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			This book is dedicated to my wife, Delores Akins, my son, Mark, my daughter, Litisha, and to Kimati Ramsey.

		

	
		
			
				Foreword

			

			George Raveling is an unsung hero in my life. Our relationship goes back forty years and he’s truly been a mentor and a friend to me since our paths first crossed.

			I met George when I was twenty-one years old, when he was an assistant coach for the Olympic men’s basketball team and I was a skinny junior at the University of North Carolina, about to turn pro and trying out for the team that would compete at the 1984 Olympic Games in Los Angeles. George was a bridge between us players and Coach Bobby Knight. Right away, George was a comfort—a coach who knew how to relate to players and knew the game of basketball inside and out. He smoothed the path for my Olympic teammates on our way to a gold medal. George was the glue that held the team together and he doesn’t get the credit he deserves.

			Then there’s the origin of my partnership with Nike. There are all kinds of stories out there, but George is truly the reason I signed with Nike. As I’ve said before, I was all in for Adidas. George preached for Nike, and I listened—reluctantly at first. George is the one who convinced me to take what is now an infamous meeting at Tony Roma’s in Los Angeles and, well, the rest is history. My relationship with George is what made me feel comfortable signing with Nike. If not for George, there would be no Air Jordan.

			In just three months, George was there for two life-changing moments for me—winning my first Olympic gold and signing my first shoe deal with Nike.

			Over the years, while I was playing in the NBA, I stayed in close touch with George. He not only made a tremendous impact on me as a coach with his knowledge of the game but also with his ability to listen and be a good sounding board. I’ve gotten a lot of great, important advice from George. When I started my Michael Jordan Flight School basketball camp, which we held in Santa Barbara for years, George was the obvious choice for me to bring on board as the director. He wouldn’t sign on until he was sure we’d be doing the camp the right way—and that I would be there every day. Later, we did a camp for adults—Senior Flight School—and George was instrumental in making that a success too.

			What an amazing life George has led and what a role model he is. As the first Black coach in the ACC, the first Black head coach in the then Pac-8, and a founder of the Black Coaches Association, George paved the way and, again, does not get the credit that I feel he deserves.

			He’s been so influential to so many—including me—and seen the best and the worst of this world during his incredible life. I’m proud to call George a mentor and a friend. And I’m glad he’s telling his story and sharing his life lessons. We can all learn from him.

			Michael Jordan

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

			

			
				Often a very old man has no other proof of his long life than his age.

				—Seneca

			

			In 1937, the year I was born, the life expectancy of a Black male was just forty-eight years.

			It was a world of stark contrasts—of groundbreaking innovation and entrenched inequality. As I took my first breath, a thirty-five-year-old cartoonist named Walt Disney was releasing Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the world’s first full-length animated feature film. Across the Atlantic, a terrible war was breaking out and Pablo Picasso was putting the finishing touches on his haunting, heartbreaking anti-war mural, Guernica. In sports, Joe Louis, the “Brown Bomber,” became the heavyweight champion of the world, one of the few victories in an age of setbacks for Black people.

			The Golden Gate Bridge had just opened, a marvel of engineering towering over the San Francisco skyline. Meanwhile, inventors were shaping the future: Chester Carlson was pioneering the photocopier, László Bíró was perfecting the ballpoint pen, Edwin H. Land was laying the foundation for the Polaroid camera, and Henry W. Altorfer had just invented and patented the electric clothes dryer, an advancement that would replace hand-cranked dryers and forever change the rhythm of household chores.

			But for African Americans, it was a world of segregation and discrimination; the odds were stacked against a kid like me from day one. We faced systemic barriers in every aspect of life: education, employment, housing, health care, voting. We lived apart. We were made to use different facilities. We were denied basic rights and dignities. The bleak stage was set: a life of poverty, hardship, and struggle, one cut short by the harsh realities of racism and inequality.

			Not that I was thinking about any of this as a child.

			But it was in the air.

			The hushed whispers and somber faces delivering news of what happened to a neighbor or some extended family member. So were the air raid sirens, blackout curtains, and duck-and-cover drills at school, daily reminders of a world at war. The echoes of the tolling church bells, the beautiful funeral hymns, and the slow-moving processions; the well-dressed men and women, dignified despite it all; artistic flourishes on a life that was fleeting, cruel, over in an instant.

			The dark shadow of mortality had always loomed large, but when I was nine, it came right up to our doorstep. My dad—a man of his era, confined by the societal and racial constraints that defined our existence—died of a heart attack when he was forty-nine years old, a tragically ordinary fate for Black men in those days. He had worked hard to support us. He was a groom for wealthy horse owners, often sleeping in the stables among the horses he tended because he couldn’t afford to commute to and from the track every day.

			His passing marked the first time I truly understood the fragility of life. The suddenness of it, the way a life so central to mine could be extinguished in an instant, haunted me. It was a lesson in mortality that would stay with me, shaping how I viewed every subsequent challenge.

			It was then just my mom and me in a small apartment at the corner of New Jersey and Florida Avenues in Washington, D.C., above a store called Shep’s Market. On the second floor, there were three apartments. We had a kitchen, a little living room, and one bedroom with a bed we both slept in. Everyone in the building shared one bathroom, with a bathtub, sink, and toilet. We had to figure out how to share it, but we managed.

			In those days, Washington, D.C., was 73 percent Black. That’s how it eventually got the nickname Chocolate City. Most of these folks had fled the even harsher conditions of the Deep South, seeking a better life. In the nation’s capital, they could make a decent living in the shadows of institutions like the White House and the Capitol, providing the cheap yet indispensable labor that kept the governmental machinery running. The irony: we were integral to the city’s functioning, yet marginal in its society.

			The vibrancy of the neighborhood was a sharp contrast to the stark inequalities that defined our daily existence. Yet within it there was an undeniable sense of community—a shared struggle that bound us together, even as we navigated the harsh realities of segregation.

			My mom, like many others, juggled three jobs to make ends meet. She would walk four miles to get downtown, and her parting words to me each day, “Don’t you leave this building,” were not just instructions but a plea for safety in a world that was not kind to little Black boys.

			The intersection of New Jersey and Florida Avenues was a busy one, teeming with life and the rhythmic flow of city traffic. From my window, I would spend countless hours observing the world outside. The street below bustled with cars honking and streetcars clanging as they made their way through the city. The streetcars moved with a mechanical certainty that fascinated me. Each had its own unique number, a detail that caught my interest and that I tracked in a small notebook. Whenever a streetcar glided past, I’d write down its number and the time of day. When that streetcar came back around, I’d note the return time. This routine was my little way of engaging with the outside world, a way to order the chaos that often surrounded me.

			One day when I was thirteen years old, I walked into the kitchen and my mom was pouring a bag of sugar down the drain. That bag of sugar could have lasted us two or three months. I told my grandma—we called her “Dear”—about it, and she’d noticed my mom was doing a lot of strange stuff too. I can’t exactly recall what the breaking point was, but one day my mom just disappeared. Nobody knew where she went. Nobody thought to explain anything to me. Finally, they tracked her down and she was up in Boston. She had been committed to St. Elizabeth Mental Institution, where she remained for the rest of her life.

			Despite these circumstances, which had made me, on top of everything else, effectively an orphan, despite the despair that loomed over my childhood, despite the bleak statistics and low expectations—I survived. Though the universe seemed to deal me a losing hand in a rigged, short game, I stand here at eighty-seven at the time of this writing, still playing, with multiple lifetimes’ worth of experiences and accomplishments.

			I was the first person in my family to go to college, receiving a basketball scholarship to Villanova University, where I was just the second Black player in the program’s history.

			I met several U.S. presidents: Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Harry S. Truman, who gave me a signed copy of his autobiography.

			I was Wilt Chamberlain’s right-hand man for one incredible summer. I shook hands with Muhammad Ali. I walked up to the great Sammy Davis Jr. in a restaurant once and started to introduce myself. Before I could get a word out, he looked up at me—all five feet, five inches of him—and said, “George Raveling!” To this day, I do not know how he could have possibly known who I was.

			I stood alongside Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial during the March on Washington, and after he delivered his historic “I Have a Dream” speech, Dr. King handed me his typewritten notes, which I’ve preserved (much more on this in the chapter “To Keep Hope Alive”).

			I was the first Black basketball coach at Villanova, the University of Maryland, Washington State University, and the University of Iowa.

			I’ve coached Olympic gold medal teams and Hall of Fame players.

			I played against Jerry West before the NBA logo was his silhouette, traveled to Peking before it was called Beijing, worked with Phil Knight before Nike had a stock price, and coached Michael Jordan before he had a signature shoe.

			There are coaches who have won more than I have. There are coaches who were more highly paid—a lot more highly paid. There are coaches who became celebrities. Still, I’ve been inducted into both the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame and the National Collegiate Basketball Hall of Fame. That was never what motivated me, never what I thought my job was. In fact, the door of my office never read “Head Basketball Coach.” It read, at my direction:

			
				George Raveling.

				Educator.

			

			I never expected that they’d end up making a movie about me, but they did, and it was nominated for multiple Golden Globes. In fact, the Oscar-winning actor and filmmaker Ben Affleck tells the story of flying to meet Michael Jordan to get his blessing to make the movie Air, about his journey to signing with Nike in 1984. Michael had two conditions: Viola Davis had to play his mom, and “George Raveling needs to be included in the story. He’s vital. I wouldn’t be at Nike without him.”

			Today, when I see him or other players (some I coached, many I never did) like Charles Barkley, Patrick Ewing, or Dirk Nowitzki; when I get a call from coaches like John Calipari, Doc Rivers, or Shaka Smart; or when I hear from readers of a newsletter I started, The Daily Coach, we don’t just talk about basketball. We talk about life. We talk about history.

			And, boy, have I lived through some history.

			In my lifetime, President Franklin D. Roosevelt steered the nation through the Great Depression, the attack on Pearl Harbor, and most of World War II. President Harry S. Truman made the decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Civil Rights Movement gained momentum during the presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower. The assassination of John F. Kennedy shocked the nation. Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act into law. Richard Nixon resigned in the wake of the Watergate scandal. And Barack Obama became the first African American president of the United States.

			I’ve lived through the Korean War and Vietnam (I served two years in the army), the fall of the Berlin Wall on television, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the economic boom and the political scandals of the Clinton years, and the tumultuous presidency of George W. Bush, defined by the 9/11 attacks and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

			I’ve seen the entire space age unfold, from the launch of the first satellite into orbit when I was twenty years old, to humans walking on the moon, to the construction of the International Space Station. There’s been major health crises like the crack epidemic, polio, the Asian flu pandemic, the AIDS crisis, and COVID-19. The rise of television, air travel, the interstate highway system, suburbs, and fast food. The invention of the internet, mobile phones, credit cards, email, personal computers, GPS, and Wi-Fi.

			I have lived not one life, but many. At the age of fifty-seven, I was blindsided in a two-car collision that left me with a broken pelvis, nine broken ribs, a broken clavicle, a collapsed lung, and bleeding in my chest. Doctors told me 95 percent of people in similar accidents die. Once again, I survived. Once again, I defied death and probability.

			I lived another life since that accident, a bonus life, as I’ve come to see it. I retired from coaching basketball after a twenty-two-year career. I guess I could have lived out my twilight years in a comfortable chair. Instead, I joined Nike as the director of international basketball and brought together the top high school players from around the world, discovering and bringing international stars like Yao Ming and Dirk Nowitzki to the NBA. I would serve as an adviser to the Los Angeles Clippers for over a decade and consult with the 2008 Redeem Team, which won a gold medal in Beijing. To this day, I’m writing and coaching and educating because it keeps me going, it gives me purpose, and it’s fun.

			It would be impossible for a person to experience all that I have and not become a little philosophical. By philosophical, I don’t mean abstract or esoteric. I mean it in the practical, reflective sense. At some point, it hit me that the sweep of history I’d experienced was as vast as the books and biographies I’ve always loved to read. That I had lived a life far bigger than the imagination of that kid staring out the window over New Jersey and Florida Avenues. That I would become older than pretty much everyone I ever met. And at some point—not unlike the way it was impossible as a child to get away from the sense that life is short—I couldn’t help but ask questions like:

			Why me?

			Why was I spared when so many others weren’t?

			Why was I gifted with this extra time?

			And what do I do with this gift?

			This kind of introspection isn’t merely a luxury of age; it’s a necessity, a way to reconcile the randomness of existence with the purpose I sought. I realized that the answers weren’t in the grand events, but in the quiet moments, in the decisions made when no one was watching, in the way I chose to face each new day.

			Of course, you don’t have to have a life like mine to ask these sorts of questions. These might be questions that you’ve asked yourself at some point. Maybe not in those exact words. But in quiet moments or in the face of life’s challenges and triumphs, you’ve probably asked yourself questions like: Why am I here? What is my purpose? What unique contribution am I meant to make in this world?

			For me, these questions—and their answers—didn’t come all at once. For a while, they lurked somewhere pretty far in the back of my mind. But slowly, over a couple of decades, they came to the forefront. And eventually, they merged into a single, all-encompassing question. I still have the notebook in which I first wrote it down:

			What was I made for?

			From the harsh streets of Chocolate City to the hallowed halls of the Basketball Hall of Fame and beyond, my life has been an improbable series of unexpected opportunities, hard-fought battles, and lessons learned.

			This book is not a memoir. I was never interested in writing one of those. It is an exploration of purpose and meaning. It is stories and lessons to inspire, to challenge, and to provoke thought about the roles we are each called to play in this complex, beautiful life.

			This is not just my story, but a quest to understand the essence of what it means to be made for something more, to defy the odds, and to carve out a destiny that transcends all expectations and limitations.

			It is a call to reflect on your own path, to question the arbitrary limitations placed upon you, and to dare to dream of a life beyond statistics and societal expectations.

			As you turn these pages, I invite you to confront the whys of your existence, to question what it means to live a life of intention and meaning, to ask…

			What was I made for?

			This is not a question with a simple answer, nor is it one that can be answered for you by anyone else. It is a deeply personal inquiry. It is a lifelong quest that requires introspection, an examination of your talents, your interests, your values, and your experiences. It requires courage, a willingness to step into the unknown and beyond the limits and expectations that have been set for you. The stereotypes and statistics that may be placed upon you, your race, your gender, your background, or your circumstances.

			You have to be willing to dream big. You have to allow yourself to believe that you were made for something special, something unique, something that only you can bring into this world. You have to let yourself hear that still, quiet voice within, the one that whispers of a higher calling, a greater contribution.

			In the pages that follow, you’ll discover how to carve out your own unique path, even when conventional wisdom or societal expectations push you in a different direction. We’ll delve into the art of maintaining optimism and inspiring others, especially when faced with seemingly insurmountable odds.

			The book will reveal how the simple act of listening—truly listening—can unlock doors you never knew existed, in both your personal and professional lives. You’ll learn how small, daily victories can compound into life-changing achievements, and how serving others often leads to your own greatest successes.

			We’ll explore strategies for finding clarity and purpose amid life’s inevitable chaos, and for building relationships that stand the test of time. You’ll gain insights into how to continually push your boundaries, growing and evolving long after others might have settled.

			The chapters will guide you through the nuances of mentorship—both as a mentee and as a mentor—showing how this reciprocal relationship can create ripples of positive change far beyond your immediate circle. Ultimately, we’ll tackle the big questions of legacy, purpose, and fulfillment, providing you with tools not just to navigate life but to live it with intention and impact.

			Through these lessons, drawn from decades of experience across various fields, you’ll gain practical wisdom to help you navigate your own journey, overcome obstacles, build meaningful connections, and achieve success as you define it. This book offers insights applicable at any stage of life, helping you align your actions with your deepest values and aspirations.

			This is the invitation I extend to you: to join me in grappling with the big questions and exploring answers through the stories and wisdom of the many teachers and mentors I have met, both in real life and in the pages of books. I can’t tell you where your path will lead, but I can tell you it begins by asking…

			What was I made for?

			Turn the page, and let’s find out together.

		

	
		
			To Be a Trailblazer

			
				Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.

				—Martin Luther King Jr.

			

			After my mom was institutionalized, nobody knew what to do with me.

			My grandma—as I said, we called her “Dear”—had five jobs at the time, and one of them was working for this white family in Georgetown. She cleaned the house, made meals, baked, and all that stuff. One day Dear told the lady of the house about my mom and how she was trying to figure out what to do.

			“Maybe Catherine can help,” the woman suggested.

			Catherine, it turned out, was the head of one of the branches of Catholic Charities. She was able to get Catholic Charities to pay to send me to a boarding school in Pennsylvania. It was a school for boys from broken homes called St. Michael’s.

			St. Michael’s was founded in 1916 by Bishop Michael J. Hoban. He wanted to do more than feed and house boys without homes; he wanted to educate them and teach them practical skills they could use to make a living.

			The boarding school sat on four hundred acres. Surrounded by woods and fields, it was the opposite of urban D.C. in every way, and there was plenty to do. When I woke up in the morning, it wasn’t the clanging of street cars or vendors I heard, it was roosters. Here, the nuns and priests did the teaching and the students did the chores. I cleaned coops, baled hay, picked apples, scrubbed floors. I did whatever they asked me. I was just happy to be somewhere other than that little apartment.

			Why did they pick me out of all the charity cases? I’ll never know. Maybe they saw something in me. Maybe it was just luck, just a random act of kindness. In life, it doesn’t really matter why you get an opportunity, only what you do with it.

			I decided I wouldn’t let this one pass me by.

			It was here that I met Jerome Nadine, who would become a pivotal figure in my life. He was a trailblazer. He had been at St. Michael’s before me, and as a Black student and basketball player, he had paved the way for someone like me. And after his time at the school, he’d been called to the priesthood, but his success and achievements in sports gave him credibility, and he used that to advocate for me.

			Jerome kept pushing me to play basketball, mainly because I was so tall and a decent athlete. The basketball team, Father Nadine told me, travels all over the state to play games. I was looking for a way to occasionally get off campus for a little while and see the wider world, so I started wanting to play basketball. But I wasn’t any good. Miraculously, I made the varsity team as a freshman. Years later, I found out that Jerome went to the basketball coach, Gene Villa, and said, “Hey, I think George is going to be really a good basketball player. Don’t cut him. Keep him on the team. He’s not ready right now, but keep him on the team.”

			How did he know? Again, what did he see in me? I have no idea, but to that request I owe the rest of my life. Gene promised to keep me on the team, and each year I got better and better.

			But basketball was just part of the story. At St. Michael’s, I found myself surrounded by a group of nuns who invested an enormous amount of time in me as a person and a student. Most of them couldn’t tell you the rules of basketball, but they saw potential in me and set about helping me realize something I didn’t even know existed.

			There was one nun in particular, Sister Delora, who took a special interest in my basketball development. She’d get the keys to the gym, come and get me, and I’d shoot for an hour under her watchful eye. It was through the dedication of people like Sister Delora and Father Nadine that I began to believe I could become something.

			It was also at St. Michael’s that I converted to Catholicism, and Jerome became my godfather. This wasn’t just a formal title; it represented a deep spiritual and personal connection that would last a lifetime. Father Nadine went on to serve as a chaplain at various military institutions. I visited him in San Diego a couple of months before he passed away, a final meeting with the man who had been such a crucial part of my journey. You don’t have to believe in God, but there is such thing as angels in this world—people like Father Nadine are the real thing.

			By my senior year, all this support and hard work paid off. I became the leading scorer in the state, somewhat of a spectacle. People filled the gym to watch me play, and college coaches started to take notice. After a game in which I scored thirty points and something like twenty rebounds against St. Rose of Carbondale, I walked out of the locker room, and as I was walking to the team bus, I heard someone say, “George!”

			“Yes, sir,” I said.

			“My name is Jack Ramsay,” he said, handing me his card. “I’m the head coach at Saint Joe’s College in Philadelphia. We’ve been following you. We’re planning to offer you a scholarship, and I just wanted to introduce myself because you’re going to see me at a lot of games this season.”

			He shook my hand and told me, “Keep playing good.” I’ll never forget that. It was so simple: Keep playing good.

			Simple isn’t the same as easy, but it was worthy of a motto, one I would try to follow the rest of my life.

			When I got on the bus, my coach asked me who I was talking to. I handed him the card, and once he looked at the name, immediately, my coach’s demeanor changed.

			“What did he say to you?” my coach asked.

			“He said he’s been watching me play and he’s going to offer me a scholarship,” I said.

			Coach gave me a knowing nod and I had the sense that he was proud of me.

			So I said, “Coach, let me ask you something.”

			“Sure,” he said.

			“What’s a scholarship?”

			I had no idea. I had no idea that a school would pay for your education, and in return, you play on their basketball team.

			I was pretty excited to tell Dear, and I assumed she’d be excited and proud. It turns out, she was even more in the dark than I’d been. “I thought I raised you better than that,” she said after I gave her the news.

			“What do you mean?” I said. “I think you’ve done a great job in raising me.” She had. There wasn’t a day that went by that I hadn’t done my best to live up to her example and tried to follow what she had taught me.

			“Well, I’m disappointed in myself because I can’t believe that you’re naive enough to think that some white people are gonna pay for you to go to college
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