going to get the calls. But there was no whistle, and we went down and scored. That helped turn the momentum to us.

  It was tough. Michael Jordan was so good, and that team was so good. But we put it all together in that game and were able to win. That is when we knew we were starting to build something at Duke. Unfortunately, it took so much for us to beat them that Maryland came back the next day and knocked us off and won the tournament, but that was really the start of it [all]. That was when we started to feel like Duke basketball belonged at the top, when we beat Carolina and Michael Jordan in that tournament. It took off from there.

  

  3 They had actually lost by 43 points, 109–66.

  4 Dawkins had 16 points and a game-high seven assists.
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  Despite losing in the 1984 ACC Tournament, North Carolina was still a heavy favorite to win the National Championship, with only two losses on its record. But that was only until the Tar Heels ran into the Hoosiers in the Sweet 16, where Dakich—who averaged 3.9 points per game that year—was given the assignment of defending Jordan.

  IT IS HARD to say exactly why we were able to win that one [the 1984 Sweet 16 matchup between Indiana and North Carolina] and what happened with me guarding Michael. Let me put it to you this way: I was surprised after the game to hear that I had shut him down. I just thought we played a game and won. Then I went back to the hotel after the game and people were saying I shut him down, I thought Okay, that’s cool. I always say, what the hell, if people want to think that, I am all for it. I just hope no one ever really watches the tape and sees what really happened. And if that is the case, then sure, I am cool with it.
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  The legend out there is that during our team meeting the day of the game, Coach [Bobby] Knight told me I was going to guard Michael Jordan that night, and I threw up. That is true, but it is out of context—I was sick the whole week, I had been throwing up for a week. But I wanted to play so I did not want Coach Knight or anybody to know I was sick, because he would put somebody else in. Somewhere along the way it got into Wikipedia or something that I threw up because I was guarding Michael Jordan. But that’s not true. I was not scared or anything.

  It was a Thursday night, the Sweet 16, in Atlanta. The way it worked was, we would have a meal three-and-a-half hours before all of our games. For a seven o’clock game, we would usually eat at 3:30. Then, after that, we would clear all the food and stuff away and Coach Knight would come in and would tell you the game plan. He would go over the starting lineups—with that team we had, we did not really know. We knew Steve Alford would start and we knew Uwe Blab would start. But that year, we had a lot of role players and the lineups were all kind of interchangeable and based on matchups. We would change lineups a lot. I thought I would start, but I wasn’t quite sure.

  Coach Knight is rattling off for us who is going to start and who’s guarding who. He goes through: Steve Alford has Kenny Smith, Uwe Blab has Brad Daugherty, Mike [Giomi] on Sam Perkins, Marty Simmons taking Matt Doherty. And I was the last one. He looks and he says, “Dakich, you have Michael Jordan.” And he said it like it was the last thing in the world he wanted to say, like all the greats who have been through Indiana—Isiah Thomas, Scott May, guys like that—and here we are playing North Carolina with Michael Jordan. And he has to put me on Jordan. I always thought he was disgusted just saying it, “Dakich, you have Michael Jordan.” But it was me.

  When you played there, you were supposed to know the book on everybody, not just on the guy you were guarding. Big guy, small guy, it did not matter; you were just supposed to know. That was the way we went about it. So we went over all of that.

  For Jordan it was: play off of him, because you want to make him shoot jump shots. The way it worked was, an assistant coach would go over the scouting report and he would go over it in depth, whatever the characteristics were about the individual and the team. During practice, we would go over the scouting reports. But on the day of the game, Coach Knight would give three or four things to have in your mind, so your brain is not cluttered. Knight, to me, said three things I could not do: Do not let him post you up. Do not let him offensive rebound. Do not let him back-cut. He said, “If you do any one of those things, I will take you out.” I thought, Okay, I could do that.
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  Pregame meal at Indiana was a combination of spaghetti, hamburgers, scrambled eggs, and ice cream. Things like that. I was so stupid, I thought I was sick, so I would just eat my way through it. You don’t feel good, so you eat to make yourself feel better. That is how dumb I was. I ate. I ate a lot. I took the elevator up and I remember, I threw up between the room and the door, there was a little entryway. A little in the room, a little outside the room. But that was because I was sick as a dog. I threw up the day before. I would have thrown up no matter who I was guarding.

  When we got to the arena—it was the Omni, in Atlanta—it was just an electric atmosphere. It was Indiana-Carolina, those are two teams that were the best known programs in the country. They were stacked, they had NBA players all over the lineup, you know, not just Jordan. We had read an article where some guy was saying that Carolina was the greatest team in the history of NCAA basketball. Ever. Coach Knight showed us that. But we were Indiana. We had beaten Carolina in 1981 for the title, which was a win a lot of people remembered. We were a great program ourselves. That Carolina team was No. 1 in the nation, but Indiana had a long history of winning games like that, so our fans were expecting us to win.
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