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NBA SUPERSTAR
ALLEN IVERSON

Born to a teenage mother who “did whatever she had to” to make money, young Allen Iverson vowed to become an NBA star, move his mother and his siblings out of abject poverty, and buy his mother a red Jaguar. But on Valentine’s Day evening in 1993, a bowling alley brawl led to Iverson’s arrest—and a sentence of five years in jail. After serving four months he was released, and he was more determined than ever to make it as a ballplayer. Two stellar years at Georgetown led to a $10 million contract with the 76ers, a Rookie of the Year award, and now, the MVP and ascension into the pantheon of basketball greats. And his mother got that red Jaguar.
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What makes an athlete compelling? What makes an athlete interesting? Controversial?

For some it is because of their extraordinary talent, skills, and athleticism. For others it is because of their flamboyant personalities, intriguing history, or cutting-edge style.

But rare is the athlete whose story contains all of these characteristics.

Philadelphia 76ers superstar guard Allen Iverson may not be the most controversial athlete of the last decade, but he is certainly one of them. Although he only entered the National Basketball Association in 1996, he has been in the national spodight since he was sixteen years old. From his arrest as a high school All-America to his years at Georgetown University to becoming the first overall pick in an NBA Draft to his Most Valuable Player season, Allen Iverson’s life has been a rags-to-riches story like few others.

He has become a symbol of the dichotomy of sports in America, equally praised and criticized for his independence, brashness, flare, and ability. To a society in cultural and generational flux, he represents both the deepest fears and the brightest hopes.

“I’ve said it a million times, there are going to be a billion people who love Allen Iverson and a billion people who hate him,” Allen has said. “I don’t know why some people dislike me. I play basketball. I take care of things off the court. Why criticize me when Fm trying my hardest?”

His is the story of both the upsides and downsides of life as a famous celebrity. It is also the American Dream, but it’s one that many are afraid to embrace because it comes with all of the rough edges that we so often like to pretend do not exist.

Allen Iverson grew up in extreme poverty, living in a neighborhood plagued by drugs and violence, a place that squashed more dreams than it allowed to escape. But it was this climate that forged his dogged determination to make a better life for himself and his family—and it shaped his ability to view the world in a clear, straightforward manner.

“I wanna be the best basketball player that’s ever played the game,” Allen says. “Number one, because I think I worked that hard to be that. And number two, this is my profession, and I wanna be the best at what I do.

“I know that when I leave the game, some people will still say he is not the best player that ever played the game. But I know in my mind that I will have tried to be.”

In the 2000-2001 season, the twenty-six-year-old Allen Iverson took a giant step in that direction.

From his summer of discontent in 2000, where he was almost traded, Allen raised his level of play and carried the Sixers to their greatest season in nearly two decades. Along the way he became an All-Star, the league’s leading scorer, and the shortest MVP in NBA history. He brought his team within a whisker of winning the world championship.

He silenced critics while still staying true to himself.

At the beginning of the season he was still being mentioned as the poster child for everything that was wrong with modern professional sports, and by the end of it, he was being hailed as the brightest new face of the NBA.

The truth has always been in between. He’s been under intense scruntiny since he was a high school junior, navigating the trials and errors of adulthood in the biggest fishbowl imaginable. Consequently, it seems his every action is automatically placed in the plus or minus column of his growth, maturation, or worthiness of being called a role model.

“I’m still the same person,” Allen says. “I’m just older, wiser. I’ve never changed who I was. Philly is everything to me. I always wanted to be a Sixer. I wanted to be the first pick (in the draft).

“I almost left here. I had to get better as a player, but first I had to get better as a person. I had to listen a little better.

“(The Sixers) were talking about getting rid of me. I heard a lot of negative things, even from some fans. I just kept working. Eventually they accepted me for who I was inside, not my hair, my jewelry, who I hang with, my music.”

The path to greatness is often paved by the lessons learned from the past. As Allen Iverson moves forward, his NBA career now seems headed down a road that could eventually rank with some of the greatest of all time.

His journey has not been easy, and at times he’s paid a heavy price for the mistakes he made along the way. But in the end, his is a story of persistence, a reminder to all that questions don’t have to be an unpassable obstacle as long as you keep looking for “THE ANSWER.”
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This was different for Allen Iverson. He was the 1996-97 NBA Rookie of the Year. He was named Most Valuable Player of the 2001 NBA All-Star Game. He had just been named league MVP for the 2000-2001 season.

But this was the NBA Finals—Iverson’s first ever and the Philadelphia 76ers’ first since 1983.

As always, all eyes would be on Iverson. And all that stood between him and the ultimate reward for a season of remarkable growth, acceptance, and recognition were Shaquille O’Neal, Kobe Bryant, and the defending champion Los Angeles Lakers.

The Sixers were the largest underdogs in NBA history. The question wasn’t if the Lakers would beat them, but just how many games would it take.

Typically, Iverson was not fazed.

“Pressure?” Iverson asked before Game 1 of the NBA Finals. “This isn’t pressure. This is basketball. This is fun. This is what I love to do. Pressure is coming from where I come from. And growing up the way I had to grow up. That’s pressure. That’s life.”

Ann Iverson was fifteen years old when she found out she was pregnant. She had just made the girls basketball team at Bethel High School, and after taking her physical, she was told she was going to have a baby.

Having grown up in the ghettos of Hartford, Connecticut, Ann, the oldest of four siblings, had just relocated to Hampton, Virginia, to live with her maternal grandmother. Ann’s own mother had died at the age of thirty, after becoming ill due to complications from a previous medical procedure.

“When my mother died, I remember running outside in the rain and shouting, ‘What kind of God are you to do this?’” said Ann, who was twelve at the time. “‘How could you do this?’”

Ann knew who the father of her unborn child was. His name was Allen Broughton, and the two had gone to grade school together in Hartford. He had said he loved her and would be there for her.

Like many young men who are suddenly faced with the awesome responsibilities of fatherhood, Broughton may not have fully understood everything that meant.

“My intentions were to move down to (Hampton),” Broughton once told The Philadelphia Daily News, “but I was only fifteen years old. Then she got involved with someone, and I got involved with someone. We never had a chance to be together.”

Ann Iverson was still a child herself, single, frightened, stuck in poverty, jobless, and about to become a mother.

Into this world came Allen Iverson, born on June 7, 1975, in Hampton.

“What is it—a boy or a girl?” Ann Iverson recalled asking on the day Allen was born.

She remembered that friends had told her to pray for a boy, so that she would have someone she could count on to help her through the difficult times that were ahead of her.

“Thank you, Jesus,” Ann Iverson said when she was told she had a son. “I remember I was so amazed—this was a real baby. Not a baby doll, but someone I would have to care for. I remember when I stretched him out on the bed to check him out, his hands came down to his kneecaps. I got so excited.

“I thought, this little boy is going to play ball!”

Shortly after Allen was born, Ann Iverson brought him to Hartford to meet Allen Broughton, but as she looked around the neighborhood, she decided that this was not the place she wanted to raise a child.

“I looked around at these people hanging out, the drugs being sold,” Ann said of the neighborhood where she grew up. “I told myself, ‘No way am I ever coming back here.’“

As a consequence, Allen Broughton was out of Ann and Allen Iverson’s life by the time the baby boy had turned three.

Ann Iverson’s grandmother had also passed away leaving Ann alone with a son to raise. By the time she was seventeen, Ann Iverson and her son Allen had moved in with her boyfriend, Michael Freeman. Although not his biological parent, Freeman was the man Allen Iverson grew up to consider his father.

“I understand the kind of life we were brought up in,” Ann Iverson has said of her relationship with Broughton. “I have never, ever blamed him. I have told Allen not to blame him.

“I feel sorry for (Broughton). Not only did he never contribute, he never even called to see how Allen was doing. Allen would look at him today like just another guy he would pass on the street.”

Much of who Allen is can be traced back to his relationship with his mother Ann. There’s is an uncompromised love, an unbreakable bond.

“She is the person I have always looked up to,” said Allen, who has a tattoo of Ann’s initials over his heart. “I’ve never had a sports figure as a role model. It was always her.

“By her always telling me I could do something with my life, I believed her. She used to tell me I could be anything I wanted to be. Some moms in her position would have given up, but she did what it took. I feel I was raised well. I would not have wanted to be raised by anyone else or anyplace else.”

Life in Hampton was as tough as it comes.

The Stewart Garden Apartments in the East End of Newport News, Virginia, were a desolate and hopeless place.

The drugs, violence, and prostitution that Ann Iverson had hoped to keep her son away from in Hartford were unfortunately there in the Stewart Garden Apartments as well. Allen Iverson grew up in a world were drug deals and shootings could happen in the middle of the day.

When she was eighteen, Ann Iverson received $3,818 as part of a settlement from the hospital over her mother’s death. But that didn’t last long.

Soon she had to deal with a sick daughter. Ann had two daughters with Freeman—Brandy, who was born in 1979, and Iiesha, born in 1991. The medical problems of Iiesha, who suffered frequent seizures, would later play an influential role in Allen Iverson making the biggest decision of his life—to enter the NBA Draft in 1996.

In addition to Iiesha’s problems, money was tight. Ann worked at Langley Air Force Base as a secretary, then at New Hampton, Inc. driving a forklift, and then at a local shipyard as a welder.

“She did whatever she had to do to make money to raise her children,” Allen Iverson said of his mother.

The home that Allen Iverson grew up in often went without running water and electricity because of unpaid bills. Worse than anything, however, was the fact that a sewage pipe ran right underneath it. Whenever a pipe would burst, and they often did, raw sewage would seep into the home where Allen and his family lived.

“Coming home, no lights, no food, sometimes no water,” Allen Iverson said of his difficult upbringing. “Then when there was water, no hot water.

“Living in a house where the sewer was busted and having to watch my sisters walk around in their shoes and socks all day because the floor was wet from the sewage. The smell by itself was making my sisters sick.”

Michael Freeman worked in the Newport News shipyards, but a car accident in January of 1988 cost him his job. His family was suffering, and he couldn’t find work.

In the end, Freeman was desperate to help his family. He had been in and out of jail for most of his life, so it wasn’t that difficult for him to convince himself that committing a crime was not so bad if it was to support his family.

In 1991 Freeman was caught and convicted of drug possession with the intent to distribute.

“I didn’t buy Cadillacs and diamond rings,” Freeman once said, explaining his illegal activities. “I was paying bills.”

Freeman served twenty-two months in prison and then was sentenced to another twenty-three months for violating his parole.

At the time, Allen Iverson said he was mad at Michael Freeman for going to jail, but as he got older, he changed his mind about the man who had taught him to play basketball and took him to pickup games.

“He was just trying to feed his family,” Allen said of Freeman. “He never robbed nobody. It would kill him to come home from jail and see how his family was living.

“One time he came home and just sat down and cried.”

Allen Iverson was fifteen years old. He hadn’t entered the ninth grade. His biological father had abandoned him, and the man whom he considered his father was in prison. His family was poor and living in atrocious conditions. And he was the man of the house.

“When you’re the oldest man in the house,” Allen said once in an interview, “and your mother is motherless and not much older than some of your friends, and your sister is shaking, and you don’t know why you’re living in a dark, freezing sewer hole, it occurs to you that there is a lot riding on you.”

Life outside of the house wasn’t much easier for Allen. Growing up in poverty has its own rules, some that mainstream society doesn’t always understand. Allen saw things that no child should have to see, much less live through day to day. His friends and acquaintances were the people he grew up with in his neighborhood. Some of them dealt drugs. Some of them committed crimes. Some of them were in gangs.

And even though Allen avoided the temptation of getting heavily involved in some of the trouble his friends did, they were still his friends. Maybe that was because all of them, including Allen, knew they were living in a harsh situation where sometimes the greatest accomplishment was simply waking up alive the next day.

Over the course of one summer Allen lost eight friends to violent deaths, including his best friend, Tony Clark, who had always been there to stand up for Allen when trouble appeared.

Ann Iverson recalled a conversation she had with her then teenage son. “Ma, I can’t be poor. I just can’t be poor,” she said he told her.

Allen Iverson had a plan to get out of the poverty he had grown up in, a plan that would take him and his family away from all of the hardship they had known.

His plan was basketball.

“I knew I had to succeed for my family,” Allen once said in an interview. “People would say, man, that’s a million-to-one shot to make it to the NBA, but I’d say, ‘Not for me it ain’t.’ ’Cause if I didn’t succeed, well, I don’t wanna think about it.

“I thought, for all the suffering they’ve done. They need me to make it. They ought to have some satisfaction in life.

“I had a bigger picture for my life. I wasn’t going to go back to the sewer.”
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Ann Iverson always loved basketball. Her son, Allen, did not.

“I remember the first time I sent (Allen) out to play basketball,” Ann Iverson said. “He was about nine. He didn’t want to go. He started crying because I made him.”

Allen’s preferred sport was football. It was more rugged, a tougher game for a tough guy.

“I think I was like nine or ten years old,” Allen said of when he first started playing basketball. “But I never wanted to play, seriously. I always thought basketball was soft.

“My mom bought me some Jordans (basketball shoes). I came home, and she was like, ‘Here are your shoes. You’re going to basketball practice today.’ And I was like, ‘I ain’t playing no basketball. It’s soft. I don’t want to play no basketball. I don’t like basketball.’

“I was crying all the way out the door, and she’s pushing me out. I got there and I saw all these kids who were also on my football team playing basketball. I came home and I thanked my mom. I’ve been playing basketball ever since.

“But I miss football. I never expected to play basketball in the NBA at first. I always felt it was going to be football.”

Some athletes take time to find their game, and some know it right away. Despite his small frame, Allen took to basketball immediately. And people began to notice.

Allen said he first started playing ball at Anderson Park in Newport News, Virginia, and then his home court became Aberdine Elementary School in Hampton, Virginia.

“That’s where I watched my uncles and my uncles’ friends play,” Allen said. “They were the people I thought were so nice, so cold on the court.

“I had to play right after school. It was blazing hot, like 105 or something. My uncles and their friends would come to the court at five or six o’clock when the sun was going down, and they ran.”

A young Allen wanted to run with them, but at that time they wouldn’t let him.

“I guess they thought I wasn’t good enough, or I was too young.”

That all changed by the time Allen hit the ninth grade. By then, the rumors around Virginia’s Tidewater Area were about a basketball prodigy who could dribble as fast as others could run and was virtually unstoppable when he was determined to score.

By the time he reached the ninth grade, everyone knew who Allen Iverson was.

“Then everybody wanted to pick me for their team,” Allen said. “They wanted to pick me first. ‘Yo, I got A.I.’

“It was just a great feeling because that was where I always wanted to play. Before they were hollering at me to get off the court because I was trying to play while they were playing. Then to go back and be able to play against them and kill them.”

Iverson took his game off the street tops and into the gym at Bethel High—the same school his mother was playing basketball at when she first discovered she was pregnant. At Bethel, Allen became a two-sport star in football and basketball, appearing on the varsity football team as a freshman and playing wide receiver and safety.

As a sophomore quarterback/safety in 1991, Allen led Bethel to an undefeated regular season and its first outright Peninsula District football title in fifteen years. He produced 1,583 yards of total offense and intercepted 13 passes.

“I wonder sometimes,” Allen’s high school football coach Dennis Kozlowski said, “if he would have stuck with football, I think he would have been a major Division I quarterback in college. And after that, who knows?”

“As much as Allen has accomplished on the basketball court, he’s not even playing his best sport,” said Gary Moore, whom Allen lived with during part of his high school years and now works as Allen’s personal assistant. “His best sport is football, and I’m not the only one who will tell you that.”

But there were no doubts about Allen’s prospects as a basketball player.

During the summer of 1991, Allen exploded onto the college basketball scene when his uncanny scoring led the Boo Williams AAU team, which was comprised of Hampton Roads All-Stars, to the semifinals of the seventeen-and-under AAU National Tournament.

“Allen had this dream to become a professional basketball player,” said Michael Bailey, Allen’s coach at Bethel High. “When the first man walked on the moon, that meant Allen could play in the NBA. To me, any dream is a possible dream. He and his mom visualized (his making the NBA) years ago. It would have been crazy for me to say something special wasn’t going to happen for him.”

Basketball coaches from schools like Duke, Kentucky, and Notre Dame began calling the local newspaper for stories about Allen’s basketball exploits.

When Allen missed the second day of preseason football practice in 1992, it was thought that he might have given up football to concentrate solely on basketball. Allen hadn’t given up football, and the 1992-93 school year would turn out to be the greatest of his young life.

In the opening game of the 1992 football season, Allen did not start at quarterback for Bethel. But at halftime Coach Kozlowski put him back behind center, and Allen led the Bruins on two scoring drives in their first four possessions as the Bruins won their season opener 21-0.

With Allen leading the way, Bethel reached Virginia’s Group AAA Division 5 playoffs. In a semifinal game Allen helped the Bruins rally from a 16-0 deficit to defeat Huguenot High 22-16 and advance to the championship game. Allen capped the comeback by scoring the winning touchdown on a 2-yard sneak in overtime.

In the Division 5 State Championship Game against E. C. Glass High School, Allen passed for two touchdowns, intercepted two passes and scored two touchdowns as the Bruins won 27-0.

“State football,” Iverson said in April 2001 after the Sixers had finally beaten the Indiana Pacers in the first round of the NBA playoffs. “That’s the last time I felt this happy. State football, not basketball. How many years ago was that? It was ninety-two. It’s been from that whole time for me.”

Allen accounted for 2,204 yards of total offense his junior year at Bethel High. He scored 21 touchdowns, passed for 14 more, and had eight interceptions. He still holds the Virginia high school record with five interceptions in a single game.

Allen was named the Virginia Group AAA Football Player of the Year. He was first-team All-State as a defensive back and kick returner and received consideration as the All-State quarterback.

Division I coaches from schools like Florida State, North Carolina, Maryland, and Virginia Tech were recruiting Allen as a quarterback and safety.

“I would look at NFL games and see things Deion Sanders did and know that Allen did them for us,” Coach Kozlowski said. “And the thing was we’d get him the first day of practice, and then he would be gone right after our last game, gone to play basketball.”

Basketball was still Allen’s true calling.

Three days and just one practice after leading Bethel to the state football championship, Allen played the first game of his junior season in basketball and scored 37 to lead the Bruins to a 73-68 victory over Kecoughtan High.

It was the beginning of an amazing season in which Allen would average 31.6 points, 8.7 rebounds, and 9.2 assists a game. The 948 points he scored broke the twenty-year-old single-season record established by Petersburg High’s Moses Malone—Malone, who had gone directly from high school to professional basketball and eventually became one of the 50 Greatest Players in NBA history.

“I knew what Allen could do in basketball,” Coach Bailey said, “but there wasn’t time to appreciate it. There was always the next practice, the next game, the next thing to do.”
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