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CHAPTER 1
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One Way or Another This Darkness Got to Give
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Summer 2009, San Diego

I can’t do this anymore. It’s just too hard. It hurts too much. Why should I continue? What’s the point in going on? I have been down so long now, I have no idea which way anywhere is anymore. There’s no reason to believe that tomorrow is going to be any better.

If I had a gun, I would use it.

The light has gone out of my life, and there’s no sound, either. Not even in my spirit and soul, where at least there has always been music.

I have been living on the floor for most of the last two and a half years, unable to move, unable to get up. I’ve cut myself off from Jerry, Bob, Neil, and the rest, just as I’ve disconnected from most everybody and everything else. The only people I see, talk to, or hear from are the few who refuse to leave me alone—my wife, Lori; my brother Bruce; our four sons; the most obstinate of my closest friends, like Andy Hill, Jim Gray, my guys in the Grateful Dead—and the one person I refuse to leave alone, John Wooden, now almost one hundred years old. Everybody else has been turned away. My mom doesn’t even know about any of this. She only gets the good news.

Lori always says my mind is like a slot machine: you never know how the spinning wheels are going to align.

The wheel is turning and you can’t slow down,

You can’t let go, and you can’t hold on,

You can’t go back, and you can’t stand still,

If the thunder don’t get you, then the lightning will.

I’ve lived with pain for most of my life, but pain has never been my entire life. It’s in my spine now, and radiating everywhere from it. It has taken me down like never before. And it just won’t let me be.

What to some is pain, to me is really just fatigue. I love and live for that fatigue and the soreness that comes with it, when you’ve pushed yourself relentlessly up and over another long, hard climb—the longer and harder the better—and met the toughest challenges imaginable, fighting against gravity and exhaustion, even when one more push seems impossible, until you reach the top, and the destination of euphoria, and you throw your arms over your head in a wild explosion of ecstasy and celebration—a high-altitude climax that you’re sure will last forever. There is nothing like it.

But this time is different—real different.

I was inspired early on by George Bernard Shaw, who challenged us all, as we approach the scrap heap of life, to become “a force of nature instead of a feverish, selfish little clod of ailments and grievances, complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you happy.”

That’s the way it has always gone for me, as a young boy growing up in San Diego, chasing my basketball dreams at UCLA, then Portland, with my hometown Clippers, and finally in Boston. It was more of the same later on, out on the broadcasting and business road for more than twenty years. It’s why I’ve gone to more than 859 Grateful Dead shows. It’s really all been one show that never ends. It’s also why, when I’m not at a Dead show, or not involved with basketball or business, I am at my happiest and best when riding high, up on my bike, dripping and soaking with sweat under the hot, burning sun, turning the crank and pushing the wheel endlessly over, time after time after time. Mile after countless mile across the warm, dry desert, along the twisting, jagged coast, or winding up a mountain, spinning, twirling, rolling, drifting, dreaming, celebrating—the chance of being on yet another long, hard climb, the longer and harder the better.

I can’t count the number of these long, hard climbs I’ve made over the years. But I do know that while the longest and hardest have taken me the highest, I never was able to get that euphoria to last very long. Every time, way too soon after I’d reached the top—so tantalizingly close to perfection—the dancing, dreaming, and celebrating that I was sure would never end would come to a crashing halt. Somehow, some way, my wheels would stop turning; I’d lose control and wind up skidding or skulking off the road, collapsing into a crumpled, helpless, hopeless heap—where everything would end up broken.

But with every inevitable catastrophic collapse, at least I always had the music—the one thing that never stopped. The songs, the stories, the dreams, the hope, would always get me through.

I realized at a very early age that all the songs of my heroes were really just songs of my own. And that they were written for me, to me, about me, and about everything that happened in my life. Somehow, some way, they all knew. About everything. The Dead, Dylan, Neil, the Johns—Lennon and Fogerty—Crosby, Stills & Nash, the Stones, Carlos, the Beach Boys, the Beatles, Jimmy Cliff, Jackson Browne, and ultimately the Eagles and Bruce Springsteen.

It fell apart, and it breaks my heart to think about how close we came.

So close, so many times. It all could have been so perfect but for the fiery crash that would ruin everything, every time. UCLA and the 88-game winning streak that should have been a perfect 105—what could and should have been, ultimately ending in disappointment, shame, and embarrassment. The Trail Blazers, Clippers, Celtics—more of the same. It all could have been so right; it all should have been so perfect.

When life looks like Easy Street, there is danger at your door.

It’s never a good idea, Coach Wooden preached, to measure yourself by what you have done rather than by what you could or should have been able to do.

But at least my crashes—painful, miserable, and frequent as they were—always eventually led to new beginnings and the next long, hard climb. And on each new climb, I had to try to remember to learn perspective, relativity, patience, and tolerance, and remind myself of the fragility of it all. You’d think I would know by now. But the pattern kept repeating. Each new challenge filled me with new confidence that this time would be different. And that the joys of this long, hard climb would finally last forever.

Coach Wooden was presciently brilliant on so many fronts. Sadly it took me too long to realize it. When I played for him, I was a teenager—seventeen, eighteen, nineteen years old. Most of what he said in those days seemed ridiculous. He would constantly remind me then, and continue to tell me over the next four decades, “Walton, you are the slowest learner I have ever had!”

Coach Wooden was an English teacher by profession; he had young men under his athletic supervision in the afternoon. Coach was charged by his father, Joshua, to “make each day your masterpiece.” Coach dutifully passed that wisdom on to all of his students. For his certificate of currency, relevancy, and authenticity, he wrote his master’s thesis on how to teach poetry. And while Coach had his poets—Shakespeare, Tennyson, Frost, Longfellow, Whitman, Dailey—I have mine: Jerry Garcia, John Lennon, Neil Young, Bob Dylan. Maybe if Coach had listened more closely, he would have realized that my guys were singing the same songs as his. I’m sure he felt the same way about me—listening more closely and all.

These days, it feels like none of them are singing anymore at all—Coach’s masters or mine. The music has finally, unexpectedly, tragically, totally stopped. I am buried too far down. It’s just too dark down here. And the climb is finally too long and too darn hard.

By the numbers, I am the most injured athlete in the history of sports. My injuries are not the gravest, but they are mine. They never go away. Sadly, they are the kinds of injuries that no one could see happen or ultimately understand—the way the world witnessed Joe Theismann’s leg snapping like a twig, endlessly replayed on TV.

And while I am a fighter and a player in the game of life, I am not much more than that. The true champions and heroes in our world are the freedom fighters struggling for truth and justice, the ones who through the ages gave up everything—their limbs, their minds, their freedom, their lives—so that all of us could have a chance to chase our dreams.

For me, the dream has too often devolved into the nightmare of endlessly repetitive and constant pain, agony, and guilt. Thirty-seven orthopedic surgeries, nearly all stemming from my malformed feet—my faulty foundation, which led to the endless string of stress fractures, which ultimately brought on the whole mess I’m in now. The insidious, ever-widening fractures in my feet, made so much worse by the fact that they were undetectable, even by machines, so that practically everyone had doubts that they ever even really existed. Confusing and confounding doubts that even consumed me.

The band was packed and gone

Were they ever even here at all?

I was born with structural, congenital defects in my feet, something that I learned way too late in life. My feet were not built to last—or to play basketball. My skeletal, structural foundation—inflexible and rigid—could not absorb the endless stress and impact of running, jumping, turning, twisting, and pounding for twenty-six years. Those fractures, tiny at first, were buried deep inside the bones, breaking from the inside out. Those bones in my feet and legs would ultimately fail just from playing the game I lived and loved, forced apart like earth’s tectonic plates, scraping and torqueing along a fault line.

I eventually ground my lower extremities down to dust.

As each long, hard climb became more impossibly difficult, the pain that I always thought was just part of life and the price of commitment and perfection would ultimately send me limping off the road into that miserable, useless scrap heap.

Yes, the external pressures on me to play—when the crippling pain in my feet would tell me to stop—were enormous and very real. But ultimately the fault was mine. I was too weak to stand up for myself.

Won’t you try just a little bit harder? Couldn’t you try just a little bit more? . . .

Tryin’ to get just a little bit farther than you’ve gone before.

Chasing my dreams was devolving into the deteriorating state of tormented conflict that has come to define my life.



I grew up in San Diego. It was perfect. My life was wonderful—great families; excellent schools, teachers, and coaches; it was sunny and eighty degrees every day. I assumed it was the same everywhere, for everyone.

Cursed with my bad feet and a lifelong speech impediment, I grew up thinking that everybody’s feet hurt all the time and that only the lucky ones were able to talk. I was twenty-one before it ever occurred to me that there might be people who didn’t have my best interests at heart.

And then I joined the NBA.

I was totally unprepared for a professional life outside the shelter of my family, my friends, my teachers, my coaches, and California. My parents loved me more than they cared about themselves. They taught my two brothers, my sister, and me to speak up and out, and to take action to make things better and right. It never crossed my mind that this could ever lead to problems.

Both my parents were college graduates and professionals. My dad was a social worker, adult educator, and music teacher; my mom was our town’s librarian. I was a top student. I loved school. But because of my profound, limiting, and shamefully embarrassing stuttering problem, I learned to live and love life by myself. I loved to read, study history, write, and immerse my spirit and soul in all kinds of music. For the longest time we didn’t have a TV, couldn’t afford one. When finally we saved up enough money to buy one, my mom, who was in charge of the finances, declared under relentless pressure from the children that while we did now have enough money to buy a TV, she had done extensive research at the library and determined that there was nothing on TV worth watching—so we weren’t going to get one.

When I was twelve I discovered, at a friend’s house, that basketball was on TV. With that revelation came the staggering conclusion that my mom was not right about everything.

I had started playing basketball when I was eight and immediately fell in love with it because of my first coach, Rocky—our local fireman. When I was ten, I discovered the Lakers and the NBA on the radio, brought to life by Chick Hearn. Rocky and Chick were God to me. They defined my reality, creating a world that was not only fun but incredibly exciting. They had the ability to paint a masterpiece every night. And they delivered.

Basketball is the most perfect of all games. All you have to do is wait for the opening tip; then it’s, Who’s got a game? Who’s in shape? Who can play? Who really wants this? It also allows someone who might be less naturally gifted than another to always have the chance to win, by outthinking and working smarter than the other guy, especially if teamed with equally smart, dedicated, and determined dreamers.

Rocky ultimately turned out to be my best coach. Rocky—like John Wooden, Denny Crum, Lenny Wilkens, Jack Ramsay, Gene Shue, Paul Silas, Don Chaney, K. C. Jones, and Red Auerbach—never really coached basketball. They all coached life. I learned early on that basketball was life, and that every possession of the ball provided unlimited opportunities to make a powerful, positive impact and contribution to our goal, a realization that I try to apply to everything I do in my life.

In basketball—like life—if your team is well coached, well conditioned, reasonably intelligent, and totally determined to make a positive, consistent contribution, you just might be able to find a way to beat anybody, maybe everybody. Or at least to have the chance to succeed on any long, hard climb.

Despite my bad feet and cursed speech, things were going fine for me until I was fourteen. I was 6'1", maybe 110 pounds, and playing basketball every minute that I could. Then one day in the summer of ’67, down at the Helix High gym, I was playing against some really old guys—they must have been in their thirties. I was having a big day, just torching them, and they didn’t like it. So they took me down with a high-low, tearing up my left knee. They stood over me, laughing.

Bob Dylan wrote: “When I was down, you just stood there grinning.”

After a few months of rest and rehabilitation during which my knee didn’t get any better, I was wheeled into surgery in the early fall for my first operation. I was fourteen years old. Afterward the doctor told me, “We don’t know how this is going to play out, Billy. Just go home and lie down for a few months and we’ll hope and pray for the best.”

Things were never the same again. I dutifully went to bed, and when I got up three months later I was six and a half inches taller—but only five pounds heavier. My parents were aghast; none of my clothes fit anymore. But my coach, now Gordon Nash, was ecstatic.

I loved basketball from the very beginning—because of Rocky, because of the nature of the game, the speed, strategy, execution, repetition, running, jumping, and sweating. And I really loved the results—like winning.

In my first varsity season as a Helix junior in 1968–69, we won our last sixteen games. The next time my team lost was about five and a half years later, midway through my senior season at UCLA.

I lived to play on winning teams. At UCLA, I was All-America, Academic All-America, and College Player of the Year three times each. In the NBA, I was the league’s No. 1 draft pick, its Most Valuable Player, was part of two championship teams, NBA Finals MVP, NBA Sixth Man of the Year, and was named to the NBA’s All Time Team as one of the 50 Greatest Players in NBA History. I got to know and work with some of the most important people of the second half of the twentieth century. I’ve had the greatest adventures and lived the most wonderful life imaginable. But I also carry the burdens of my failures—every day.

Just as there was a stretch over six seasons when I didn’t play in a losing game, there were another six seasons over which I could hardly play in any games at all. I am responsible for the failure of my hometown Clippers to succeed in San Diego. I was an NBA player for fourteen seasons, but when you add up all the games I could not play because of injuries—mostly those disastrously frustrating foot fractures that so many fans, reporters, announcers, coaches, cheerleaders, teammates, team owners, trainers, league officials, team doctors, and even I at times thought were imaginary—I missed the equivalent of nine and a half of those fourteen seasons. That I let down so many people because of injuries that no one could see caused me incredible pain and despair that was almost as overwhelming as the pain I’m feeling now.

On May 10, 1993, the night I was inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, it all came full circle. I was part of the Hall of Fame class that includes Julius Erving, Calvin Murphy, Ann Meyers, Walt Bellamy, Dan Issel, Dick McGuire, and Uljana Semjonova (the 7' Latvian woman who played eighteen years without losing a game in international competition). Each of us was asked to speak for five minutes, and I went last, at the bottom of the alphabet. By this time in my life, I had learned to speak a little bit—another long, hard climb—and as my remarks passed the sixteen-minute mark of my allotted five, Brian McIntyre, monitoring the proceedings on behalf of the NBA, stood up and interrupted me midsentence, yelling, “Come on, Walton, let’s wrap this thing up! Your speech is lasting longer than your career did!”

People who suffer learn to laugh about their sadness in public. But in retrospect today, I understand now that I let down every team I ever played on. It’s hard not to think of those moments that could have been.

On the night Coach Wooden was honored as the greatest coach in the history of the world—not simply the greatest college coach, not merely the greatest basketball coach, but the greatest of all coaches in all sports for all time—Wooden, then ninety-nine years old, wrapped up his speech, the last of his life, by saying, “Finally, I want to say that I’m sorry to each and every one of you. I am sorry that I wasn’t able to do more to help you.”

While Wooden was and is my coach, Bill Russell is my hero, my favorite player ever—on and off the court—and the greatest winner in the history of sports. His college teams won back-to-back championships, and his Boston Celtics won eleven NBA championships in thirteen seasons. And yet, Russell only wants to talk about the two years he didn’t win. One of the reasons he is my hero is that for Bill Russell, success is limited by the things that don’t get done.

My failures lurk in the dates that have become daggers to my heart: January 7, January 19, and March 23, 1974; April 21, 1978; September 27, 1979; June 14, 1987; February 1, 1990.

And then in late February 2008—the day my spine collapsed and failed. The day I staggered down into this crumpled, wretched heap on the floor from which I no longer have the strength or the will to get up.

All the things I planned to do but did only halfway.

I live to be part of a special team, which is why my forty-three-year relationship with Coach Wooden was so perfect, despite the fact that when we first came together at UCLA in 1970—he was sixty-one and I just seventeen—we saw things so differently. Everything but basketball. In what was then the most serious contest under way in America, the Battle for the Soul and Future of our Country, we had opposite views on almost every subject, from the length of my hair to my lifestyle, politics, and choice of friends to my idea of writing a letter to President Nixon demanding he resign—on Coach Wooden’s personal stationery. I made Coach’s life miserable. And here at the end, he’s the one saying he’s sorry.

Life puts you on all sorts of teams, in all sorts of games. One of the best teams that I got to be part of never lost a game, and came the closest of all to reaching that endless and perfect wave that stretches to eternity. But it sadly did end for Jerry Garcia in 1995, and it has ended now for me. The music of the Grateful Dead that ran through my head nonstop for more than forty years has inexplicably now stopped. I am desperate, empty of hope, empty of dreams, empty of everything. I live—if you can call it life—on the floor, and I can’t take it anymore.

My spine will no longer hold me. After spending more than forty years on the road—half as a player, half as a broadcaster, all as a proud Dead Head, logging two hundred nights and often six hundred thousand air miles each and every year—I can’t go anymore. I can’t get up off the floor.

The pain I’m feeling now is worse than anything I could have ever imagined. Unrelenting, debilitating, and excruciating—the pain has destroyed me. Imagine being submerged in a vat of scalding acid with an electric current running constantly through it. A burning, stinging, pulsating, punishing pain that you can never escape. Ever.

There are times when I’m lying here—with nothing. Lori, the most beautiful and wonderful of angels, as fine as anything’s fine, comes to me. As she gets ever closer, it is just too much. And I cry out, in whimpering pain, “STOP. Don’t come any closer. YOU’RE PUSHING THE AIR ONTO ME! It’s too much. STOP!!!”

My life is over. I can do nothing. I eat my meals stretched out prone on the floor. I have to crawl like a snake to the bathroom, and use all my strength to climb up to the toilet. I don’t think I am going to make it. I tell Lori that it’s time for her to go, to get out while the getting is good.

Not wanting to leave her with a big mess, we’ve put our longtime family home—the dream of a lifetime for the past thirty-six years—up for sale and moved into the small cottage next door. I can’t think. I can’t sleep, except when my neighbor Danny comes over and starts explaining his insurance company workers’ comp legal defense work, which puts me straight out, but only for a moment.

One day I am on the floor, as always, and Lori has just put some food down in front of me, so that I can slurp something in. I hear the front door open at the other end of the house and know it’s our youngest son, Chris, dropping in for a visit with his new dog, Cortez, a huge, rambunctious bullmastiff that must weigh three or four hundred pounds, and is still just a puppy. I can hear Chris release Cortez, and the giant, panting beast begins to roam. On the prowl, Cortez comes around a corner and wanders over to where I am lying facedown on the floor and stares at me, transfixed, as I try to nibble or slurp some food off the plate, just inches in front of my mouth. The giant dog looks at the meal in front of my face, marches right up to it, and wolfs down every morsel in a single bite—and there is nothing I can do about it.

Cortez turns to leave, and as he rounds the corner, he belches and passes gas, never looking back. It is the lowest point imaginable.

I’ve run the gamut from thinking I am going to die to wanting to die to the worst of all possible places—being afraid that I am going to live—and this is what I am going to be stuck with. I have given up. I am standing on the edge of a bridge, measuring, knowing full well that it would be better to jump than to go back to what is left of my life. It is time to go.

Knocked down—it gets to wearing thin,

They just won’t let you be.

Two and a half years I have spent on the floor. When I was at my lowest, I was fired from my broadcasting job—right in the middle of Lori’s birthday party. I didn’t have the heart to tell her for several days. There went our income, our health insurance, my dignity, my self-respect. We would lose our home.

Johnny Cash and Merle Haggard could have written a song.

I no longer have the strength to fight back. The mind-numbing, spirit-sapping, life-draining drugs they tell me are supposed to help eventually just become more of what I desperately need to get away from. If only this were a game and I could look to Maurice Lucas, my greatest teammate, the strongest, gentlest, and toughest friend anybody could ever ask for, who, anytime anything needed to be done—move somebody out of the way, punch someone in the face—would stand tall and convincingly say, “I’ll take care of this.” But Maurice can’t help here—he’s dying of cancer himself. Where is Larry Bird to shoot us out of trouble, now that the game is really on the line? What can Coach Wooden tell me now? Where is the band? Please, Jerry, just one more time—take me safely home.

Turn on your light, let it shine on me.

But there is no light at all now, and no sound, either, not even in my mind. It is all so terribly dark. The music has been gone for months, years now. If only I could float and bathe, one more time, in the Dead’s flesh-eating, low-end beam, maybe it could breathe life into me—one more time.

The music has stopped. The pain digs in ever deeper and devours more and more of me for days, weeks, months, years—with no end in sight. Only I can end this.

I ask Lori to drive me to my beloved Balboa Park, where my glorious childhood memories live—of picnic dinners with our family, of running wild through the playgrounds with my brothers and sister, of one day discovering magical Muni Gym, my personal Shangri-la where endless games of pickup basketball changed and made my life.

I struggle to pull myself out of the car and take a few agonizing steps along the beautifully ancient Cabrillo Bridge, which spans the park and the freeway, hundreds of feet below. I stand, peer, and ponder.

Later I hear a friend on my voice mail: “Hey, Bill—I was driving to work this morning and I saw you standing on the bridge. I was going to yell ‘Don’t jump!’ but I didn’t want to scare you. It was great to see you out in the sunshine, though!”

Comes a time, when the blind man takes your hand,

Says: Don’t you see? Got to make it somehow, on the dreams you still believe

Don’t give it up, you’ve got an empty cup, only love can fill.



I have lost everything, the last possession being the will to live.

But then. Just before the final fade-out . . .

I know I don’t control it, but somewhere deep inside, there is still a faint spirit fighting for life, for the light, trying to escape the darkness and evil that is strangling me. I try to reach one last time for some strength to give this fighting spirit some room to move, to breathe, but it’s harder and requires more of everything than I’ve ever given to anything in my life.

I can’t do it alone. I need help to push through the pain and the sadness. I need Maurice with all his strength to clear the space and pull me through. I keep working and searching and fighting, calling for help from everyone I’ve encountered along the road—from my family and friends, from my teammates, my heroes, my teachers and coaches—searching to find that way out . . . and back.

The effort exhausts me, and I am ready to give it all up when I begin to sense something. It’s more than just the dull, numb, lifeless, joyless pulse I’ve had now for all these interminable months. Something is swelling up and bulging out from the depths.

Did you hear what I just heard? There seems to be a beat now,

I can feel it in my feet now, listen, here it comes again!

I can’t believe it, but I’m faintly hearing a beat. And slowly that beat is getting stronger and louder. And now there is energy and a current of electricity. Now a vamp. A rising tide of anticipation. More sound and more tension, turning into a rhythm, about to become a frenzy. And now I can feel it.

The fans are on their feet. They know what’s coming next.

And then . . .

The band is starting up again! The music plays, the wheel begins to turn again, and to my complete astonishment, the total darkness of death and the fog of despair are beginning to lift. Can I really hold on? Is there a chance I can take more trips, make an impact, play in the game of life one more time?

Every time that wheel turns around, bound to cover just a little more ground. . . .

Round, round, robin run round, got to get back where you belong.



Could it be that Coach Wooden’s slowest learner ever has finally figured out a way to make that last long, hard climb—one more time? The one that will take me all the way to heaven?

Old man, take a look at my life, I’m a lot like you were.





CHAPTER 2
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My Time Comin’ Any Day, Don’t Worry ’Bout Me, No!

[image: Images]

California, preaching on the burning shore;

California, I’ll be knocking on the golden door

Like an angel, standing in a shaft of light;

Rising up to paradise, I know I’m gonna shine.

That’s just the way it was—perfect.

San Diego. What more could anyone ask for in life?

I was lucky that my parents chose San Diego as the place to build their lives and chase their dreams. When I was born into California’s golden sunshine on November 5, 1952, San Diego was bursting with dizzying possibilities and potential. Its vibrancy as our country’s primary West Coast Navy port and a budding educational and technological hub has consistently drawn huge waves of dreamers and visionaries for more than a century.

My mom, Gloria, was a Brooklyn girl growing up in the 1920s and ’30s. When she was thirteen her dad died, and her mom announced, “We’re out of here. We’re going to San Diego.” They first lived in a beautiful house downtown near the bay and the train station. But when World War II came, the city’s population blew up. Downtown was made over by the military and related industries, much more space was needed, and her house—like dozens of others—was in the way. So they jacked it up, put it on the back of a truck, hauled it a mile up the hill on Third Avenue just south of Hawthorne, and replanted it three blocks west of Balboa Park, that magnificent treasure where so many of my dreams—good and bad—would play out over the next six decades.

My dad, Ted, grew up in California’s Central Valley town of Taft, just west of Bakersfield. He went to college at UC Berkeley—finishing second in his class academically—got drafted into the Army, and fought in the “Good War” in Europe. When he got back, he dedicated the rest of his life to convincing people to get along. He first spent some time in Sebastopol and Eureka, both in Northern California, trying his hand as a writer. When he realized that the morning dew and the cold rain and snow there were not lifting or drying out for him, it took only a few dreary months before he announced, “I’m out of here. I’m going to San Diego.”

If you were in San Diego today, you would understand why they came. I still thank my mom every day for having come to San Diego. I thanked my dad, too, every day up until the day he passed on in 2004.

Gloria and Ted met at a social event, soon got married, and quickly started their family. My brother Bruce came first, and I followed eighteen months later. We were living originally in Mission Hills near Presidio Park, but my parents wanted more room to move around, and more children were soon to come. Mom and Dad bought a lot and built a house on a hill in La Mesa—“the Jewel of the Hills”—a few blocks from Lake Murray, about ten miles to the east of the city. My sister, Cathy, and brother Andy came along quickly.

My dad loved the outdoors, plants, and gardening. When each child was born, my parents planted a special tree at our house: Bruce (avocado), me (Brazilian pepper), Cathy (golden acacia), Andy (tangerine).

We didn’t have much in the way of material possessions, but really—we had it all. My mom was a librarian and my dad worked as a social worker, adult educator, and music teacher. Our worlds were built on music, radio, newspapers, and books. Those forces shaped and gave me my life.

My brothers and sister and I are all totally different. We were then, as we are today. We each went our own way from the very beginning, each with different interests, each chasing our own dreams. Bruce and I were especially close, but not necessarily in a friendly way. Bruce was a bully, and he stole my food. But he was also my protector whenever anyone tried to mess with me. He was sensitive to my stuttering and always tried to help me get words out. When we played together on the same sports teams, frustrated opponents who couldn’t beat me within the rules would simply try to beat me up. Anybody who wasn’t already familiar with Bruce would eventually end up on the ground gasping for breath after one of Bruce’s strategically delivered elbows would connect with the guy’s windpipe or groin. The only person Bruce would allow to beat me up was Bruce.

All my life, I have been a stutterer, and it has caused me terrible pain and endless embarrassment. I was extremely shy in school and almost never spoke. I simply couldn’t do it. Thankfully, my teachers never called on me in class. It helped that I was a straight-A student and could express myself happily and prolifically in essays, letters, and journals throughout my life. I took refuge in the things I did well, and could enjoy doing alone—reading, music, nature, riding my bike—and playing basketball.

We didn’t have a TV, but I was one of the first kids around to have a skateboard, which I built myself. Our house on the hill was at an intersection, the northeast corner of which formed a perfect natural half-pipe. There was only one road in and out of our neighborhood, and there were no sidewalks, just asphalt that flowed seamlessly to the front yards. That skateboard kept my adrenaline stoked for a while. Then one day my dad took me to a police auction and bought me my first bike, a well-used one, for five dollars. In about a week I outgrew it and was devastated. I rode that little bike back to the next police auction. They must have remembered me, because one of the officers said, “Come on in here, Billy. Take any bike you want. And please come back anytime you need a bigger one. We’ll take care of you.” I have been biking, passionately, ever since. I love my bike.

When I was nine, the Los Angeles Chargers of the American Football League (AFL) moved to San Diego and fantastically selected for their practice field Sunset Park, a sacred and free public, open green space less than half a mile from our home. I would ride my bike or my skateboard up to that park every day and just hang on the fence, watching these larger-than-life heroes up close. Among a myriad of future Hall of Famer players like Ron Mix and Lance Alworth, they also had the brilliant, innovative coach Sid Gillman and a dazzling wonder running back, Paul Lowe, who, on the very first play of the very first game in the very first exhibition season for the brand-new AFL at the Los Angeles Coliseum in 1960, ran back the opening kickoff 105 yards for a touchdown. I learned to love fast and explosive starts.

I’d watch the Chargers practice all week and then on Sundays I would go, often on my bike, down to Balboa Stadium, the 30,000-seat cement horseshoe south of Balboa Park on the northeast edge of downtown, where the Chargers played their home games (and where a few years later I’d find another home in the purple haze of Hendrix, the Doors, and Crosby, Stills & Nash concerts). We never had any money, but we never had any trouble doing whatever we wanted. You could always put the sad, soft eyes on a ticket taker and he’d inevitably say, “Okay, come on in.” We’d find seats anywhere and everywhere, constantly on the move throughout the stadium. Going to the show—first in and last out: there was, and still is, nothing quite like it.

Later, when I got into high school and started experiencing expanded success of my own, I got to meet all my Charger idols, and they were even friendlier, kinder, gentler, nicer, and more interesting than I ever dreamed possible. What could be better in life than to dream of something fantastic and then discover down the road that the reality is even greater than the imagined? That’s what my life has been like—first in San Diego, then at UCLA, in Portland, in Boston, and beyond—but then, sadly, eventually, ultimately, and unrelentingly, everything would fall through each time.

Things changed for me big-time when I became such a good basketball player in high school that everything I did was being publicly recognized, acknowledged, analyzed, and ultimately scrutinized. People wanted to know everything about me. But that was not my thing. I didn’t want to be impolite, but I just was never comfortable trying to give answers to people I didn’t know. My personal thoughts and values, even my “true” height, became constant, burning obsessions. The local newspaper reported, “Walton is somewhere between 6'101/2" and seven feet tall, depending on whom you ask.” So they asked my dad, who told the paper, “I don’t even know how tall he is for sure. All I know is we got him an eight-foot bed and when he’s in it there’s very little room at either end.”

I made an early and conscious decision that I was not going to let all the attention and focus on me negatively impact my life, or define me. I have never liked to read about myself, from those first early years to this very day. Even when I couldn’t speak and was so self-conscious and embarrassed when strangers approached me, I never felt bothered, as their intentions were invariably good—or so I thought. Anyway, how can you ever get tired of people being nice to you?

My parochial elementary school, Blessed Sacrament, was fantastic. The only drag there was the “Sisters of Perpetual Misery” who ran the joint. The nuns somehow had the misguided notion that suffering, deprivation, austerity, and repentance were the dominant themes by which to lead one’s life. That is not my idea of the world as it could be. I opted early on to have fun in this lifetime. Dressed in their long black habits, they were strange, strict, and dour—the absolute antithesis of everything that defined our California of the 1950s and ’60s. Here I was, little Billy, living in a place filled with sunshine, pretty girls in bikinis dancing in our daydreams and in the streets, endless summers on the beach, guys with surfboards, burgeoning tropical gardens, exotic flavors and smells, and rock ’n’ roll pounding out delicious rhythms everywhere. And I’m spending my school day in a beat-down world darkened by black-robed crones!

Other than that, Blessed Sacrament had a lot of solid things going for it, but nothing better, more important, or longer lasting than Rocky. Rocky was my first coach. Like me, Rocky was born in San Diego—or National City, really, the seamless first suburb south of town. It started for Rocky in 1928. After he graduated from Sweetwater High, Rocky decided, “I’m going to be a fireman and take care of things when they all go wrong.”

Rocky was our fireman, at Engine Company No. 10. He and his lifelong sweetheart, Bernice, had three children of their own, who were the same age as Bruce and me, and we all went to the same school. In 1956, when I was just four, Rocky was dissatisfied with the lack of opportunities for young children when school let out at three o’clock each day. So as a volunteer, he started an athletic program at Blessed Sacrament—every day, every sport, every grade, every student, all year long. I started playing for Rocky when I was eight, in 1960. Today, almost sixty years after he started, Rocky is still there at Blessed Sacrament, every day, every sport, every student. In all these years, Rocky never took a penny. He has to be the richest guy I’ve ever known.

Rocky was everything to us. We couldn’t wait to get through the school day so we could go play with, and for, Rocky. We had flag football in the fall, basketball in the winter, baseball and track and field in the spring. Rocky kept everything moving, always in perfect order.

This was all great, but it wasn’t enough for me. I wanted more, I wanted everything, and I wanted it all the time. You couldn’t play football and baseball without a lot of other guys. But basketball you could play all by yourself—shooting, dribbling, running, dreaming. Rocky taught me how to do all those things, and I was fantastically lucky to have him in my life as my first coach. How different my life would have played out if my first coach had been Bob Knight. I would have quit. There would have been nothing there to love.

I first met Rocky because of my brother Bruce. I loved to follow Bruce around, much to his dismay. Every day at the end of school I would search him out and follow him to the bus that would take us home. One day after school Bruce was going someplace different. It wasn’t the bus. “Where are you going?” I asked him. He shrugged and said, “Come on.”

He was going to a game—with Rocky. I didn’t even know what a basketball game was. Bruce was out there playing, and I sat down at the end of the bench and watched, fascinated by the intricate action and by Rocky, standing like a commanding general on the sideline: orchestrating, dictating, coaching the game of life. Rocky kept looking down at me and began asking everybody, “Who’s the little guy with the red hair, big nose, and freckles who can’t talk?”

Somebody said, “Oh, that’s Billy—Bruce’s little brother.”

Eventually Rocky came over to me and said, “Okay, Billy, get in there. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Immediately upon entering my very first game, I was standing, bewildered, at midcourt when somebody threw me the ball. The ball was bigger than my head. I looked up-court and saw a teammate wide open, far down under the basket. I wound up and threw that ball as hard, high, and far as an eight-year-old possibly could, and the ball, flying from half-court, swished through the basket. Yeah! I never looked back.

As we walked off after that first game, Rocky came up to me, put a reassuring arm around my scrawny shoulder, and said, “Billy, you looked like you had some talent out there, but I never thought that the game would come quite that easily to you.”

But it did. And it came very quickly. Basketball and school were always the easiest things in my life.



My dad was to sports what the Sisters of Perpetual Misery were to California cool. My parents are the most unathletic people ever. I never shot a basket with my dad. I saw him run one time at a church picnic, and I fell over laughing. The most spirited competition in our relationship was over who could get up earliest in the morning to get first crack at the freshly printed and delivered Los Angeles Times, my parents’ choice as our primary printed daily news source. My dad, a devoted humanitarian, was very particular, selective, proud, and protective.

My basketball fever spiked when I learned that the family next door to our school was dismantling their backboard and basket—for reasons that I could not possibly fathom. I talked my dad into helping me go get it. We brought the pieces home and I found some scrap lumber lying around and we rebuilt the whole thing. I scrounged up a long support beam and dug a hole in the backyard, and we jammed it down in there, stabilizing it by nailing and wiring it to the side of a little playhouse we had.

I was in heaven. I could now play whenever I wanted, and I did, for hours on end, winning every game I played—in my imagination. But, as always, I soon wanted more. I wanted to beat a real person. Fortunately there was a boy Bruce’s age a few houses up the hill. He thought himself a basketball player as well, so I eagerly invited him over. But I beat him so badly that after five or six thrashings he told me he was through and going home, unless we could play a game to 100 points by ones—and I would spot him 99. Which I did. And I’m not sure that I ever lost.

When he finally gave up, I would beg Bruce to come out and play, which was not fun, nor a good idea. But I was bored. Bruce was nearly twice my size, and his game was not built on speed, quickness, or agility. Bruce was tough, big, and rugged—he would grow into a 6'6", 300-pound star offensive lineman for Helix High, UCLA, and the Dallas Cowboys. Big as he was, Bruce didn’t like playing basketball against me, because I would torch him every time. But I would beg him to play, and eventually he’d come out.

The games would always go the same way. Each time, as I would get further and further ahead, he would get madder and madder. He’d start using his hips, knees, and elbows to try to slow me down. He’d grab my shirt, or dig in even harder to get some flesh. But I’d keep scoring. On drives to the right he would lower a shoulder and smash me into the wall of the playhouse. But I kept coming, and the harder I came the harder he hit me. The violence would escalate into the inevitable climax. I would go to my favorite move—fake right and drive left for my bank shot—and Bruce would go to his favorite: grab me with both hands and, using my momentum, push and throw me into an enormous pampas grass bush that grew just off the left side of the court. That bush was like a medieval torture weapon, loaded with razor-sharp serrated fronds. It was no problem going in, but coming out, the thousands of tiny razors would tear the flesh off your bones. I would emerge dripping with blood and go running into the house crying to my mom, and she’d come out threatening to call the police on Bruce.

This saga repeated itself endlessly. Ultimately Coach Wooden was right: Walton, you ARE the slowest learner I’ve ever had!

The game that Rocky taught me became my life. When I wasn’t playing it, I was thinking it or dreaming it, until it became much more than a game to me. Growing up without a television, and never going to the movies—that cost money and it was indoors—my imagination was driven by books that my mom, our town’s librarian, would bring home. I loved Two Years Before the Mast, a young man’s fantastically dramatic sailing adventure on an 1830s voyage from Boston to California, around South America and Tierra del Fuego. I devoured John Steinbeck, Jack London, Leon Uris, Irving Stone, James Clavell, the Sinclairs—Upton Sinclair and Sinclair Lewis—and couldn’t get enough about the Civil and Revolutionary Wars and the great explorers, adventurers, and naturalists. And then one day my mom brought home a book about a sports figure whom I had known of but not about. It was Bill Russell’s first book, Go Up for Glory, through which I went with Russell on the trip of a lifetime, as he battled the relentless racism that followed him from his childhood in 1930s Louisiana all the way into his days as the greatest winner in the history of sports. During an era of hopeless and depressing racism and segregation, Russell always stood tall and proud, demanding to be treated with dignity and respect. I just kept reading it over and over again. Bill Russell became my hero—but my mom was mad as can be because I wouldn’t let her return Go Up for Glory to the library.

From the beginning I was never into stuff. But I did have a basketball, a bike, and a skateboard. And then there was my ticket to ride beyond all physical limits: my transistor AM radio. San Diego has always been about the opportunity of tomorrow, and tomorrow needs rest tonight. So when my parents insisted on early lights-out and doors closed shortly after dark, I willingly agreed, self-assured that once the coast was clear and I was safe at home under the covers of my nice long, warm bed, I could then turn to my little transistor. I love—and live—to be exhausted. School and play all day, dinner every night at precisely 6:15. And you’d better be on time. Or your big brother would eat all your food, and you would face the extremely serious but never explained repercussions of being late. Are you kidding—who would ever do that? Then homework and reading; and then early to bed—or so my parents thought.

But that’s when the real action would begin for me, under the covers with my $9.95 transistor. I’d go tripping across the universe. I’d listen to talk-radio bullies like Joe Pyne screaming at peaceniks or telling UFO nuts to “go gargle with razor blades,” to Paul Harvey and Bishop Sheen, to Vin Scully calling Dodger baseball. But it all changed for me forever the first night I heard Chick Hearn.

One night in 1962, when I was ten, I stumbled across this voice, the most interesting and exciting one I’d ever heard. At first I didn’t even realize that the subject was basketball. I was mesmerized by the sound of Chick, his intelligence, wit, energy, enunciation, tone, and perfect rapid-fire delivery. As I listened that first time, I couldn’t keep from smiling and laughing. There I was, little Billy, who couldn’t talk at all, listening to this guy who could talk faster than I could think. His brain and mouth were synced in perfect melody.

And . . . he’s talking about a basketball game! This was the symphony orchestra come to life.

“He did the bunny hop in the pea patch . . .”

“If that shot goes in, I’m walking home . . .”

“He jumped so high his head came down wet . . .”

“If there’s really eighteen thousand here tonight, a lot of them are dressed like seats . . .”

“This game’s in the refrigerator! The door’s closed, the lights are out, the eggs are cooling, the butter’s getting hard, and the Jell-O is jiggling . . .”

Rocky had been the first to begin teaching me how to play basketball. But Chick taught me how to think about the game, ultimately showing me how to love a world that became my life. It wasn’t until I was in my late twenties and beginning to learn things I was so sure I already knew that I realized Chick had been teaching me the game of life the whole time. There was nothing better than growing up with the comforting solace that Chick was your best friend, knowing that at the end of the day, Chick would always be there with more. He never missed, and he never failed to deliver. The creativity, the excitement, the intensity, the exuberance, the vibrancy, the joy, the openness, the honesty, the personal touch. I always knew that he was speaking directly to me.

There was nothing that Chick could not do with his voice. He was the perfect artist who could take the darkness out of nighttime or paint the daytime black. My stomach would clench when the game went badly and Chick would cry, “Oh, I’ve never seen the Lakers play worse!” And then three minutes later, after an Elgin Baylor–Jerry West scoring barrage, my heart would soar when he’d say, “The Lakers are on fire and nobody’s going to stop them tonight!”

I ultimately scheduled my nights, weeks, years, heck, my life around Chick. He was the voice of the Lakers on radio and television from 1961 until a few months before his death from a head injury in 2002 at a reported age of eighty-five, working through a phenomenal string of 3,338 straight games without missing a one. He never held back, he never looked back. It seems like yesterday that I pressed that transistor to my ear under the pillow, hearing Chick’s message, the dream, the work ethic, the perfection, the difference, the persona, the life, the world, the universe.

I’d spend hours back then, ten years old on my backyard court, with Chick’s voice in my head. Physically I was all alone, but spiritually I was out there playing on Bill Russell’s team against the iconic legends: Wilt and Elgin and Jerry and Oscar—with Chick Hearn calling the play-by-play.

The best birthday present that I’ve ever received came early on, when my parents bought me a portable spotlight. I nailed it to the side of our house and plugged it in. And then I could play at night, too.

Regularly—though not often enough for me—during the transition zone between my dad’s day job as a social worker and his night job as an adult educator, my mom would pack up the food and all of us into the family car and drive us down to Balboa Park, where we would meet my dad for a picnic dinner. We loved it. The four children would chase one another all over the park, playing, screaming, running, laughing, dreaming, believing. One day I was running wild—again—and came up out of one of the park’s magical canyons, only to stumble onto this huge rectangular stucco building that I had never seen before. What’s that over there? I stuck my head in the door and saw dozens of guys playing basketball. I had found San Diego’s Municipal Gym—Muni.

Muni Gym was the Taj Mahal for people who loved basketball. Open all the time, three full courts side by side, and players playing endless pickup basketball all day and night. You could just walk right in, anytime, and immediately get in a game and play forever. Pure pickup basketball is what you live for. New players, new teams, new challenges, new inventions, constantly in flux, changing all the time.

It’s been lost in today’s world. There’s so very little pickup basketball left anymore. Everything is so organized, so structured. Too many coaches, too much interference from parents, officials, and scorekeepers. Young players thinking it’s about fancy gear and stuff instead of the joy of just walking in and starting to play, figuring it all out along the way. Win—you stay on. Lose—you’re off, and out. Then work your way back into the rotation. Or move to a side court and create your own new game. That was Muni. It was perfect. The games of our lives never stopped. We lived there.

My dad didn’t share my love of basketball. Sports were not his thing; he liked reading, singing, music, and chess. My dad was not a spectator in the game of life. By the time I was in the seventh grade, about twelve years old, I had a game every day of the week, sometimes two, and on the weekends there would be as many as I could squeeze in, often up to six or seven games each day. I would spend all Friday night plotting them out on a map, like a military campaign. If I rode my bike I’d be lucky to make parts of two or three, but if I just had someone to drive me . . . I can play the first half of this game, the second half of that game, the middle part of the third, the whole fourth, the first half of the fifth, the second half of the sixth, and the whole seventh. So I’d beg my dad, who worked all the time, to give up his Saturdays and Sundays to drive me around to all of them, these endless and meaningless games that I never realized were endless and meaningless until I started driving my own children to their games. And my dad would do it. I had the greatest dad ever. We loved him so.

One Saturday I was sitting in the front seat of the family car, broken-down and old as it was, with a basketball in my hands, rubbing and caressing this most perfect orb, drifting and dreaming about the game, about passing and running and blocking and rebounding. And then I looked over at my dad, fiddling with the radio dial, trying to find his loves—Mozart, Chopin, Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, Mendelssohn, Liszt—anything to make his day tolerable. But something was wrong. My dad was an eternally happy man, but this day I noticed his clenched jaw, the tension in his neck, the angst in his face. I sensed in him that day the sadness of realizing one’s life is beginning to slip away, as he was helping me chase my dreams.

I reached over and turned down the radio. “Dad, thanks so much for driving me to these games. I can never tell you how much I love you, and how much I appreciate what you’re doing for me. And one day, Dad, I’m going to pay you back for you doing this, for your sacrifice. One day, Dad, I’m going to be in the NBA. And when you’re in the NBA, Dad, and you’re the best player, which I intend to be, they call you the Most Valuable Player, the MVP. And guess what, Dad. When you’re the MVP of the NBA, Dad, they give you a free car. And Dad, when I win that car, I’m going to give it to you, in appreciation for what you’re doing for me right now.”

My dad looked quizzically back at me as he reached to turn the car radio back up and said, “Well, Billy, that’s really nice. Now tell me. What is this NBA you’re talking about?”

A dozen years later I was proud and fortunate to be able to present to my dad that NBA MVP car. Only it was a truck, a brand-new Ford pickup with a camper on the back that came when I was named the MVP of the Portland Trail Blazers’ 1977 championship team—although we all knew that Maurice Lucas was the real MVP. But they gave it to me, and I was not smart enough to give it straight to Big Luke, nor was I going to turn it down. My dad was so happy, and real proud. Every day, through to the end of his life, my dad would drive all over town in that MVP truck and wave to all his buddies. There is nothing like the pride of a dad. Nothing.

My dad was a great father and a great man, and we had a fantastic home life. We all had dinner together every single night without fail—nobody ever missed, we weren’t allowed to. We’d share stories, listen to music, play music—I played baritone horn and a bunch of other horns in the family band—and read books. My dad loved the outdoors, and we went on the greatest family vacations, driving all over the Golden State: the eastern Sierra, Sequoia, Kings Canyon, Yosemite, Lake Tahoe, the volcanoes—Shasta and Lassen, Big Sur, Big Basin, Santa Cruz, Monterey, Santa Barbara, and the northern redwood coast. I would get to sit in the front bench seat of the car, next to my dad, holding the big folding map and navigating our route. We’d spend weeks at a time camping out, hiking, swimming, climbing, running, laughing, reading, playing  chess, and staring at the stars. Singing around the campfire became a nightly family ritual: “Oh Susannah” . . . “Clementine” . . . “Tom Dooley” . . . “Travel On” . . . “This Land Is Your Land” . . . “God Save the Queen.” It was all just better than perfect.

My dad also took me on special all-day hikes all over east San Diego County’s spectacular backcountry. We’d regularly cover twenty-five to thirty miles at a time.

During my time with the Sisters of Perpetual Misery at Blessed Sacrament, the big year was 1960, when I was eight years old. But the date that is seared into my mind is March 20, 1965.

I was perfectly happy living a television-free existence, not that I knew any different, since both my mom and FCC chairman Newton Minow had declared TV a “vast wasteland,” with nothing on it worth watching. I had my books, music, newspapers, and Chick Hearn on the radio. But then one day I read in the paper that the 1965 NCAA championship game between UCLA and Michigan was going to be televised live from Portland, Oregon, that night. I had never seen a basketball game on TV, but I asked my neighbor friend Mickey if I could come down to watch it on his set. When the game came on—in dynamic and vibrant black-and-white—I was stunned, staggered, and flabbergasted by the scene.

The Michigan Wolverines were introduced first. They were undefeated, ranked No.1 in the nation, and had the most prominent player in the country. They were the big, powerful bullies from the Big 10, led by the iconoclastic forward tandem of Cazzie Russell and Oliver Darden, backed up by the bruising center Bill Buntin, and coached tenaciously by Dave Strack.

Then it was UCLA’s turn. They were the reigning NCAA champions, but without the previous year’s star, Walt Hazzard, who had graduated. I had known of the UCLA team through the newspaper and radio, but I was dumbfounded to see how tiny, skinny, and scrawny the Bruins actually were—particularly compared to the Michigan behemoths. Keith Erickson, Kenny Washington, Gail Goodrich—they all looked like little children straight out of Disneyland. I thought they actually looked a lot like me! Goodrich was so short and cute that they called him Stumpy. My first thought was, There is no way these little, skinny, scrawny UCLA guys have any chance whatsoever against the big brutes from Michigan. I knew firsthand how these games played out, after having lost so many battles to my brother Bruce and his ultimate teammate, the pampas grass. I just knew and feared that the Bruins would end up crying to their moms! I had no idea what Johnny Wooden was going to do here.

But then the game started, and I sat transfixed in complete amazement as the Bruins proceeded to put on an absolute clinic. They ran the Wolverines right out of the gym with perfect John Wooden basketball: physical fitness, fundamental skills, teamwork, full-court pressure defense, and a relentless fast-break attack. The Bruins never got tired, and the five starters stayed in for almost the entire game. UCLA ran mighty Michigan off the floor, and little Gail Goodrich scored an NCAA Championship game record 42 points. It was that day, that moment, watching in awe and with incredible and developing respect, that I said to myself, That’s what I want to do with the rest of my life. I want to go to UCLA. I want to play for Johnny Wooden. I want to play like that and be a part of an NCAA championship team.





CHAPTER 3
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Here Comes Sunshine
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I can’t come down, it’s plain to see

I can’t come down, I’ve been set free

Who you are and what you do don’t make no difference to me

In the 1960s, a raw, naïve, and confused reporter asked boxer Sonny Liston what he had done to land time in prison. Sonny’s bearishly growling reply: “I found things before people lost them.”

I was lucky. The things I was looking for didn’t belong to anybody; they couldn’t be owned.

In the sixties I found myself—and a lot more. At school I found Rocky and basketball. In books I found Bill Russell, White Fang, the Joads, Israel, Ireland, the Sea of Cortez, and Michelangelo. On the radio I found Chick and Jerry West, Elgin Baylor, Wilt Chamberlain, and Oscar Robertson. Far beyond the Laker games were the rare and special nights when Don Dunphy, ringside, would bring to my bedroom—or the living room, as my dad liked these, too—the vivid blow-by-blow brilliance of Muhammad Ali, taunting and dancing over the latest in a parade of humiliated foes in a winning streak that would run to 30 straight before Joe Frazier ended it on March 8, 1971, when I was a UCLA freshman. In newspapers I found John and Bobby Kennedy, John Lennon, Martin Luther King, Sargent Shriver, John Wooden, the Alberts—Schweitzer and Hoffman—and the self-centered Ronald Reagan and the soulless Richard Nixon.

By the time I was fourteen, my days of boredom were so far behind me. I didn’t think things could get any better. But then I found rock ’n’ roll. And things were never the same again.

Music had always been magic to me, the way that the sound and rhythm and poetry could captivate people and unite complete strangers in an instant and intimate emotional bond with no conversation necessary. With my deeply embarrassing and limiting speech impediment, that last part was enormously important. When I enjoy music, everybody around me knows it and my pleasure multiplies by theirs and theirs by mine, and the musicians are in on it, too, all of that emotion expanding in endless loops of intensifying euphoria and everybody sharing every bit of it. It makes me happy. It’s the same thing that happens on a winning basketball team or on a long, hard climb on my bike.

I grew up in a classical music household, with music playing all the time. My dad taught music, played piano, and sang, and exposed all of us to the masters—Beethoven, Mozart, Tchaikovsky, Rachmaninoff, Bach, Chopin, Liszt, Schubert, Haydn, Schumann—from our earliest days. Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture became my first go-to song when I needed to get ready.

My dad insisted and required that each of us take structured music lessons. One of my greatest failures as a dad was that I didn’t demand the same from our own children. We all played different instruments and even had a family band—Bruce on trombone, me on the baritone horn, Cathy on flute and clarinet, Andy on sax, and my dad on piano and vocals, although he could play any and all instruments. He could sight-read and play by ear. He could do anything and everything. My dad was awesome!
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