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To Stephanie, who held my hand, both literally and figuratively, through the entire process of writing this book. Love you, girl.

“We had nobody going to jail when I was there. But Trail Blazer, Jail Blazer—that’s a good sound.”

—Bob Whitsitt


INTRODUCTION: THE COLLAPSE

“I am still stunned. … It was like, ‘Where did the lead go?’ We were up by 16 points, and it should have been over.”

—Damon Stoudamire

Outside Staples Center, the weather was seasonably warm for Los Angeles in late spring.

Inside the arena, the Los Angeles Lakers were feeling the heat.

The date was June 4, 2000, and the Portland Trail Blazers were attempting to become the seventh team in NBA history to come back from a 3–1 deficit to win a playoff series.

It was Game 7 of the Western Conference Finals, a duel between what many experts believed were the best two teams in the NBA.

The Blazers were on the precipice of facilitating the Lakers’ first three-game losing streak of the season. More important, they were about to write a ticket to their first NBA Finals appearance in eight years.

Portland led 71–55 late in the third quarter, with Rasheed Wallace running rampant at the offensive end, Steve Smith outplaying 21-year-old Kobe Bryant at shooting guard, and Arvydas Sabonis doing a serviceable job keeping Shaquille O’Neal in check.

In New York, broadcaster Peter Vecsey was watching in the NBC studio.

“I got on the phone and made my reservations at the RiverPlace Hotel in Portland,” Vecsey says today. “Done deal.”

On the visitors’ bench, Brian Grant was salivating.

“I’m thinking, ‘Man, we’re going to the NBA Finals, and we’re going to win a championship,’” the Blazers’ forward says today.

Teammate Jermaine O’Neal looked into the stands, “and I noticed some of the Laker fans were leaving the building,” he says today.

Another Blazer, Antonio Harvey, was sitting behind the bench.

“I’m looking at my hand, and I’m thinking there is a 100 percent possibility I’ll be putting a ring on this finger on opening night next year,” he says today. “We’re all thinking it. You could tell by the swagger of the team at that moment. We all felt like we were heading to the Finals and that we were going to win.”

In the broadcast booth in the middle echelons of Staples Center, TV analyst Mike Rice reached for his cell phone and pulled out the antenna.

“At the end of the third quarter, I was calling a friend in Indiana to make tee times,” Rice says. “That’s how sure I was that that team wouldn’t fall apart and lose.”

The final seconds ticked down in the third quarter, and the ball wound up in the hands of Lakers guard Brian Shaw at the 3-point line near the top of the circle.

“Shaw overshot it and banked it in from 3,” said Bob Costas, on the TV call for NBC along with Steve Jones and Bill Walton that day.

Even with the basket, the Blazers took a 71–58 lead into the fourth quarter. After outscoring the Lakers 29–19 in the third, they were in terrific shape to win the game and the series against a Laker team that had gone 65–17 during the regular season, the best record in the league.

Behind the Portland bench, though, Joe Kleine was shaking his head.

“When Shaw hit that shot, it made me feel very uncomfortable,” the Blazers’ reserve center says today. “It was lucky, and we didn’t need the Lakers to get lucky.”

Smith restored some order by scoring on a runner on Portland’s first possession of the final period for a 73–58 advantage. The Blazers’ edge was 75–60 with just over 10 minutes to go. The Men in Black were still very much in charge.

But suddenly, the worm turned for the Blazers. Sabonis got his fifth foul and departed with 8:35 left. Wallace’s shooting touch vanished, and it was contagious. Portland missed 13 shots in a row from the field—six by Rasheed. The Lakers used a 15–0 run to knot the score at 75–75 with four minutes to go. Staples Center was a house of pandemonium.

Wallace finally broke the drought with a drop-over layup. But the 7-foot-3 Sabonis, who had returned to the Portland lineup, drew his sixth foul and was gone with 2:44 to play. Shaq made two free throws (he had hit 8-of-12 from the charity stripe), then scored on a bank shot to give the Lakers a 79–77 lead.

At the other end, O’Neal goaltended a Wallace jumper, and it was 79–79 with 1:50 left. Bryant made a pair at the line, and Wallace missed two gifters at the other end. Kobe knocked down a long jumper, and Scottie Pippen missed a 3-pointer. Bryant drove past Pippen and tossed a lob pass to Shaq, whose one-hand flush gave the Lakers an 85–79 lead with 41.9 seconds to go.

After a timeout, Wallace bombed in a long 3 to give the Blazers life with 34.1 seconds left; when the Lakers’ Ron Harper splits a pair at the line to make it 86–82, Portland was still in it. Smith drove for a layup and picked up his sixth foul on Kobe, who helped out by clanking two free throws—the Lakers missed 17 for the game. But Smith was short on a jumper at the other end. When Robert Horry sank a pair at the line for an 88–82 lead with 17.8 seconds to go, it was all but over.

The Collapse was complete. The Blazers had blown a 16-point lead over the final quarter plus four seconds, getting outscored 31–13 in the fourth quarter while missing 18 of 23 shots from the field. It was the biggest fourth-quarter comeback ever in a Game 7 in NBA playoff history.

“I have never seen one quite like that,” Jackson told the media afterward. “My condolences to Portland. Also, my congratulations on a great season and a well-fought series.”

In the Blazers’ locker room, heads were hung. Pippen, hunting his seventh NBA title—and his first away from the Chicago Bulls stable—was inconsolable.

“It’s tough to swallow,” he told reporters, beginning a harsh self-appraisal. “I’m sure it will be all summer. We can’t bring that fourth quarter back. Wish we could.”

Headline in The Oregonian the next day: “In This Macabre Horror Film, the Choke is on the Blazers.”

Years later, Portland coach Mike Dunleavy would take issue with the “choke” label.

For now, he said, “I believe if we had another game, we’d win.”

Unfortunately for the Blazers, it wasn’t a best-of-nine series.

After exhausting his time with the media, Dunleavy said, “I’m going to go home, have a cold beer, and relax. There is no sense talking about would’ve, could’ve, and should’ve.”

Wallace, who scored 30 points in the final game of a “could’ve” season, was as big a competitor as any of his teammates. But he was not about to let anyone in on his feelings.

“It’s upsetting,” he said, “but hey, you’ve got to live another day. We’ve got next year.”

Point guard Damon Stoudamire was writing a game-by-game diary through the playoffs with me for The Oregonian. He observed, “It hurts. I am blown away. We all sat in that locker room in disbelief. There wasn’t much anyone could say. I am searching for the right words to describe the feeling. Maybe there aren’t any. We gave up a big lead, and we paid the ultimate price. I am still stunned at what happened in the fourth quarter. It was like, where did the lead go? We were up by 16 points, and it should have been over.”

The Lakers advanced to the NBA Finals, where they disposed of the Indiana Pacers in six games to claim their first championship since 1991.

The Blazers headed for Portland and then, the following day, were off to an earlier-than-hoped-for summer break. The team with the NBA’s largest payroll ($73,898,705) was off on a soul-searching mission. What went wrong?

It was a metaphor for an exasperating period of history in the Trail Blazers franchise. The resources made available by owner Paul Allen created an opportunity for unbridled success, and the on-court talent that swept through the city provided the possibility for multiple championships.

There are many theories on why the promise was never fulfilled.


Chapter 1

PREAMBLE TO THE RAMBLE

(1990–1996)

“I actually liked Gary. He was a nice guy, but a scary guy, too. It was the law of the jungle with him. If somebody told me, ‘Gary’s looking for you,’ I’d hide for a month.”

—Broadcaster Mike Rice, on Gary Trent

Paul Allen’s first years as owner of the Portland Trail Blazers after buying the club from Los Angeles real estate developer Larry Weinberg in June 1988 for $70 million were a success.

In 1989–90, with Rick Adelman in his first full season as head coach, Portland finished the regular season 59–23 and reached the NBA Finals, losing to the Detroit Pistons in five games.

The next season, the Blazers went a league-best 63–19 and drew a bead on an NBA championship before falling in six games to the Los Angeles Lakers in the Western Conference Finals.

In 1991–92, with Hall-of-Famer Clyde Drexler enjoying the greatest season of his career, Portland was back in the NBA Finals but were vanquished again, this time in six games by Michael Jordan and the Chicago Bulls.

Those Blazers were outstanding on the court but respected off it as well. Blazermania, born during the Bill Walton championship season of 1976–77, rose to perhaps its greatest heights. Portland’s home sellout streak, which began in April 1977 and wouldn’t end until November 1995 after the opening of the Rose Garden, reached an NBA-record 814 games.

Drexler, Terry Porter, Jerome Kersey, Buck Williams, and Kevin Duckworth attained folk-hero status in the community and region. They were great players and good citizens, which reflected the morality of a city that valued the latter traits almost as much as the former.

In NBA cities in which there was only one of the Big Four pro sports (NFL, NBA, NHL, and MLB), there was a special connection between the team and its fans. It was especially true in the Western Conference, with cities such as San Antonio, Sacramento, Salt Lake City, and Oklahoma City.

Portland may have been unique among them. Fans from all throughout the state of Oregon and southwest Washington lived and died with the Blazers—especially when they were good, as they were in the early ’90s.

After three seasons averaging nearly 60 victories, though, the Blazers went 51–31 and lost in the first round of the playoffs to San Antonio in 1992–93. Following a first-round ouster by Houston the next season, change was in the air. Geoff Petrie resigned as general manager and, a few days later, Adelman was fired as coach.

Soon, P. J. Carlesimo was in place as the new head coach. Shortly thereafter, Bob Whitsitt became Petrie’s replacement, with the title of president and GM.

Carlesimo interviewed with Allen and his right-hand man, Bert Kolde, a former roommate of Allen at Washington State, who carried the title of vice chairman. In the short period between Petrie’s resignation and Whitsitt’s hiring, Brad Greenberg—the director of player personnel—was running the front office.

“He was the one there for management,” Carlesimo says now. “Bob was still under contract in Seattle, so there would have been some tampering [if he had been involved]. Once his contract was up in Seattle, he was the GM. I never felt like Bob was not a part of the process, even though I wasn’t hired by him. He reassured me from Day One that he knew what was going on and totally supported my hiring.”

* * *

Allen, who made his fortune as a Microsoft co-founder, lived in the Seattle suburb of Mercer Island. As a fan and eventual season ticket-holder of the SuperSonics, Allen became familiar with Whitsitt when he served as the club’s GM from 1986–1994.

As a youngster, “sports was always the No. 1 thing for me,” said Bob, whether it be football, basketball, hockey, or baseball.

Basketball was his first love, and he played the sport as a freshman at Wisconsin-Stevens Point. But he was also a three-year starter as an outfielder in baseball and went out for football as a senior, winding up as a starting receiver for the NAIA school.

An anecdote illustrates Whitsitt’s commitment to his passion. The wedding of his older brother, Scott, coincided with a football game that season.

“Scott tells me before the season he wants me to be in the wedding,” Whitsitt said. “I tell him, ‘We have a game at Oshkosh that day.’ He breaks out laughing, because he doesn’t think I’m even going to make the team. We make a deal—I’ll miss the game unless I’m starting.”

Whitsitt missed the wedding.

Whitsitt wound up in a two-year sports administration master’s program at Ohio State, fulfilling the final six months as an intern with the Indiana Pacers. For Bob, it was about getting a foot in the door and learning the business from the ground up.

“I did a lot of gofer work,” said Whitsitt, listing such duties as “promotions and public relations … eventually writing the newsletter that went to season ticket-holders.”

There’s an irony to that. Few who knew Whitsitt during his time with Portland years later would have guessed he’d have a background in anything dealing with how a team was viewed in the public eye. Fans and the media were way down the list of priorities.

Whitsitt eventually worked his way into doing some volunteer scouting for head coach Jack McKinney, the same man who served as assistant coach to Jack Ramsay for the 1977 NBA champion Trail Blazers. Whitsitt said he watched Larry Bird play at Indiana State and recommended him to the Pacer brass.

“A few years later, after Bird was a star with the Celtics, I’m sitting around some big-name general managers and they’re all saying, ‘I knew Bird would be a great one,’” Whitsitt said. “The ego was incredible. If you won’t acknowledge the fact that you miss once in a while, you’re not as likely to hit on the next one.”

Again, an irony there. Few who believed Whitsitt was a smart executive—and there were many in that camp—felt that humility was one of his virtues.

Whitsitt called it a valuable lesson, not to get caught up in the “herd mentality.”

“That’s the one thing that stuck in my mind—go with what you believe,” he said. “And if you lose your job, don’t feel bad if you lost it, because you’ve made your own mistakes rather than going with the flow.”

During the last of his four years with Indiana, Whitsitt moved up the rung to assistant GM, a wunderkind of sorts at age twenty-four. In 1982, he left for Kansas City to work with the Kings, first as vice president of marketing and then as assistant GM. When the franchise moved to Sacramento, he was placed in charge of setting up the entire operation on the basketball and business sides and was promised the chance to become GM once Joe Axelson retired.

But the Seattle SuperSonics beckoned, and he became a GM at age twenty-nine in 1986. In 1992, he hired George Karl as coach, and that season the Sonics won 55 games and took Phoenix to seven games in the Western Conference Finals. Seattle went a league-best 63–19 the following season, and Whitsitt was named Executive of the Year. But the Sonics were upset by No. 8 seed Denver in the first round.

Even before that shocking development, Whitsitt was clashing with owner Barry Ackerley on a number of issues. On May 25, 1994, the Sonics released Whitsitt from a contract that had three years remaining. By that time, he had already agreed to join Allen in Portland, though the deal couldn’t be announced until July 1.

Soon after he accepted the Portland job, Whitsitt revealed his philosophy: “I try to be flexible. I try to stay ahead of the game in terms of never having absolutes. I tend to be more on the aggressive side. You will have more success if you’re aggressive with thought and have a plan as opposed to shooting from the hip.

“I think it’s important to get as many good people with you and give them as much responsibility as possible and allow them input on what’s going on. You need to communicate with people around you, and with fans, too. They deserve to know why. And as long as you tell them this is why we did it, even if it didn’t work out, most fans will forgive you. They’d rather you take a few rips at the plate than to never swing the bat. But they do expect you to get a few hits, too.”

Soon after Whitsitt took over, Clyde Drexler decided he wanted out. The greatest player in Trail Blazer history liked Carlesimo but didn’t agree with the direction the franchise was headed, and he didn’t like Whitsitt. At the February 1995 trade deadline, Whitsitt sent Drexler to Houston with Tracy Murray for Otis Thorpe, the draft rights to Marcelo Nicola, and a first-round draft pick (Randolph Childress was later selected).

Before the 1995 NBA Finals, as Drexler joined with Hakeem Olajuwon to lead the Houston Rockets to the championship, Clyde the Glide spoke about what led him to want to leave Portland. “I wanted to finish my career in Portland,” Drexler said then.

Drexler said his distaste was about a lack of loyalty to a number of his fellow employees. Slowly, he watched them go: Adelman, assistants John Wetzel and Jack Schalow, Geoff Petrie, assistant GM Wayne Cooper, trainer Mike Shimensky, team doctor Bob Cook, equipment manager Roger Sabrowski, and media relations director John Lashway.

“Sometimes change is good; sometimes it’s bad,” Drexler said. “In this case, it was bad. I saw all my friends leave, and I felt like it was time for me to leave also. I felt very uncomfortable with the organization that had treated badly my friends who had been loyal to them for so many years.”

Drexler put the onus on Allen and Kolde.

“They dumped on a lot of people,” Drexler said. “I go back to when Paul first bought the team [in 1988], and he told me about how quickly they made changes at Asymetrix [Allen’s computer software company]. I remember him saying, ‘If somebody doesn’t do the job, we fire them right on the spot. Bert is the hatchet man.’ They were bragging about it. And sure enough, they brought out that same mentality to the Blazers organization the moment we didn’t have a very successful season. It tells you a lot about them. They get away with murder, they really do.”

It also bothered Clyde that Allen, Kolde, and Whitsitt all lived in the Seattle area.

“They’re running the club from Seattle,” Drexler said. “I don’t know how much time they’re spending in Portland, but it’s not the ideal situation.”

Once he had asked for a trade, Clyde admittedly preferred going to Houston, his hometown. “But I wanted change so bad, I wouldn’t have thought twice about going anywhere,” he said. “The Nets, the Clippers—I don’t care where, I’d still say yes, get me out. I have a few principles I try to adhere to. I’m not going to compromise my happiness to be part of an organization I don’t agree with anymore. We were family during Rick’s regime. The players were genuinely good friends with the whole staff. It’s more of a business with that team now.”

Drexler predicted further changes: “Terry is looking to do something. Jerome wants to get out. Buck isn’t very happy.”

Porter departed as a free agent after the 1994–95 season. Kersey was left exposed and was taken by Toronto in the 1995 expansion draft. Williams was the last of the old guard to go, leaving as a free agent after the 1995–96 campaign.

* * *

Carlesimo was disappointed when the Blazers traded Drexler.

“When I got there, we still had four guys who were the lynchpins of their two runs to the NBA Finals: Terry, Buck, Jerome, and Clyde,” Carlesimo says now. “I remember vividly when we moved C. D. We were in Dallas for the first game after the All-Star break. Bob called me in between the first and second bus [headed for the arena]. He told me about the deal.

“I remember going to knock on Clyde’s door. My first trade as the Blazers coach, and we just traded the best player in the history of the franchise. But Clyde had wanted a trade. He was pleased where he was going. I almost have tears in my eyes, and Clyde’s saying, ‘Coach, I’m fine.’ But I wasn’t.”

Carlesimo was hired on the basis of a strong 12-year run as head coach at Seton Hall, which included a berth in the NCAA finals in 1999. He had also served as an assistant on Chuck Daly’s staff with the “Dream Team” that won gold in the 1992 Olympic Games at Barcelona.

P. J. had grown up in Scranton, Pennsylvania, the eldest of ten children of Pete Carlesimo, a long-time coach and administrator at the University of Scranton and later athletic director at Fordham in New York City. P. J. had never coached in the NBA before he arrived in Portland, but he hired an outstanding staff of assistants—which included the late Dick Harter, who had been a head coach with the Charlotte Hornets, and Rick Carlisle and Johnny Davis, who would later become NBA head coaches.

Today, Carlesimo describes his time in Portland as “three of the favorite years of my life.”

“It was my first NBA job. That was a big change,” Carlesimo says. “Other than a short spell in Europe in the ’70s, it was the first time I lived away from the East Coast. Portland was really special to me for a lot of reasons, even before I came. It was a city I knew very well because of my relationship with Nike. I had good friends in the city, including [pro golfer] Peter Jacobsen. [Blazer forward] Mark Bryant had played for me [at Seton Hall], so I was coming to a city where I was really comfortable. We had an exceptional staff with Rick, Dick, and Johnny, and later Elston Turner, and Dan Burke was our video coordinator.

“The organization was incredible. Paul was a great owner. He didn’t interfere. He put the money out. A lot of owners don’t invest in the team. I don’t recall Paul saying no too many times in my three years. He loved the draft. We would always buy a second-round pick and end up with an extra pick. He never did anything other than show up and cheer for the team. He never questioned, ‘Why do we do this; why do we play this way?’ He let Bob be the GM, and he let me coach.”

Carlesimo was a gregarious sort, with a quick smile and a penchant for greeting people—everyone—by name.

“P. J. was awesome,” says Jay Jensen, who worked 19 seasons as a trainer for the Blazers (1994–2013). “He was an unbelievably caring person. He knew everybody’s name when you got into an arena. After my kids were born, he sent them US Savings bonds every birthday. He’d send me a Christmas card every year. When he got on the court, between the lines, he was extremely intense. As soon as he got done with practice, he was back to his easy-going nature. I never had any kind of issues with him.

“Our first trip was to training camp at the Olympic Training Center in Colorado Springs. It was the first time I ever had a coach stand outside and watch the bags go onto the plane to make sure they got on. He was very involved in every detail, including the food catered on the plane. He’d go over the menus and see if it was to his liking. He had his favorite restaurants he wanted to cater from when we were in a particular city. He was very involved in every part.”

* * *

It became clear early during the Whitsitt regime that the character of the players was not a critical virtue. He valued talent and was willing to take chances. “I didn’t major in chemistry in college,” was one of his famous sayings.

“Bob was straightforward,” Carlesimo says now. “We were not on the same page enough in terms of type of player. Bob always liked to take advantage of a talented player who maybe had some baggage. He’d err on the side of talent and say to me, ‘That’s your challenge as coach. I’m going to get you more talent, but you’re going to have to handle some personalities others have had trouble with.’ If he could get great talent with great attitude, sure, he loved that, too. But the emphasis was more on talent than personality or character.”

* * *

Whitsitt and Carlesimo inherited one player who had some behavioral issues. Before the 1992–93 season, Geoff Petrie had signed point guard Rod Strickland as a free agent.

Strickland had two stints as a Blazer, from 1992–1996 and then, at age thirty-four, for 21 games as an ill-fated late-season addition in 2001.

“Portland was great,” he says today. “I had my ups and downs, and I could have handled some things differently. I had some great times there, some good battles. Some of the best years of my career in Portland.”

Jim Paxson was with the Blazers during the Carlesimo era, first as an advance scout, then as assistant general manager under Whitsitt.

“P. J. was very organized, had a certain way of doing things,” Paxson says. “The Rod Stricklands of the world had trouble dealing with the regimen of that. Once P. J. stepped into that head coaching role, he changed a little bit, had certain expectations and became more rigid in how he saw the game.

“But everybody around him loved him as a person. He was one of the most generous people I’ve ever been around.”

Strickland was an immense talent but a troubled player during his two seasons with San Antonio in 1990–91 and 1991–92. He missed 24 games his first season after breaking his hand in a fight outside a San Antonio nightclub. The next season, he sat out the first 24 games because of a contract dispute. He feuded with Coach Larry Brown and was let go into free agency after that season despite averaging 13.8 points and 8.6 assists as a 25-year-old.

“I enjoyed playing with Rod,” said Sean Elliott, a sweet-shooting small forward with the Spurs during those years. “He was one of my favorite guys to play with. Rod was a great offensive player, one of the best finishers around the rim I ever saw.

“It wasn’t just Rod. Everybody had issues with Larry. He was the first coach I ever talked back to. We clashed. I was his whipping boy when I was a rookie. He was constantly on me. He’d yell at me for shooting a wide-open 10-footer. But when Larry left after my third season, I was heartbroken—devastated. He taught me a lot about the game. What a great X’s and O’s coach.”

Strickland’s first two seasons in Portland were under Adelman, where he thrived. The first season (1992–93), he wound up starting with Porter in the backcourt after Drexler was injured, averaging 13.7 points and 7.2 assists.

“We had a great team, with Clyde, Terry, Buck, Cliff Robinson, Kevin Duckworth, and Mario Elie,” Strickland says today. “But Clyde got hurt, and we weren’t the same. We lost in the first round of the playoffs.”

Strickland started the next season, and Porter moved to a bench role. Drexler was traded at midseason, and Strickland finished the season averaging 17.2 points and 9 assists, the latter figure fifth in the league.

Strickland enjoyed a great relationship with Adelman.

“Rick was the guy who got me over the top in my career,” Strickland says. “He made me a well-rounded player. I remember him pulling me aside and telling me, ‘I don’t care how much you shoot; you just keep doing what you’re doing.’ That encouragement from a coach. … I’ll never forget that.”

Adelman was dismissed after the 1993–94 season.

“When Rick told me he was fired, I cried,” Strickland recalls. “I got choked up. That hurt. Rick was the guy who believed in me. Even when I had my ups and downs, my incidents, he never looked at me in any different way.”

Carlesimo took over, and Strickland had the two most productive seasons of his 16-year NBA career, averaging a career-high 18.9 points and 8.8 assists in 1994–95 and 18.7 points and 9.6 assists in 1995–96. Their relationship, however, was much different than it had been for Rod under Adelman.

More than twenty years later, Strickland assesses his relationship with Carlesimo in a different light than he did at the time.

“It was strained,” he says today. “I want to be fair when I talk about this. Now that I’ve been away from this for some years, I think I have a better handle on how it was then. When P. J. and I see each other now, we are great. If me and P. J. would have been able to talk then, if both of us could have got outside our BS, we could have gotten something done. That’s why Rick was so great. He just worked with me, through my faults.

“P. J. may have come in thinking he had to deal with me in a certain way. That’s just my interpretation. We could have sat down and figured it out. We never did. I took a lot of things personally. He came in as a college coach. They’re so used to dealing with players in a certain way in college. Pros don’t want to hear that. He couldn’t separate that. I was a guy who, if I thought you were BS, there’s no coming back. That’s a quality I wish I didn’t have, but that was one of my ways. P. J. could never get past that.

“I’m one of those people, I can hold a grudge. I remember how people treat you. P. J. came in with his rah-rah college BS, screaming and cussing. But it’s water under the bridge. I’m glad we’re good now.”

Carlesimo sees it much the same way.

“Rod and I had a stormy relationship, for sure,” he says. “I’m not Rod’s favorite coach, no question about that. I see him now. We’ve had some great sit-downs. I’m glad about that. I harbor no ill feelings. Since he has been in coaching himself, I think he gets it more now than he did then.

“Rod was not a good player, he was an excellent player. He wasn’t a great practice player. Cliff Robinson was the opposite. He might go out and party at night, but he was a practice animal. I don’t ever recall Cliff missing a practice or not playing 100 percent.

“Our best offense was when the shot clock would get down to five seconds and Rod had the ball. It was, ‘Get out of his way.’ That was our most effective play.”

Strickland had begun forming an opinion on Carlesimo several years earlier when he assisted John Thompson in the 1988 Olympic trials in Denver, in which Rod competed. Strickland, who had just finished an All-America junior season at DePaul, felt slighted in some of the scrimmages and drills that Carlesimo put on.

That was exacerbated during Carlesimo’s first training camp with the Blazers in 1994, ironically, at the US Olympic training center in Colorado Springs.

“The second or third day, P. J. decided he was going to ride Rod’s butt,” said a team official, who asked to remain anonymous. “He chewed out Rod in front of the whole team, and he never really let up. He said Rod wasn’t working hard, wasn’t giving his best effort. A few minutes later, he singled Rod out and chewed him out for not doing a shooting drills the way he wanted. He told Rod: ‘Go sit down. We don’t want you.’ A few minutes later, Rod got up and went over to rebound for Terry Porter, and P. J. yelled at him again, saying, ‘I don’t want you rebounding for Terry. Go over there and stand by yourself.’”

Burke, then the team’s video coordinator, was at the training camp.

“P. J. went off on Rod,” says Burke, who has gone on to more than 20 years as an assistant coach at Indiana. “He said, ‘We’re going to run those sprints again. Our starting point guard isn’t running hard.’ I think he got advice to be tough on those guys following Rick, who was a players’ coach.

“P. J. got after the guys hard. After practice, I was a driver of one of the team vans. Terry, Buck, and Clyde piled in with me. They said, ‘We’re going with you. There’s a friendly face in here.’ It all started because of Rod. Rod was one of those rebels. P. J. had that voice that sounded like he might be yelling, but he wasn’t really yelling, and some guys didn’t know how to handle it.”

Chris Dudley played for the Blazers from 1993–1997 and again from 2001–2003. The 6-foot-11 center was with the club for all three seasons of the Carlesimo regime.

“He [Carlesimo] was Jekyll and Hyde, on and off the court,” Dudley says. “Off the court, he was the nicest guy you’ve ever met. On the court, he started off as a yeller. For me, I just took the yelling as part of it. It was nothing personal. I was able to laugh it off and go. That got him off on the wrong foot with Rod. But P. J. knew the game very well. I have a ton of respect for him.”

But there were other players who thought Carlesimo overdid it with the discipline aspect. At times, his assistants agreed.

“The first training camp, we were running suicide sprints in Colorado Springs, and Dick was raising his eyebrows and saying, ‘They don’t do this,’” Carlesimo says today. “But I was thinking, ‘They do it some places.’ We’d be on a trip, and I’d think maybe we should practice, and Dick or Johnny would say, ‘Nah, they need a day off. It’s more important for them to rest today.’ Those guys brought a perspective to me, Rick and Johnny and later Elston, from guys who had played in the league.

“If it were another NBA coach doing the same things, a lot of that wouldn’t have caused any comment [from the players]. But because I was a college coach, the players questioned it. I had a label.”

Was Carlesimo too much of a disciplinarian for the NBA?

“I thought no, but there were certain things,” he says now. “Dick was great. He had coached college and pro. He had the perspective of having done both. He would talk to me a lot. Looking back now, that was about as good a staff as you could get, including Rick and Johnny, who were great with players and had played in the league.

“I coached with a whistle. I’d blow the whistle a lot. Dick would say, ‘Most NBA coaches don’t do that.’ I knew that I had to adjust, but I also knew I had to be myself.”

In Portland and later at Golden State, Carlesimo felt he suffered because he succeeded Adelman as coach.

“Rick has a reputation as a players’ coach,” he says. “I’ve probably been stereotyped as too hard or pick your words. But Rick was demanding. He had discipline. They typecast coaches. You see it a lot.”

Davis, a soft-spoken assistant who had been a rookie guard on the Blazers’ championship team of 1977, defends Carlesimo in the issue of discipline with Strickland.

“There was a disconnect in terms of the conditioning aspect of the game that got those two sideways with one another,” Davis says now. “I thought P. J. was a good coach, I really did. He was one of the most giving guys I’ve been around. He would give you the shirt off his back.

“That was a veteran team, and they didn’t need to be prodded quite as much. They had to be told things and disciplined—all of that is necessary—but the disconnect came with the way the players were receiving the message. They got a little sideways with how P. J. delivered it to them.

“But that wasn’t right. The coach has to be who he is, true to himself. The players have to understand it’s not a personal thing, it’s a professional thing, that allows for you to grow. P. J. was the leader of the team in terms of setting the direction and the parameters. The players have to accept the leadership. You don’t have to agree with it, but you have to do what is mandated by the coach. There was some resistance to how he delivered it as opposed to the message itself.”

Davis, though, was captivated by “the creativity of Rod Strickland.” Nobody was better with a mid-range game attacking the basket, scoring on a floater, or setting up teammates.

“He was a natural player in the sense that he played the game with a rhythm, a cadence on the floor that was his own,” says Davis, who would coach 25 years in the NBA, including head-coaching stints in Philadelphia and Orlando. “He was like a jazz maestro. He was making things happen on the floor in a creative sense. His ability to penetrate and create and his imagination in terms of finishing around the basket impressed me. He was as talented as any guard in the league, and probably should have made the All-Star Game a couple of times.”


A couple of years before he arrived in Portland, Strickland had been arrested in New York and, eventually, was found guilty of battery on a former girlfriend, the mother of their child, a couple of years earlier. During his NBA career, he had multiple arrests for assault, three DUIs, an indecent exposure charge, a disorderly conduct charge, and an indictment for punching a waitress in a restaurant parking lot in Bowie, Maryland.



During his first season with Portland, Strickland also had his share of dust-ups. He and Cliff Robinson were charged with battery after an altercation with a truck driver in the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant in Chicago (they were later acquitted).

On March 31, 1995, Carlesimo kept Strickland out of the starting lineup in a game at Philadelphia because he had not flown with the team from New Jersey to Philly. Rod had spent the night in New York and had believed that was OK with P. J. He played only four minutes in the first half, got into a shouting match with the coach at halftime, and did not play in the second half of an 86–85 loss to the lowly 76ers. After the game, Strickland let his feelings out to a reporter: “I don’t like him—and you can write that. I didn’t like him in the beginning, and I don’t like him now.”

The 1994–95 Blazers were still a formidable team after the Drexler trade, with Otis Thorpe added to a nucleus that included Strickland, Cliff, James “Hollywood” Robinson, Buck Williams, Porter, Jerome Kersey, Chris Dudley, and Harvey Grant. They struggled down the stretch of the regular season, though, going 8–10 over the final 18 games to finish 44–38. They were then swept by Phoenix in the first round of the playoffs.

* * *

The Blazers went into the 1995–96 season with Porter and Kersey gone but with a talented group led by Cliff Robinson, Strickland, and Arvydas Sabonis, who had finally been signed seven years after being drafted by Portland in 1988. Strickland and Carlesimo had patched up their differences—on the surface, anyway.

Meanwhile, Carlesimo was working his way into a relationship with Whitsitt.

“He was a better GM than not,” Carlesimo says. “Bob was more up-front and more direct than most people. I respect that about Bob. You knew where you stood with him. Some guys will not tell you what they’re thinking. If he didn’t like something or the way you were doing it, Bob would tell you.”

Eleven players made starts for the 1995–96 Blazers, including 21-year-old small forward Dontonio Wingfield, who had played as a rookie for the Seattle SuperSonics the previous year and had been acquired as a free agent by Whitsitt, as well as forward Gary Trent, a bruising rookie from Ohio University.

Wingfield, who would later be convicted of assaulting two suburban Cincinnati police officers after a dispute with a girlfriend and sentenced to a year in prison, spent two seasons plus three games with Portland, then was gone at age twenty-three, never to play another NBA game.

The 6-foot-6, 250-pound Trent lasted nine seasons in the NBA but never became a full-time starter at any of his stops, including Portland, Toronto, Dallas, and Minnesota. He spent the first two and a half seasons of his career with the Blazers.

Trent survived a disturbing childhood growing up in Columbus, Ohio. His father, Dexter, who had been a drug dealer since age fourteen, received a life sentence at age thirty-one for dealing crack. He served 6½ years. His mother, Cheryl Gunnell Trent, became addicted to drugs and did three months for aggravated drug trafficking. His grandmother was convicted of killing one of her sons. His grandfather drank himself to death. Five uncles served time. Some were mobsters and gangsters, “but they were my family, and I loved every one of them,” Trent said in 1995.

At one point, Cheryl fired a .357 Magnum at Dexter while he was in the shower. She missed.

Trent briefly dropped out of high school as a freshman and began selling crack.

“My life was drugs, murder, bank robbery, kidnapping, the whole nine [yards],” Trent said then. “It was generational dysfunction. That’s when you get sucked into the pitfalls and the negativity of what came before you.”

For years, the Trent family lived in a middle-class Columbus suburb, living off Dexter’s lucrative business. At eleven or twelve, Gary recalls his father bundling up $100 bills: “He’d stack ’em so high, the pile was taller than me or my sister. Then he’d take all his ones, wad them up in his hands, and throw them at us. Anything we caught in the air, we could keep.”

Until he was caught, Dexter was piling up big money, as much as $5,000 a day. He paid cash for his house, and it wasn’t unusual for the parents to spent $10,000 on their kids for Christmas. They had a nice home, cars, jewelry, and more than $100,000 tucked away in a safety deposit box. Then Dexter was arrested and sentenced to life in prison. Gary was thirteen.

After his father’s arrest, the Trents went from “having everything to having nothing,” his mother said in a newspaper interview. “It was hard on all of us.”

They moved to a small brick apartment on notorious East Livington Street. “It was a war zone. It was terrible,” said Gary.

Trent started dealing drugs at fourteen, as a ninth grader. He missed so many days at Briggs High, he was eventually kicked out. “At that point, I didn’t have anything, and I figured I had to do what I had to do to live,” he said in 1995. “My dad had taken care of everything. Now I had to do it for myself.”

Trent started dealing on Studer Avenue.

“You find a spot where the traffic and business are flowing, and you stay there until it gets hot, until the cops start coming through,” he said. “I was big for my age, and I could stand up for myself. Plus, you have $5,000 or $6,000 on you all the time—you feel like you’re the man. Hey, it felt good. You felt like you were somebody. I figured if I go to jail, I’ve got three meals [a day] and nothing to worry about. If I get killed, well, I don’t have any more problems.”

Trent said he never served time nor used drugs himself. His mother said she worried about him when he was on the streets. “I prayed more than anything,” she said. “I was afraid I’d lose him.”

Gary visited his father in jail, “and I told him to take a long look around the visitor’s room,” his father said. He said, “You see all this? You see us fools in here? This is where you’re going to be, if you don’t get killed first.”

In desperation, when Gary was fifteen, his mother sent his sister to live with a great-grandmother and shipped him to the suburbs to live with a disciplinarian aunt, Rosalyn Terrell. She pushed and prodded him to get to class on time at Hamilton Township High and gave him household chores. He was also away from the city and had no access to the drugs he’d had. “That’s when I started playing basketball,” he said.

Trent became a starter as a sophomore; as a senior, he averaged 32 points and 16 rebounds and shot 81 percent from the field, the latter said to be a national prep record. Major colleges recruited him, but he had only a 2.3 grade point average, and it took him several cracks at the SAT before gaining an acceptable score. With the big schools looking elsewhere by then, Trent signed with Ohio U, where he became a sensation known as the “Shaq of the MAC,” a two-time Mid-American Conference Player of the Year. In the 1995 draft, Trent was taken by Milwaukee with the 11th pick and traded that night to Portland.

During his rookie season with the Blazers, Trent appraised his family situation as “a horror story that turned into a good story.”

“I don’t walk around like some hardcore dude who’s big and tough,” he said. “People think everyone who comes from a messed-up situation is a troubled child, screwed up mentally. But the situation didn’t mess me up mentally. It made me stronger.”

Trent’s role models in his early time with Blazers would be Rasheed Wallace and J. R. Rider. That’s what he said at the time, at least. Today, he strikes a different chord.

“The best thing was being able to learn from a Buck Williams, a Cliff Robinson,” Trent says now. “Aaron McKie mentored me and taught me everything. I learned most of my NBA life lessons from him. Just being around him, him teaching me about doing things on the road … he played an instrumental role in my life.”

When Trent came in, he predicted he would someday be as great as Charles Barkley or Karl Malone.

“I stand by that,” he said in January of his rookie year. “But maybe I should change that to Scottie Pippen. I’m not 6-foot-9. I’m 6-foot-6 with a lot of power.”

Trent was a rough-and-tumble type of player who didn’t back down from anybody. Johnny Davis saw that firsthand during a “brawl” after practice one day that season at Lewis & Clark College.

“Gary and Dontonio [Wingfield] got into it,” the former assistant coach says. “They were doing some construction down there, and there was a bucket full of drywall mud. I forget who threw it, but it hit one of the reporters and got him drenched with drywall mud. It was a pretty heated go-to between two really strong guys.

“But they were buddies. They went out to dinner the next night. It was just a little flare-up of ego and testosterone. Those things happened sometimes.”

Longtime television analyst Mike Rice tried to keep a bit of a wide berth from Trent.

“I actually liked Gary,” Rice says today. “He was a nice guy but a scary guy, too. It was the law of the jungle with him. If somebody told me, ‘Gary’s looking for you,’ I’d hide for a month.”

Trent made a good impression as a rookie after coming to camp at 260, then losing about 10 pounds. At one point, he moved into the starting lineup for 10 games, beating out Harvey Grant. But Trent suffered a non-displaced fracture of the ring finger on his right hand on March 5, missing 22 games. By the time he returned to duty, he was out of the rotation.

* * *

Arvydas Sabonis was thirty when he arrived in Portland, regarded as one of the great big men in history but beyond his prime after a pair of surgeries on his Achilles. Portland had chosen him at age twenty-one with the 24th pick in the 1986 draft, the European Player of the Year who would lead the Soviet Union to a semifinal win over the US and a gold medal at the 1988 Olympic Games in Seoul.

Bucky Buckwalter, then the Blazers’ VP/basketball operations, tried to use his connections to get Sabonis past the Soviet political red tape that would bring him from the Iron Curtain to the NBA but to no avail.

Sabonis could run like a deer during the ’80s, when he weighed in the 250-pound range. His predecessor as a great Portland center, Bill Walton, first laid eyes on Sabonis during the European Championships at age nineteen in 1984.

“He probably had a quadruple-double at halftime, and his coach, Alexander Gomelsky, didn’t even start him in the second half,” Walton told Grantland.com. “You might as well just rewrite the rules of basketball after watching him play in the first half. He could do everything. He had the skills of Larry Bird and Pete Maravich. He had the athleticism of Kareem [Abdul-Jabbar], and he could shoot the 3-point shot. He could pass, run the floor, dribble. We should have carried out a plan in the early 1980s to kidnap him and bring him back right then.”

Finally, in 1995, Sabonis met with Whitsitt for dinner in Spain, where he had been playing professionally for three seasons.

“[Whitsitt] said if I didn’t come now, I wouldn’t get to come ever, that I wouldn’t get to feel what is the NBA,” Sabonis told Grantland. “It was the last bullet, you know?”

Whitsitt asked team doctor Bob Cook to take a look at X-rays of Sabonis’s injury-ravaged feet/ankles before he arrived.

“He said Arvydas could qualify for a handicapped parking spot based on the X-rays alone,” Whitsitt told Grantland.

By the time he got to Portland, Sabonis had weighed about 295. He played seven seasons with the Blazers, sitting out the 2001–02 campaign and returning for a final season in 2002–03. By that time, he was about 310 pounds and still a force to be reckoned with.

Jim Paxson, the Blazers’ assistant GM from 1995–1998, had “a unique relationship” with Sabonis.

“When we were bringing him over [from Europe], Bob put me in charge of getting Arvydas and his family settled in Portland, in every aspect,” Paxson says today. “We developed a close relationship. He would invite me to dinner when he had family in from out of town.

“As a player, even though he was limited physically by the time he got to America, I believe he’s a Top-20 player in the history of the game. His ability to pass, to shoot, to do all the things big men in today’s game—he was doing all those things in the late ’80s and ’90s. When we had him [from 1995–2003], he didn’t have the athleticism anymore, but he had a great feel for the game, and he really cared about winning.

“I have a high opinion of Arvydas. He was a really valuable player, a great guy, very generous. He was funny. He enjoyed his teammates, and they really liked him. He was smart. When Domantas [now with the Indiana Pacers] was born in Portland, he said, ‘Now I have an American son.’ He was really proud his son was born in America.”

Carlesimo had Sabonis for the coach’s final two seasons in Portland.

“The first time I met Arvydas was in his room when he and Sarunas [Marciulionis] were roommates at the European Championships in about 1989,” says Carlesimo, who was then the head coach at Seton Hall. “I was scouting them, but mostly Sarunas. In his twenties, Arvydas was the best player outside the NBA in the world by far. He’d have been Top-10 even with the guys in the NBA. People have no idea how well he ran and jumped and how much less he weighed when he was in his prime.

“I loved coaching Arvydas. He was nowhere near physically what he had been before his leg problems. But with us, the skill level was still very good, the way he shot and passed. He didn’t stop [Shaquille O’Neal], but we more than anybody could play him one-on-one. Shaq couldn’t move [Sabonis] like he could the other guys. Nobody could play Shaq physically the way Arvydas could. He was an unbelievable passer. It was hard for him to do 82 games, but he was one of my favorite players I ever coached.”

Mike Dunleavy had Sabonis for all four of his seasons as the Blazers’ head coach.

“He was a pleasure to coach,” Dunleavy says. “A real winner. The nights he had a favorable matchup, you knew he would come through. He’d get 30 that night. If a guy couldn’t guard him, we’d get him the ball, and he’d deliver. He virtually won you the games you’re supposed to win on those nights.”

Sean Elliott had played against Sabonis in the 1986 World Championships in Spain.

“I saw him in his prime,” says the former San Antonio forward. “If Sabonis had come over when he first got drafted and NBA fans had seen him, he’d be considered one of the greatest big men of all time. He was David Robinson with a 3-point shot and a better passer. Sabonis went over Charles Smith and David for one of the best dunks I’ve ever seen. He threw it down, and our jaws collectively dropped.

“When he was in the NBA, he was 300 pounds. I saw him at 250. He could run and jump as high as anybody. He shot the three like Jack Sikma and passed the ball like Bill Walton. Had he come to Portland earlier, [the Blazers] would have had a great shot at winning multiple titles.”

Johnny Davis is the only person to have played with Bill Walton and coached Arvydas Sabonis. Davis was a rookie guard on the 1977 NBA champion Blazers and an assistant coach for Sabonis’ first two seasons in Portland two decades later.

“Arvydas was no longer in his prime, but you could clearly see this guy was a very special talent,” Davis says. “He was still very effective, even though his athleticism had diminished. I liked his intellectual approach to playing, the way he saw the game. His vision of the game was so much keener than what you normally find. That stood out to me. I referenced it to the way Bill Walton played. He had a different way of looking at the game as well.

“With both of them, you had to understand how the game should be played. If you couldn’t get to where they were at in that regard, you couldn’t play with them. They made good players better because they had a different way of looking at the game. Guys who didn’t understand how to play with others on the floor would have a hard time playing with them. They didn’t play isolation basketball; they played team basketball, inclusive basketball.

“It was interesting to see how closely matched Arvydas was from an intellectual standpoint with Bill. They could dominate a game without just scoring. They’re two of the best passing big men in the history of basketball. I can’t think of anybody who passed the ball from the center position as well as Bill or Arvydas. Portland had perhaps the two best passing centers of all time.”

Brian Grant, who was with the Blazers from 1997–2000, had seen film of Sabonis in his prime.

“Because of his injury, by the time he got to us, he had to adapt his game,” Grant says. “That’s the real talent. Now his whole thing was making crazy passes, shooting threes. It was whatever he could make his body do at that point in the career, with his foot killing him. He’d come out of the shower after a game limping. I’m glad I got a chance to play with that Sabonis. The young one was really good, but he was something special when he was here.”

Bob Medina, who would come on as the Blazers’ strength and conditioning coach in 1997, taught Sabonis how to play cribbage.

“It was an interesting dynamic with Arvydas,” Medina says now. “He was such a different guy from all the other players. When you go to a team meal, there are six or seven tables with eight or nine chairs at each table. Coaches usually sit at one table and the players at another one. I noticed early on that Sabonis would always sit by himself. I thought that was strange. He always sat by himself on the plane, too. It hurt my heart a little bit.

“One day at breakfast, I sat down with him. He looked surprised. We started talking. I knew I had to invest in him. I learned some words in his [Lithuanian] language. I would sit on the plane with him, and we’d played cards. We played cribbage on all of our flights. He picked it up pretty quick. I learned a lot from him, too.”

Sabonis hadn’t spent much time in the weight room until he joined the Blazers.

“My biggest thing was to try to keep him healthy,” Medina says. “There were things I couldn’t do with him that I could do with younger players, but I tried to plug into him as much as I could.”

Grant laughs at the memories of his time with the Lithuanian lug.

“People don’t know how funny Sabonis was,” Grant says. “He had his act down pat. ‘I don’t know English that well.’ I started talking to him, and he started talking to me, like, ‘That guy is an asshole.’ And I’m thinking, ‘So the guy does know some English.’

“If he liked you, he’d talk to you behind the scenes. Once we were on a trip to New Jersey, and he goes, ‘You go to dinner with me tonight.’ I went out with him. Applebees or something. Sarunas Marciulonis was there, too. We’re going to drink. He pulls the vodka out and sets up shots. He slaps me across the face. I say, ‘What’s wrong with you?’ He says, ‘Always look me in the eye [during a toast]—always.’ I started laughing. It was quite a night. All I remember is his buddies carrying me out of there.”

* * *

Sabonis wound up coming off the bench most of that season. The usual starting lineup was Strickland and Aaron McKie at guard, Dudley at center, and Cliff Robinson and Harvey Grant at forward. The rookie Trent, the veteran Buck Williams, and James “Hollywood” Robinson were the others in the normal rotation.

It was not a good mix. Strickland’s feud with Carlesimo continued to simmer, though the point guard played well. The Blazers had a six-game losing streak prior to Christmas. During that stretch, Cliff Robinson failed to show up for shootaround and sat out the first quarter of a 112–100 homecourt loss to Washington. That was Carlesimo’s routine for any insubordinate act.

Strickland showed up 45 minutes late for a Christmas Eve practice and 30 minutes late for a New Year’s Day practice. P. J. benched him for the first quarter of the ensuing game both times. The second time, Strickland still had 22 points and eight assists in a 101–92 victory over the Knicks.

Then it happened again a week later, Strickland sitting for the first quarter of a 90–89 win over the Heat at the Rose Garden. The next day, Strickland was late for practice again, but Carlesimo told the media he wouldn’t sit him this time because Rod said he had a flat tire. Later, team officials said Strickland didn’t participate in the workout because he had a swollen knuckle on his left hand. No explanation was offered for how that might have happened.

Bob Whitsitt let Carlesimo handle any sanctions on his own. To the media, Whitsitt wouldn’t even acknowledge them.

“Nobody plays the whole game,” he said one time. “There were times [in Seattle] when Shawn Kemp and Gary Payton didn’t start, and they’re All-Stars. Who said it was a punishment?”

In February, the Robinsons had a post-practice brawl. Nobody was seriously hurt, and the players were fined but not suspended.

“You have two emotional people,” Cliff told reporters. “It just escalated past what we even could have expected. We’re fine. We talked about it, and we apologized to each other.”

The day before the trade deadline, Strickland was smacked with $3,100 in fines for missing mandatory weight-lifting sessions during the season.

That night, he asked a reporter, “Any trade rumors? Me for J. R. Rider? Whatever. They’d better get rid of me,” he said, or his relationship with P. J. could get “very ugly.”

As the trade deadline passed and he remained with the Blazers, Strickland, angered that they hadn’t honored his request to be traded, went AWOL. The Blazers responded by suspending him indefinitely without pay. At the time, Strickland was Portland’s No. 2 scorer (19.3) and ranked third in the league in assists (9.5).

During his absence, Carlesimo was asked about not having his point guard.

“I’d hoped Rod would be here,” he said, “but I’m not doing a play-by-play on what we’re trying to do to work this out. I think I can get along with anybody. Why? Because that’s my job.”

During this time, Whitsitt was nowhere to be seen, evidently staying at his Seattle home. Some felt the GM was letting the coach twist in the wind, including Oregonian columnist Dwight Jaynes, who wrote about Whitsitt, “He’s an admiral trying to lead a fleet from his bathtub.”

The suspension cost Strickland $166,830 since he missed six games before returning. He finally showed up to practice and pledged to play the rest of the season, telling the media, “I don’t regret anything I’ve done.”

Carlesimo always seemed baffled by Rod’s attitude toward him and didn’t seem to understand its extent.

“Until these last few weeks, I thought we had a more productive relationship over the past year,” P. J. said at the time. “Was there a huge difference? No. But we had talked about the need to work together as efficiently as we could. This is not to say that he doesn’t have some reasons that are very valid in his mind, but at this point, I can’t say I have a clear sense of what those reasons are.”

* * *

With Strickland back in the fold, the Blazers began to win—and win big.

After a March 5 loss at home to the Rockets, Portland held a 26–34 record and was reeling. For the final six weeks of the regular season, they were the hottest team in the NBA, going 18–4 to finish at 44–38. Sabonis and Dudley were an outstanding tag team in the pivot, Sabonis at the offensive end and Dudley rebounding and playing defense. Strickland and Robinson had big nights. (Strickland finished the season averaging 18.7 points and ranked fourth in the NBA with 9.6 assists, while Robinson averaged 21.1 points.) It seemed to be all coming together.

Portland finished as the No. 6 seed in the West, earning a first-round playoff date with No. 3 seed Utah, which finished 55–27. Even with Karl Malone and John Stockton leading the Jazz, many national pundits felt the Blazers would win the series in an upset.

Utah won the first two games at home. Portland came back to win two highly contested games at the Rose Garden, including a 94–91 overtime thriller in Game 3.

The Blazers flew to Salt Lake City for the decider in a best-of-five series. It turned out to be a debacle as the Jazz rolled, 102–64. The Blazers set an NBA playoff record for fewest points in a half (24) and for a game and established a franchise low for shooting percentage in a playoff game (.329). They were outrebounded 54–33. They scored 12 points in the first quarter, 12 in the second, and 14 in the third. With nine minutes left, Utah led 74–41.

“If you’d told me this morning this game was going to end up like this, I’d have had a heart attack,” Utah coach Jerry Sloan said. “I’m not going to say our defense was that great. They missed a lot of shots. If they make some of them, it’s a different game.”

More than two decades later, Carlesimo calls it “the worst Game 5 (in a five-game series) in history. From Jump Street, it was a massacre.”

Sabonis had 14 points and 8 rebounds, but none of the other Blazers played well. Strickland shot 5-for-16 from the field, didn’t get to the foul line, and couldn’t stop Stockton, who scored 21 on 7-for-11 shooting.

“The most embarrassing moment of my career,” Strickland said afterward. “After this game, we deserve any criticism we get.”

It may be that some of the Portland players—including Strickland—didn’t even want to get to a Game 5.

There were four days before Games 4 and 5. The night before they left for Salt Lake City, several of the players had partied late. Strickland was more than a half-hour late for the flight. Whitsitt wouldn’t let the plane leave without the point guard. Strickland finally got there but was still hung over and couldn’t take part in a shootaround that afternoon.

When they departed Portland, the Blazers had been ordered to pack for several days. If they were to win Game 5, they would head straight to San Antonio for the opener of the Western Conference Finals. Several of the players had purchased plane tickets to tropical sites such as the Bahamas the day after Game 4 and were pissed off they had to go to Salt Lake City instead.

After Game 5, Strickland reiterated his desire to be traded.

“I’ve got one foot out the door and one foot on a banana peel,” he quipped. “I just think it’s time for a change. I doubt if I’ll be back. I think I’m pretty much out.”

Strickland was correct. Big changes were in the offing. Soon, the leadership of the team would be held by such players as J. R. Rider and Rasheed Wallace.


Chapter 2

SO LONG, P. J.

(1996–1997)

“Some guys are calm, cool, and collected. Other guys are full of rage. It’s just competitiveness, and I’m a competitive person.”

—Rasheed Wallace

The last of the nucleus of the great teams of the early ’90s departed in the summer of 1996 when the Blazers opted not to exercise a $3.4-million option and let veteran Buck Williams become a free agent. The veteran power forward, 36, signed with the New York Knicks for three years and $4.1 million. It left only Cliff Robinson, who had been the sixth man on those teams, on the Portland roster.

On July 15, Portland sent Rod Strickland and Harvey Grant to Washington for Rasheed Wallace and Mitchell Butler.

Today, Williams is a real estate investor in Maryland and has a wistful feeling as he looks back on his seven seasons in a Blazer uniform.

“When I left, I could sense the direction the organization was heading, with the players Whitsitt started bringing in,” Williams says. “I knew at some point the whole complexion of the team would change from the original way. If you look just at talent, you miss the whole picture. You have to have a [general manager] who has a feel for people, a feel for the history of the team. When you get too far into the talent, that’s when you find yourself in a position of decline.

“My last couple of years there, Portland put talent above character, and it was win at all costs. It was a learning experience for Paul and his management team. Especially in the playoffs, you win games with character and chemistry.”

The 6-foot-11 Wallace was an immense talent who was ahead of his time, as a big man with shooting range that extended to the 3-point line, along with the requisite post-up skills. He was also all scowl and howl on the court, a raving maniac at times, ranting at officials. Fans were wise to stay on volcanic-ash alert; Mount Sheed could erupt at any time.

Rasheed grew up in Philadelphia, the youngest of three sons of Jackie Wallace, a social services employee of the state of Pennsylvania. He hardly knew his father.

“My dad wasn’t around much,” Wallace said in an interview not long after he arrived in Portland. “It was a hard fight for my mom.”

Jackie had help from her father, James Williams, the family patriarch and the primary male role model for Rasheed, his brothers, and cousins.

“Our grandfather raised us all,” said Rasheed’s cousin, Joe Watson, who followed Rasheed to Portland in 1996 to become the player’s business manager and director of his foundation. “Our mother was both a mother and a father figure, and our grandfather was the overseer. When it came to discipline, he was there.”

Wallace started playing basketball at age twelve, tagging along with older brothers Muhammad and Malcolm. The two oldest boys were given Muslim names because their father was of that faith. Rasheed’s father, a different man, was not Muslim, “but I couldn’t have a Muhammad, a Malcolm, and a Fred,” his mother quipped.

As a 6-foot-7 freshman, Wallace started on a Simon Gratz team—with future Trail Blazer guard Aaron McKie—that won the Public League city championship. By his senior year, he was hailed by many as one of the city’s best NBA prospects ever.

“It took 35 years to find a Wilt Chamberlain and 35 more to find a Rasheed Wallace,” Simon Gratz coach Bill Ellerbee said.

Wallace’s temper often got the best of him, though at one point he thought he had the problem licked.

“Last year, if I made a mistake or my team made a mistake, I would get mad and start yelling,” he said during a newspaper interview before his senior season. “I have calmed down. Now I say to my teammates, ‘Let’s get back on D.’”

Wallace had two successful seasons at North Carolina under Dean Smith before leaving to be taken by Washington with the fourth pick in the 1995 draft. The Bullets’ general manager was John Nash, who would reunite years later with Wallace in Portland.

By now 6-foot-10 but a skinny 225 pounds, Wallace ranked 12th in scoring (11.7) and 8th in rebounds (4.7) among NBA rookies before breaking his left thumb and missing the season’s final 15 games. He also picked up 22 technical fouls, good enough for 5th in the league. That was after a tumultuous preseason in which he was whistled for eight Ts in eight games, was fined for being late for practice, and threw a ball at Chicago’s Luc Longley after Longley and teammate Chris Webber exchanged words.

In his regular-season debut in his hometown of Philadelphia, he sulked on the bench after sustaining a T. When assistant coach Derek Smith tried to approach him, he said, “Get the fuck out of here, Derek.”

But Wallace didn’t consider it a problem.

“Emotion is part of my game,” he said during his rookie season. “I’m not out there to impress nobody.”

Wallace had also been having domestic issues.

In April 1996, he was charged with misdemeanor assault after being accused of choking Chiquita Bryant, his former girlfriend and the mother of his child, while visiting her and his baby boy on Easter weekend. Prosecution was deferred when Wallace apologized in court and agreed to perform 50 hours of community service and seek counseling.

In June 1996, he was sued by a North Carolina daycare center after he was accused of cursing at Bryant, blocking her car, and not allowing other parents to enter or exit. Charges of criminal assault were eventually dropped.

Agent Bill Strickland said it was simply a case of the ex-girlfriend being jealous of his current one, Fatima Sanders, and Rasheed trying to be a responsible father.

At the press conference announcing the trade, Wallace said he would benefit from the change of scenery.

“I see it as a positive thing,” he said. “I can’t come in here with the attitude that I don’t want to be here; I can’t dog Portland. Right now, I’m trying to impress my bosses, and come training camp, I want to impress them some more.”

Wallace was asked about his problem with referees as a rookie.

“That was mainly from determination and the will to win,” he said. “Some guys are calm, cool, and collected. Other guys are full of rage. It’s just competitiveness, and I’m a competitive person. Every once in a while, I will admit I’m wrong. On some occasions when I got the technicals, I wasn’t wrong. It was just the competitive nature coming out in me.”

But his behavior, he said, “is definitely under control. I’m just going to sit back and play.”

Whitsitt said he hoped it wouldn’t be a problem.

“There’s nothing wrong with being an emotional player,” Whitsitt said. “He just needs to learn to control those things better.”

By the time he came to the Blazers, Wallace had two sons of his own, plus a third belonging to his fiancée, Fatima.

“I am just trying to be there for them so they won’t have to go through what I went through, missing my dad when I was younger,” Wallace said at the time.

But, Wallace added, “I can’t complain about my childhood. I had my friends, my family, my mom. I don’t wish I could change things.”

During his time in Portland, he and Fatima would sponsor a drive that reaped Christmas ornaments for needy families, and he also continued a coat drive to help clothe Philadelphians during the cold winters. He would host free summer basketball camps for youths in both Philadelphia and Portland as well.

After the trade to Portland was announced, his mother told the Philadelphia Daily News, “I guess I’m going to have to move to Portland. I don’t want my child all the way out there by himself. Portland? Doggone, give me a break. I’d rather live in California or Miami.”

Rasheed, of course, had his soon-to-be wife and children with him in Portland. His mother never moved out, though she visited often.

* * *

The day after the Strickland-Wallace trade, the Blazers came to terms on a seven-year, $46.7-million contract with free-agent point guard Kenny Anderson. The 6 foot, 170-pound Anderson, 26, had been traded by New Jersey to Charlotte in January after turning down a six-year, $42-million extension offer from the Nets. He had become a star with New Jersey in his 4½ seasons there, making the All-Star Game during his third season in 1993–94, a season in which he averaged 18.8 points and 9.6 assists.

Anderson was one of four children raised by Joan Anderson in the New York City projects. She worked as a barmaid to pay the bills.

Anderson had been a high school legend at Archbishop Molloy High in Queens and was named Gatorade National Player of the Year as a senior. Carlesimo first learned of Anderson when he was in eighth grade and later tried to recruit him while at Seton Hall. Anderson wound up at Georgia Tech, where he spent two seasons and teamed with Dennis Scott to lead the Yellow Jackets to the Final Four as a freshman, then averaged 26 points as a sophomore.

“This is a great opportunity for him, a chance to start all over and make it go whichever way he wants it to go,” Carlesimo said at the time of the signing. “I don’t think his last year in New Jersey or his time in Charlotte are the happiest years for him. I’m not saying it was terrible or embarrassing, but it wasn’t the way he wanted it to be.”

Portland assistant coach Rick Carlisle had been an assistant in New Jersey during Anderson’s first three years in the league.

“We always felt as a staff that as good as he was in the East, he’d be even better in the West because it’s a faster-paced game,” Carlisle said. “The East is more grind-it-out. The style out here is tailor-made for him.”

There was one major difference between Anderson and Strickland: the former got along well with Carlesimo.

Today, Anderson speaks fondly of playing for Carlesimo in Portland.

“My high school coach was a disciplinarian, too,” he says. “The way P. J. communicated was a lot different than players were used to after they got to the NBA, but I had no problems with it. Certain players react to things differently. I thought he was a good coach. I had a lot of respect for him.”

A week later, Whitsitt made another move, sending James “Hollywood” Robinson, Bill Curley, and a future first-round pick to Minnesota for Isaiah “J. R.” Rider. The Blazers absorbed the $17 million in salary owed to Rider over the next four years.

Rider, a 6-foot-5, 225-pound shooting guard who had played at Nevada-Las Vegas, was a talented but controversial and troubled player during his first three NBA seasons, all with the Timberwolves. He averaged 16.6 points while making the NBA All-Rookie team in 1993–94, also winning the slam-dunk contest during All-Star Weekend with what he billed as the “East Bay Funk Dunk.” Rider averaged 20.4 points in 1994–95 and 19.6 in 1995–96, leading the Timberwolves in scoring in each of his three seasons.

Rider grew up in a large housing complex in Alameda, California, a suburb of Oakland and one of the roughest parts of town. His mother, Donna, was a domestic violence victim who sought a restraining order in 1976 against her husband, Isaiah Rider Sr. They divorced in 1987.

J. R. was Encinal High’s top scorer as a junior but was ruled academically ineligible to play as a senior. He failed to graduate from Encinal but got his GED and then received a scholarship to play at Allen County JC in Iola, Kansas. During his six months there, he was charged with felony burglary for stealing a gold ring owned by another athlete at the school, Anthony Shaw.

According to reports in the Minneapolis Star-Tribune, Shaw said he saw Rider wearing the ring and confronted him. “J. R. smiled at me, took the ring off his finger, put it in his pocket, and said, ‘I don’t have no ring on me,’” Shaw told the Star-Tribune. “I never got it back.”

Another person who saw Rider wearing the ring confronted him, too. According to reports, Rider punched him in the face and pleaded no contest to a battery charge. He was given a $201 fine, a 30-day stayed jail sentence, and six months’ probation.

The next fall, Rider enrolled at Antelope Valley JC, located north of Los Angeles. The coach was Newton Chelette, a former assistant to UNLV’s Jerry Tarkanian. Tarkanian’s son, George, was an assistant coach. Rider averaged 33 points a game that season before signing with the senior Tarkanian and the Rebels.

In his first season at UNLV, Rider led the Rebels to a 26–2 record and a No. 7 ranking in the final AP poll. However, they were barred from appearing on national television and the NCAA Tournament because of recruiting infractions that season.

During his senior year, Rider averaged 29.1 points and was named Big West Conference Player of the Year, but the Rebels failed to make the NCAA Tournament. They played in the NIT, but Rider was prohibited from participating due to academic issues surrounding allegations that a tutor had done some of his classwork. A teacher at Southern Nevada JC also came forward and said that two years earlier, UNLV officials pressured her into giving Rider a passing grade in a correspondence course. His first name was spelled incorrectly on at least three papers he turned in. The passing grade gave him the minimum course units required by NCAA rules.

During his time at UNLV, Rider was charged with obstructing a police officer during a dispute at a fast-food drive-through window.

Even so, Minnesota took him with the fifth pick of the 1993 draft. At the time, Rider decided he wanted to go by “Isaiah,” explaining, “now that I’m more business-like, more professional-like, I like Isaiah.” But for most of his NBA career, coaches and teammates would refer to him as “J. R.”

That summer, California police stopped him twice in two days and issued him a ticket for driving with a suspended license. A few weeks later, he was stopped again. In case of emergency, police asked, who should be called? “Ghostbusters,” he cracked. He was arrested and released after posting $5,000 bail.

Rider signed a seven-year, $26.5-million contract with the Timberwolves in October 1993, then showed up late for his first practice. He missed several practices that first season. In an interview with the Star-Tribune, he explained, “I’m a pretty smart guy. I know right from wrong. It’s just that, sometimes, I’m late. Or I’m lazy.”

As a rookie with Minnesota, Rider kicked a woman employee in the back during an appearance at the Mall of America and pleaded guilty to fifth-degree assault. He later settled with the woman for more than $100,000 after she filed a civil suit. He received a sentence of two years’ probation, community service, and anger counseling. He spent four days in the Hennepin County workhouse for failing to complete the counseling program.

In his second season with the Wolves, Rider piled up almost $100,000 in fines and lost salary for missing flights and practices while feuding with coach Bill Blair. Once, when a Star-Tribune reporter asked him about a missed flight, he allegedly told the writer, “I know people who can take you out.”

During his last season in Minneapolis, Rider was ejected from a game after a run-in with referee Ken Mauer. He was finally shooed off the Target Center floor by his mother. He also missed a team flight to Washington.

During the offseason after the 1995–96 season, before he was traded to Portland, Rider had three arrests in less than two months in his hometown.

In May, a 20-year-old Nevada woman accused Rider and a friend of drugging and raping her in an Oakland hotel. Oakland police tried for some time to contact Rider, who ignored the requests. After officers finally reached him, he wound up spending a night in jail. The charges were eventually dropped because of inconsistencies in the alleged victim’s statement.

In June, Rider was arrested in Oakland when police stopped his Mercedes-Benz because it had illegally tinted windows. They found marijuana and an illegal cell phone and arrested passenger and friend Donnie Davis on an outstanding warrant. Davis was a convicted rapist and crack dealer. During the traffic stop, several of his friends arrived and harassed police officers, according to the police report.

The last episode came on July 20 when he was arrested on a misdemeanor charge of gambling (a dice game) in public on an Oakland street corner. Two of the people in the dice game allegedly had several bags of marijuana.

At the time of the misdemeanor arrest, the Blazers and Timberwolves had been in serious discussions about a trade.

Three days later, Whitsitt pulled the trigger on the deal. Rider was now the property of the Blazers.

“We’re not condoning any of the things that have happened, but we have confidence in him as a person and a player,” Whitsitt said during the press conference announcing Rider’s acquisition.

Asked about Rider’s latest incident before the trade was consummated, Minnesota VP/basketball operations Kevin McHale said, “Just another situation where J. R. was involved with people he shouldn’t be associated with.

“You’re talking about a young, very talented athlete who, in the scheme of things, has probably been coddled and pampered,” McHale said. “J. R. is burning so many bridges. He’s on very thin ice with a lot of people. My tolerance level is below zero.”

Rider was peeved at McHale after the deal was announced.

“A week before I got traded, he was my buddy,” Rider said. “I was at his house and around his kids. And when I leave, he tears my head off.”

At the press conference in Portland, Rider said it was a “new beginning.”

“I’m pumped up,” he said. “It’s a winning organization with veteran leadership. They’ve been in the playoffs the last 14 years. I’m anxious to prove to the fans, the players, and the people of Portland it wasn’t a bad decision.

“I’ve made mistakes. I’m one to realize those mistakes, learn from them, and move on. There are people in my circle who don’t like the way I’m written about and perceived. They know the real me. A lot of people don’t.”

Mark Cashman did. Cashman, who would serve as the Blazers’ equipment manager from 1994–1999, had worked with the Timberwolves as a locker room attendant during Rider’s rookie season in 1993–94.

Cashman has a favorite Rider story.

“He had a well-documented habit of being late,” says Cashman, now working as equipment manager and travel coordinator with the Cleveland Cavaliers. “One year, he didn’t get the memo of daylight savings in the fall. The day the clock changed, he thought he was 20 minutes late to practice at Lewis & Clark. He pulled into the locker room, only to find he was 40 minutes early. So he got in his car, left, and came back late. Practice starts, and he’s nowhere to be found. It’s like, ‘He was just here. Where is J. R.? You kidding me?’ I don’t know why he did some of the things he did.”

Cashman would get to know the players well during the early Jail Blazers years.

“There were a lot of unique personalities—that’s a polite way of putting it,” he says. “Having seen those teams and then having a chance to be a part of a championship in Cleveland, you learn a lot about talent and teams and chemistry and coming together. In the end, talent will prevail, but having the five most talented guys doesn’t necessarily mean they’re going to come together. It’s still a team.”

* * *

Carlesimo had strongly objected to the trade for Rider but was overruled by Whitsitt. Even so, P. J. played the good soldier at the press conference.

“It’s a new beginning for both of us,” he said. “J. R. is going to be great. And I like what I’m hearing from him. I just hope everybody can judge him from this point onward. How do you know that people aren’t going to change?”

Today, Carlesimo looks back at his one season with Rider in Portland with mixed feelings.

“J. R. was an intelligent guy,” Carlesimo says. “He had a great sense of humor. We had our moments, and in some ways, he was challenging, but in a lot of ways, he was great to coach. He played hard and was a talented player.

“Most of his problems were off the floor—being on time and things of that nature. I was always bothered by anybody who didn’t do things the same as everybody else. If 12 guys could be on time, it bothered me if one guy couldn’t. J. R. would test you—not intentionally. Things were always a challenge for J. R. But I enjoyed him. Same thing with Strick. But did we have our moments? Without question.”

San Antonio GM Gregg Popovich—who would begin his NBA coaching career 18 games into the season after firing Bob Hill—was asked what advice he might have for the Blazers on how to handle Rider. Popovich had taken on notorious guard Vernon Maxwell with the Spurs.

“You tell [Rider] that it starts now,” Popovich said. “If he messes up, you hammer him. If he doesn’t, you love him, and you go from there.

“[The Blazers] could be tougher than hell this season. It’s a tough, gritty team. They have talent, athleticism, and a great coaching staff. But they need Sabonis to stay healthy, and I don’t think any questions have been answered yet about their inside/outside game. Are they going to be able to consistently knock it down from the outside? If they have that element, they could be really good.”

The culture of the Trail Blazer locker room had changed considerably in the course of two years, from the time that Clyde Drexler, Terry Porter, Jerome Kersey, and Buck Williams controlled the premises. Now the leaders were Rider, Wallace, Anderson, and Cliff Robinson. Also on the roster during the 1996–97 season were Gary Trent, Stacey Augmon, and Dontonio Wingfield.

Dan Burke was still with the Blazers as video coordinator.

“The group we had by that time, it was an eye-opener,” Burke says today. “Wingfield. Trent. Rider. Wallace. With that group, you kept your distance. Gary was a good, fun guy, but there was an edge to him. You were a bit leery.”

Carlisle was coaching Portland’s entry to the Salt Lake City Summer League. Wallace arrived and decided he was going to play. In the first game, he got two technicals and was ejected.

“We were in the locker room afterward, and Rasheed stood up and said, ‘Fellas, I’m trying to get better at that,’” Burke says. “He got emotional. You could see his passion for his teammates and the game. He said, ‘I’m never going to do this again.’ We know the rest of the story. What a competitor. But he just couldn’t handle his emotions during games.”

Rider, Burke says, “was such a talent. But I never saw him work at anything. He was never on time.”

Burke, now an assistant at Indiana for 22 years, says he has learned that culture matters.

“You can pile up all talent you want, but are they good teammates? Are they winners?” he says. “Some of those guys competed, but it was always on their terms and usually just in games, not in practice.

“I never understood the type of players they were looking at during those years. Some of the guys wouldn’t even be in the league if management would have the guts to not sign them, to look past the talent and realize they’re going to hurt you, not help you.”

Mark Cashman came to Portland at the end of the Clyde Drexler/Terry Porter era.

“They had such a great group of players and people for a long time,” Cashman says. “The city was very prideful about that. Those guys lived there year-round. That was their home. They were a part of the fabric of the community. As that group aged and it broke apart, it was no longer a family team.

“It was a transition time. It was hard for the fans to go from that to a team that, at least from the outside, looked like they didn’t get along or were dysfunctional. It was such a divergence from what they had seen for the better part of a decade. Part of the transition was figuring out who were going to be the next core guys to build around.”

Cashman is careful not to impugn the character of the players during his time with the Blazers.

“Character is a broad word,” he says today. “It can mean so many things. It’s good to have one, maybe two guys who have a little bit of edge to them. I’ve thought at times we could have used that more in Cleveland. But if everybody is like that, you don’t get those elements you need to be a really good team. If you have too many guys like that, it can be combustible.”

Cashman was a fan, mostly, of Wallace.

“He did some good things in the community, liked kids, and he was a great teammate,” Cashman says. “But he had his troubles with the officials. Rasheed was wonderful to me. But my position is easier. I’m not asking people to do anything they might inherently want to. I don’t control their money or their minutes or have to ask them to lift weights or to be there at 9 the next morning for an MRI, or to get back on defense. I’m handing them gear.”

The seeds for the “Jail Blazers” had been planted the previous season. But the 1996–97 season, with Rider and Wallace coming into the fold, signaled the true beginning of the “Jail Blazers” era.

* * *

Portland added an additionally important new face for the 1996–97 campaign—6-foot-11 rookie Jermaine O’Neal, taken with the 17th pick in the ’96 draft, four spots behind Kobe Bryant. The 17-year-old O’Neal, out of Columbia, South Carolina, became the youngest player in the NBA ever to appear in a game when he first stepped onto the court in the regular season.

“We took Jermaine at a time in the NBA when you didn’t take high school guys,” Mark Warkentien, the Blazers’ scouting director, says today. O’Neal and Kobe Bryant were the only two high schoolers taken in the 1996 draft. In 1995, only Kevin Garnett was chosen. In 1997, only Tracy McGrady.

O’Neal and his older brother, Clifford, were raised in a single-parent household by his mother, Angela Ocean (Jermaine never knew his father). As a 6-foot-4 freshman, O’Neal made a negative impression on the Eau Claire High coach, George Glymph, a 53-year-old geometry teacher.

“I thought he was arrogant,” Glymph said in an interview during O’Neal’s time in Portland. “He couldn’t really play that well. He had a lot of playground moves. We had to get that out of him.”

By the end of the freshman year, O’Neal had grown to 6-foot-9 and helped Eau Claire win a state title. By the time he was a junior, O’Neal averaged 18.2 points, 12.8 rebounds, and 7.1 blocked shots. He averaged 22.4 points, 12.4 boards, and 5.2 blocks as a senior. During his four years, the Shamrocks went 97–16 and won three state 3A titles. O’Neal was voted most popular by his graduating class and, by that time, had won over his coach.

“He’s one of the best kids I’ve ever coached,” said Glymph, who had coached the likes of future NBA players Alex English, Tyrone Corbin, and Stanley Roberts. “He never put himself on a pedestal, which would have been easy to do. He took it all in stride and gave credit to his teammates.”

Unlike his future teammates, O’Neal faced a legal issue while in high school. In November of his senior year, just after he turned 17, Jermaine was caught in bed with his 15-year-old girlfriend by the girl’s father and charged with having sex with a minor. He entered a pre-trial intervention program that expunged his record after community service.

Jermaine signed a letter-of-intent with Kentucky, but poor grades would have made him ineligible as a freshman. It didn’t matter because after going in the first round of the draft, he was headed to the NBA. After the draft, 20-year-old Clifford moved to Portland with him. They rented a five-bedroom house in Forest Heights.

* * *

Wallace, Rider, and Anderson entered training camp intent on making a good impression on Carlesimo and his staff.

However, there was controversy before things even got started.

Sabonis, who had been runner-up in voting for both the Rookie of the Year and Sixth Man of the Year the previous season, was featured on the cover of the annual press guide. Robinson, who had led the team in scoring the previous season, was asked if he considered it a slight.

“Not at all,” he said. “I mean, I’m sure they’re trying to trade me. So why promote somebody who might be traded?”

In reality, Robinson was offended. So was his agent, Brad Marshall. Their disgruntlement actually began after the previous season, when Marshall claimed Whitsitt reneged on a promise to renegotiate Cliff’s contract. Heading into the 1996–97 campaign, Robinson was set to make $3.2 million in the final year of his contract. Uncle Cliffy and his agent were seeking a seven-year, $84-million extension.

“If the message [that Portland doesn’t want him] hasn’t been clear, it should be now,” Marshall said after the media guide was released. “Isn’t that a statement of what they think of him? They’re giving him no respect at all. But Cliff is taking the high road. Cliff doesn’t dwell on the negatives. He just wants to play basketball.”

During the offseason, Marshall had tried to force a trade.

“Cliff would love to play in Miami,” the agent told the media. “He wouldn’t have a problem with Phoenix. But Bob [Whitsitt] wants to play hardball. He is making unreasonable demands. He created this mess he’s in. Now he wants someone to bail him out. He said he would try to move him if we wanted, but he also made it clear he felt the best thing to do would be to stay in Portland and play out his option.

“It’s like he thinks we’re stupid or something. Cliff does not want to be [in Portland]. His position is, he trusted ownership, he trusted management, and they breached that trust. There’s no reason for him to stay. If he is forced to stay, he won’t be the same Cliff Robinson in spirit, mind, or heart. He just wouldn’t be the same person.”

Whitsitt struck back.

“We’ve made no promises, no commitments to anything,” he said. “Every day, [Marshall] just keeps making up stories.”

Asked why Marshall would lie about the promise, Whitsitt said, “Why don’t you go look at his record in the state bar in Washington? He has a lot of ethics violations as a lawyer, OK?”

Once Whitsitt made it personal, Marshall stooped to the same level.

“Whitsitt has a reputation in the league, and it’s not a good one,” Marshall countered. “He has no conscience. He has a reprobate mind when it comes to the truth, and frankly, he can’t be trusted.”

As training camp neared, Marshall altered his stance.

“Cliff wants desperately to continue his career in Portland,” Marshall said, “but he told me he will not play under Bob Whitsitt. That’s a real issue.”

Robinson would hold out for 11 days before reporting to training camp. He came back, Marshall said, with Whitsitt’s assurance that the matter would be taken care of with an extension after the season.

The Blazers went to camp with a young group, with only Sabonis (31), Chris Dudley (31), and Robinson (29) older than 26. The starting five was penciled in as Sabonis at center, flanked by Wallace and Robinson at forward and Anderson and Rider at guard.

Portland assistant coach Dick Harter was more concerned about the players meshing together.

“Good chemistry isn’t that important to an average or a poor team,” Harter said. “But it is very important if you want to be an elite team. I don’t think you can be in the top four without it.”

During the preseason, Wallace admitted, “Up to now, [being emotional] has been a minus in my career, but I can’t change the way I play. I’m an emotional, fiery player. You have someone like that on every team in the NBA.”

It appeared that Dudley, Gary Trent, and guard Aaron McKie would get the most minutes off the bench. O’Neal, blessed with a $2.38 million rookie contract and a multi-year endorsement deal with Adidas, showed his potential, too. His teammates called him “The Kid,” which Carlesimo—who had a nickname for everybody—shortened to “T. K.”

“He reminds me of Kevin Garnett,” Rider said. “You get the ball to Jermaine in a good position, he’ll take one dribble and try to slam-dunk on whoever’s there. And he has heart. If you have that and you’re not afraid of guys 25 or 26, you’ll do fine.”

But Jermaine strained a knee in the preseason and started the regular season on the injured list, missing the first two months of his rookie year.

“My time will come,” O’Neal said. “A couple of years from now, I’m going to be an NBA All-Star.”

Today, Carlesimo looks back on his season with the rookie with fondness.

“I loved him, but he’s the epitome of why I’m against the young guys coming out so early,” Carlesimo says. “He comes to us at 17 years old, his first time away from home. It was such a hard thing. He was so talented and a really good kid, but it was a tough transition for him.

“You could see then he was going to be a great player. He was playing with men, and it was challenging, but Jermaine survived it. A lot of guys don’t. He turned out to be one of the best players in the league. But we had older guys, and he wasn’t getting the minutes he felt he deserved. His heart was in the right place, though, and he tried to work hard.”

The irrepressible Trent, beginning his second season, had started 10 games as a rookie before an injury ended his season prematurely.

“I should start,” Trent, who had just turned 22, told reporters. “I believe in paying your dues, but Bob Whitsitt drafted me to bring wins to this team. You should never lose your position because of an injury.”

During camp, Rider had to return to Minneapolis to appear in court to settle a lawsuit filed by a card-show company, causing him to miss the Blazers’ first public scrimmage.

But that was only the beginning. Rider made the team flight to Sacramento for Portland’s first exhibition game but spent time that night with friends in Oakland. When he rushed back for the game-day shootaround the next morning, he arrived at the wrong venue. There was no fine issued, and Rider was allowed to play in the game. Team officials tried to cover for him until word got out to the media a couple of days later.

It was about this time that the first recorded reference to “Jail Blazers” was published in a Portland alternative weekly. “I got a good laugh out of it,” Wallace would say later. “It was funny. Some people want to label us. They say we are a team with problems. But there ain’t no problems on this squad. We don’t have any problems with one another. We just came in here and ignored all that. We’re just going out there hoopin’.”

Anderson put some of the blame on the media.

“They are always looking for negative things to write about,” the point guard said. “I had turmoil in New Jersey. J. R. had some problems in Minnesota. There were questions about Rasheed. People don’t look at the simple fact that we’re here to play basketball.”

As luck would have it, Washington had an exhibition against the Blazers in Portland. The Bullets’ point guard was Rod Strickland.

“When I looked at the preseason schedule and saw we had a game there, I thought, ‘Why do I have to go back there?’” the sometimes too candid Strickland told a reporter. “I would love to erase this game off the schedule.”

The game highlighted his acrimonious relationship with Carlesimo, causing a flurry of questions from media.

On seeing Carlesimo again, Rod joked, “There’s nothing for me and P. J. to talk about, unless we’re going to get into the ring with some gloves on.”

Things were a little more serious when Rider sat out Friday’s season opener at Vancouver while serving a one-game suspension for missing Portland’s final preseason game against Seattle in Corvallis. He said his “disappearance” on that day came about because he went to the wrong place to catch the team bus.

“There were circumstances both times, but still, you have rules,” Carlesimo said. “Missing a game is serious, and it’s not the first thing [Rider had done wrong].”

“It’s just bad luck,” Rider said. “It’s an unacceptable thing, but at the same time, it was unintentional.”

Whitsitt told the media, “I’m sure he just got lost.”

Whitsitt and Rider met on the day of the regular-season opener.

“I was definitely listening,” Rider said of the powwow. “Mainly, what he wants me to do is play hard, be on time, and let my basketball skill speak for itself because he feels I’m a great player.”

Carlesimo had pushed Whitsitt for a suspension.

“We like J. R.’s work ethic,” the coach said, “but we can’t ignore punctuality and attendance.”

The Oregonian’s Dwight Jaynes wrote a column about the Rider situation.

“You’re actually surprised by this?” Jaynes wrote. “When Rider told this town he’d be turning over a new leaf, you expected it to be something other than cannabis? … Acquiring Rider was a move that will dog Whitsitt for a long time and do serious damage to his credibility, if he has any left.”

Jaynes consulted with Los Angeles–based sports psychologist Steve Berkowitz, who asked, “What was that general manager up there thinking? There were no secrets about Isaiah Rider. His record is pretty clear. I’ve seen people change, but they don’t do it until they see a need to change, and he’s probably having a very good time. You’re talking about a lifestyle.”

* * *

Two days before the opener at Vancouver, and three days after being suspended for the game against the Grizzlies, Rider was cited for possession of marijuana in the suburban Portland community of Lake Oswego. He was in the back seat of a parked car, using a soda can that had been converted into a pipe, when police came upon him. Deputies said Rider refused to take the citation, then crumpled it up and threw it on the ground.

When word got out about the arrest the following day, Rider was asked about it by the media.

“I happened to be a backseat passenger in someone’s car,” he said. “The cops didn’t find a damn thing on me, but I’m a big name. It’s kind of messed up.”

The next day, after Rider’s explanation was published, Damon Coates, public information officer for the sheriff’s office, had his say after reading the player’s comments in the newspaper.

“Not to slam a guy who already has sufficient problems, but I can’t imagine a bigger contrast from the truth,” Coates said. “This is about as clear of a possession case as you can get. When he looked up, it was the look of someone with his hand caught in the cookie jar.

“The officer could have searched the car for weapons, and for reasons of officer safety, he could have taken Mr. Rider to jail when he threw the citation to the ground [on an offensive littering charge]. The deputy took a conservative, calm approach.”

The officer wasn’t aware of Rider’s identity, Coates said.

“He doesn’t follow basketball, and the name Isaiah Rider meant absolutely nothing to him,” he said.

Whitsitt said the Blazers could have fined Rider up to $2,500 but would not say whether he levied a fine. The GM chose not to issue an additional suspension.

“The kind of conduct we read in the police report, we don’t condone,” the Portland GM said.

With Rider sitting it out, the Blazers pummeled the Grizzlies, 114–85, in the regular-season opener at General Motors Place.

“The way we played tonight,” Carlesimo gushed, “we could beat almost anybody.”

The Blazers lost their next two games, the first one at Seattle (104–93), and two nights later, they were embarrassed in their home opener against the Hawks, 94–76. When Rider was pulled in the second half, he shot an angry look at Carlesimo, mumbled something under his breath that sounded like, “Don’t pull this on me,” then sat on the baseline. He covered his head with a towel, took one shoe off, and didn’t get up when the coach called a 20-second timeout.

After a win over the Warriors, the Blazers improved to 3–2 when Anderson’s falling-down 14-footer just before the buzzer in overtime beat Minnesota 95–94 at the Rose Garden. The Blazers had blown a 16-point fourth-quarter lead and failed to score in the final 3:38 of regulation.

Wallace scored 25 points while Sabonis had 17 and a career-high 17 boards. Cliff Robinson was ejected with 8:09 left in the fourth quarter after arguing a call and receiving his second technical foul.

“[Referee Derek Stafford] was telling me I had to learn something,” Robinson said afterward, “and I told him he wasn’t my teacher.”

An anticipated matchup between Rider and his old team fizzled quickly. Carlesimo benched Rider—who finished with nine points on 2-for-8 shooting—at 5:02 of the third quarter and left him there.

“He was struggling,” Carlesimo said. “I knew this was an important game for him against his old team, but Aaron [McKie] did a good job for us. Then it’s hard to go away from a guy and bring him back cold.”

“I’m as puzzled as you are,” Rider told a reporter after the game. “I don’t know what was going on. But I don’t care if I’m out the whole game as long as we win. We’ll work it out.”

He was singing in the showers: “We won! I’m happy. Can’t you see that? This is not a front. We’re 3–2, baby. Usually for me, it’s 0–5 or 1–4. I’m happy.”

On November 12, Rider was booed in his return to the Target Center. In an interview during the preseason, he had called his former teammates “losers.” Star-Tribune columnist Dan Barreiro referred to the Blazers as a “holding cell for petulant personalities, underachievers, and knuckleheads.”

Barreiro quoted an unidentified agent as saying, “Either [the Blazers] are trying to blow up the franchise, or they are doing something no one else has figured out. Look at that team. It’s full of hoodlums. I would not send a client of mine there unless I had no choice.”

Despite 22 points by Rider, the Blazers lost to Minnesota, 100–97, falling to 4–4. After dropping their next game to Cleveland, they would win four in a row, the last a 105–65 pounding of Denver in which the woeful Nuggets missed their first 14 shots and set a franchise low for first-half points (25), total points, and shooting percentage (.274).

Two weeks later, in a rematch of the teams at Denver, O’Neal—who had spent 33 days on the injured list with his knee injury—became the youngest player ever to play in an NBA regular-season game in a 115–104 win.

On December 10, after missing a pregame shootaround, Rider was benched for the first quarter of Portland’s 99–93 loss to the Magic. Later, he would explain that he actually went to the Rose Garden for the shootaround before departing after a confrontation with Carlesimo.

“Once I came in, me and P. J. just rubbed each other the wrong way,” Rider said. “Maybe he was sick. Maybe I was sleepy. Whatever it was, we just rubbed each other the wrong way. … We both had a bad morning.”

The next day, Rider said he drove to practice, then headed home, claiming he had too much on his mind to participate in the workout.

“It just stemmed from things that went on from training camp until yesterday’s game,” Rider would explain. “Me and P. J., we’re not seeing eye to eye. Rather than go out there and be sluggish or have some things on my mind and be short-tempered, I felt like I wanted to talk.”

With whom, he didn’t say.

Rider felt unfairly badgered by the Portland media.

“You guys pump it up that I’m bad, so why fight you guys?” he said. “I do my own thing. I can look myself in the mirror. That’s what it’s all about. It’s not about pleasing you, or about you pleasing me.”

After Carlesimo and Whitsitt sat down for a meeting that lasted nearly four hours, Rider was handed his second one-game suspension of the young season.

“We knew there was a chance that this would happen, and the fact that it’s happening is something we have to deal with,” Carlesimo said.
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