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FOREWORD

By Kyle Lowry

When I was traded from the Houston Rockets to the Toronto Raptors in the summer of 2012, I didn’t know what to expect. I certainly didn’t know that I would play for the team for nearly a decade, that I would collect a handful of team records, or that I would win the franchise’s only championship—so far—in 2019.

What I did know, or thought I knew, was much simpler. There was Canada: Cold weather. Snow. Hockey. That was about it.

I also didn’t know that much about the Raptors, who were informally known as the “EuroLeague” team of the NBA, but at least in Toronto I saw a real opportunity: a chance to win, a chance to lead, and a chance to be trusted.

During my first six years in the NBA, I played for two other teams: Memphis and Houston. I got consistent playing time with the Grizzlies but took advantage of an opportunity to become a bona fide starter—and show that I could lead a team—after being traded to the Rockets. However, over time, things just didn’t work out in Houston, and it was clear that a deal had to happen. Enter Toronto.

I played nine seasons with the Raptors—over 600 games—making the All-Star team six straight times between 2015 and 2020. And by my final game as a Raptor, in 2021, I had amassed a number of team records that are still very special to me to this day. None of that would have been possible without this incredible franchise, city, or country and, most importantly, the teammates and coaches I had in Toronto over the years—the foundation of any successful organization or career. I cherish those honors and those relationships more than anyone could ever know. Toronto gave me everything that I had dreamt about, all day, every day, since I was a five-year-old kid in Philadelphia: a chance to play and compete at the highest level in the NBA.

The Raptors, Toronto, and Canada also gave me something larger, something I knew I was looking for: a place to call home in my NBA career. Family has always mattered to me. I even chose to attend Villanova University because it kept me close to home: my mom, Marie Hollaway, my grandmama, Shirley Hollaway (gone but not forgotten), and my brother, Lonnie Lowry. Playing at Nova, I was never far from the Hollaway crib in North Philly and a home-cooked meal (and some clean laundry—thanks, Mom!).

Making a home of a city and a country I didn’t know a lot about was a huge surprise. When I first arrived, I was simply there to do a job. I had two years left on a four-year deal, with the fourth year being a team option. I knew I was going to play well enough to get my team option picked up. So that was my whole plan: Play two years in Toronto and I’m out.

Little did I know at the time how much this team, this organization, and all of our fans across Canada would come to mean to me. The Raptors took care of every little thing, making my life in Toronto more comfortable. My family—Ayahna, Karter, and Kameron—was also growing and they, too, were starting to feel at home in Toronto. Then there were the fans, who were crazy passionate, who came out every night, and who supported us no matter how good or bad we were—even in the “Tank for Wiggins” era (IYKYK, hahaha). Suddenly I felt like Toronto was the right place to be. It was an easy choice to want to stay and ultimately be given the opportunity to stay with the Raptors through all those years.

This book is a chance to celebrate those fans and this organization. We say it all the time as Raptors: You’re not playing for just Toronto; you’re playing for literally a whole country. You go from Vancouver and Saskatchewan on one side of the country to Halifax and PEI on the other. There’s just one NBA team in Canada, but it’s also a team with a diverse fan base from all over the world. It’s for all those fans that we won the championship in 2019. I’ve got an Olympic gold medal and I’ve got personal awards and accolades, but there are just no words to describe the feeling of bringing home a championship trophy to an entire country. It was the craziest thing I ever did in my basketball career.

This is also an opportunity to highlight all the players who made possible everything this team has accomplished. I wouldn’t be Kyle Lowry if it weren’t for Dwane Casey or Masai Ujiri or DeMar DeRozan. You have to have humility, and even the stars understand that we won’t make it without the other guys. Period. Guys like Jonas Valančiūnas or Amir Johnson or Chuck Hayes or Lou Williams. I wouldn’t be who I am without them and without them saying, “Yo, we gonna follow you.” They knew I would ride or die for them, just like I knew they would ride or die for me.

It’s because of all of those players that I often get listed as the “GROAT”—the Greatest Raptor of All Time—alongside the team’s most iconic players: Vince and Bosh and DeMar and Kawhi. It’s an honor, but it starts with Vince, who put Toronto on the NBA map and made people realize that this place isn’t just a hockey town, but a top destination in the league.

I also want to thank and acknowledge DeMar. I’ve told the story nine thousand times: When DeMar was drafted, he was just another guy on the team, until I realized that he wanted to win at the highest level, no matter what, just like me. We were two guys with a passion for competition. I realized it and he realized it too. He’s a true leader and he believed in me. Together, we made sure the team did things the right way and that we won.

I loved my time as a Raptor, and it’s always a blessing to come back to Toronto and Canada in general. I never tried to leave and I never wanted to leave. I believed in the city. I believed in the country. I believed in everything that this team and organization were doing. And, most importantly, I truly believed that this was a place where I could help the team win and where we would win—and win big. Today, so many years later, I still get that feeling: the Raptors, Toronto, and Canada are home.





INTRODUCTION

By Eric Smith

Growing up, I was the weird Canadian kid who never played hockey. It was just too expensive. The endless gear, the league registration fees, the rented ice time (not to mention the horrible 6 a.m. practices). It all added up to too much for a middle-class family with at least one parent bound by the erratic hours of shift work. Plus, with costs needing to be multiplied by two, to include my older brother, Adam, hockey was out.

Not playing Canada’s national sport was strange—especially in the 1980s. But perhaps even stranger were my go-to sports: baseball, tennis, and, above all, basketball. For all three, equipment was minimal and access to public courts and parks was easy. But when my dad, Alf, installed a hoop above our carport, that was a game changer. It was also an odd sight in suburban Burlington, Ontario, where I grew up, a forty-minute drive from downtown Toronto. Basketball was far from mainstream.

But there I was, day in, day out, summer and winter, first with my brother and then increasingly with my best friend, Justin. Like me, he was a basketball nut. And like me, he had fallen hard for the “Showtime” Los Angeles Lakers and Magic Johnson. The two of us were increasingly inseparable, the basketball oddballs relentlessly getting up shots in either his driveway or mine, playing pickup at an outdoor court at a nearby high school, watching NBA games on the weekend (whenever we could find a broadcast), and poring over box scores in the newspaper. We were joined at the hip in our mutual obsession, held together like two pieces of basketball parquet.

It was a red-letter day when my mom, Carol, and dad finally upgraded our hoop, a weathered plywood construction that had suffered mightily during those same Canadian winters. I was about twelve years old by then, and the new setup felt like everything cool about ’80s basketball: a jet-black rim attached to a Huffy fiberglass backboard, erected on a pole rather than hung above the carport. It was also a welcome upgrade for my dad, who had grown tired of me, Justin, and my brother denting the eaves troughs with errant jumpers and failed trick shots.

As the years went by, my basketball obsession only grew. I remember being transfixed by the Larry Bird–Magic Johnson “Choose your Weapon” Converse campaign, just one of the many NBA posters and pennants I had hung on my bedroom walls (Justin had even more). I was so hooked on the game that I’d shovel snow from the driveway in the winter just to get up shots, wearing long johns under my shorts and gloves with the fingertips cut off so I could still feel the ball.

As a sports-obsessed teenager, I started looking ahead, wondering what I might do with my life. As much as I loved basketball, baseball, and other sports, I wasn’t good enough to play at a significant level—and certainly not professionally—but what if I could stay connected to sports through broadcasting? And as luck would have it, in my final year of high school, the NBA announced that Toronto and Vancouver would be awarded new franchises, both set to begin play during the 1995–96 season. I would finally have my own hometown team; I would finally be able to attend NBA games to my heart’s content. At that point, I had no idea I would eventually cover the team, as my job, for almost thirty years. But the wheels of my career aspirations were spinning.

After graduating from high school in 1994, I was accepted into the School of Journalism at Humber College (now known as Humber Polytechnic), in the West End of Toronto. In my first year at Humber, I worked for the school newspaper as a student journalist, covering the men’s basketball team, which included traveling to games around Ontario and eventually to the national CCAA championships in Montreal.

I had just finished my first year of the journalism program when the Raptors selected Damon Stoudamire as the first-ever pick for the franchise in the summer of 1995. Justin and I actually attended the NBA Draft, which was held at SkyDome, Toronto’s massive stadium where the Blue Jays played and which the Raptors would call home until 1999.

The Dome wasn’t an ideal venue for basketball—for the players or fans—with the Raptors court sort of nestled between where home plate and first base would ordinarily be for a Jays game. But it didn’t matter; the experience was great. Win or lose, the atmosphere was electric: just one giant party, with the Raptors averaging over 23,000 fans per game in their inaugural season, often young people and kids, with music blaring, lights flashing, and the Dance Pak and the Raptor riling everyone up.

I probably went to half a dozen games that opening season, the only year I spent following the team as a fan rather than covering it as an employee. One game predictably stands out, clear as day even from my perch in the upper deck, way out in right field: when the Raptors eked out a win against Jordan’s 72-10 Bulls. I still have that ticket stub. The action, from my vantage point, was microscopic, but the vibe was palpable. That late-season game—which literally came down to the final buzzer—cemented the fact that the Raptors and their fan base weren’t just happy to be in the league; they wanted to compete with the best in the world every time they hit the floor. Jordan felt Toronto that night.

Prior to the start of the 1996–97 season, while still at Humber, I started as a student intern at the FAN 590 (today known as Sportsnet 590 the FAN), a sports radio station in Toronto. It was truly Internship 101: grabbing coffees, picking up lunches, editing, researching, and generally doing whatever I was told. At the same time, I was always asking for more: to work any shift or job shadow any host or reporter I could.

My persistence paid off in the fall of 1996 when I had the chance to attend the Raptors’ second-ever training camp in Barrie, a little more than an hour north of Toronto. I was by no means leading the coverage, but I could hardly believe that my job actually entailed following the NBA. There I was, standing courtside, as Isiah Thomas, another god of my youth and the Raptors’ first executive vice president, walked past me. I also couldn’t believe what real NBA players looked like up close: their height, their size, their strength, their speed, their athleticism. It’s a shock that has never worn off in all my years on press row, and it has never grown old watching players like Shaquille O’Neal, Yao Ming, Kevin Durant, and, most recently, Victor Wembanyama run, jump, and dunk like oversize ballroom dancers. Then of course there was the thrill of seeing the league’s all-time greats—Jordan, Kobe Bryant, LeBron James, Steph Curry—up close and personal, day in and day out.

When the calendar flipped to 1997, prior to the collegiate school year officially finishing, the FAN decided to hire me on full-time. That hiring coincided with the sports media ecosystem in Canada expanding from one network to three in less than two years, with both Headline Sports and Sportsnet bursting onto the scene between 1997 and 1998, joining TSN. With various people leaving the FAN to explore opportunities at these new TV stations and elsewhere, doors suddenly opened for me. I hadn’t yet turned twenty-two, but I was ready to start my career, in sports, in Toronto. Though I was hired as a producer at the FAN, I was always desperate for new opportunities and experiences—and, most notably, any chances to work on-air. Those opportunities would come over the next few years, including attending more Raptors games as an official member of the press, doing a little reporting, grabbing postgame sound bites, and occasionally even doing on-air hits. Then, at the end of the Raptors’ third season, the team’s broadcast rights came up. The FAN signed a deal to become the new home of the Raptors, hiring Chuck Swirsky and Jack Armstrong to call the action.

This is when my career truly began to take shape.

The 1998–99 season, Chuck and Jack’s first, didn’t begin until February 1999 due to a league-wide lockout. That year the NBA season was shortened to 50 games (rather than the usual 82). I was just shy of my twenty-fourth birthday, still producing a show in the afternoons for former Maple Leafs general manager Gord Stellick, before double-shifting on Raptors games at night as the number two to Barry Davis, who had become the FAN’s lead Raptors reporter and the host of the station’s pregame, halftime, and postgame shows. As part of my job, I was tasked with going to the visiting team’s locker room to pull quotes. I still remember the scrum one night after a game in Toronto: reporters and microphones, four people deep, clamoring for a word from Michael Jordan, the best player in the league. Again, I could hardly believe it. From watching “His Airness” play at the Dome from the 500 level in 1996 to asking him questions just a few years later and a few feet away.

The following season, Barry left the FAN and I was elevated to his suddenly vacant seat. Now I was the Raptors beat guy, sitting courtside, hosting the pregame, halftime, and postgame shows, working with Chuck and Jack and even filling in on the broadcasts when needed. For six seasons, I had the honor of learning from two of the best, before both migrated to the Raptors TV broadcast prior to the start of the 2004–05 campaign. Paul Jones, who had already begun cohosting the postgame show with me from time to time, and with whom I hosted a weekly radio show called Hoops, was hired by the FAN to become the new color analyst for radio. Paul Romanuk was brought on as the new play-by-play voice, but opted, after just one season, to decamp to Europe, where his wife had been offered a major career opportunity.

A broadcast chair had suddenly opened up. I was now in my thirties and I got the call from the FAN’s program director, Nelson Millman—a call I had been hoping for for almost a decade at that point. I joined Jonesy at the broadcast table and we’ve now called twenty Raptors seasons together. Today we’re the longest-serving broadcast duo in Raptors history, on radio or on TV, and one of the longest-serving broadcast pairs in all of Canadian sports—past or present.

Along the way, I grew up. I got married to my then-girlfriend Shannon. I became a father to my son, Jackson. I’ve missed weddings, funerals, birthdays, and holidays—you name it—to cover this team over the past three decades. Yet despite all those missed occasions, and time spent away from my incredibly supportive family during the many years I traveled with the team, this is a job I’m grateful for, every single day. It’s a privilege to call Raptors games, to work in the NBA, and to bring the sport of basketball to fans every night.

As I grew up with the game and with this team, I also had the opportunity to watch this organization mature and eventually win a championship. It’s been nothing short of a life-changing experience. I love covering the Raptors, but above all, I love the special bonds I’ve watched emerge between this team and these fans, this city, and eventually this country.

This book is an opportunity to share those connections and to explain how a once down-on-its-luck NBA franchise carved out a space in Canadian sports, becoming champions and a model organization in the league along the way. It’s also a chance to explore the special bonds that exist between the fans and the team. Raptors faithful have always loved their stars, from Vince Carter and Chris Bosh to Kyle Lowry, DeMar DeRozan, and Kawhi Leonard—among many more. Those guys shaped the team’s destiny, and it’s through those players that we have defined the team’s many “eras” and this book’s various sections.

But it was “the guys behind the guys” that fans fell in love with too. The glue guys. The role players. The hustlers. The bench units. The fellow starters. The second-rounders. The undrafted. These players, in many cases, are just as popular today as some of those all-time greats.

That’s one thing I’ve seen time and again in my nearly three decades covering the team: this special attachment between Raptors fans and players, big or small. If you show love to Toronto, Toronto will love you back. In interview after interview we conducted with former Raptors players, they said the same thing over and over again: the fans made them feel at home in Toronto. For a lot of those players, too, even to their own surprise, their stints with the Raptors proved the best experience of their NBA careers.

We wanted to capture a taste of those experiences and interactions over the team’s first three decades. What better opportunity than the Raptors’ thirtieth anniversary? We chatted with thirty beloved Raptors players for this book and wrote a chapter about each, highlighting their time with the team and what they liked best about playing in Toronto. But with only thirty chapters and thirty guys, we didn’t have enough space for a few. No, scratch that. We didn’t have space for a lot of players. This book could have had forty, or fifty, or sixty, or even a hundred chapters.

The guys we did interview and write about were all essential pieces in Raptors history—guys who witnessed and were even part of the changes that made the team the organization that it is today. It’s a diverse list that cuts across the entire thirty years of the team and offers a true cross section of the players who lived and made history in Toronto.

That’s why this book is called We the Raptors. The “we” is the fans. It’s the city of Toronto. It’s the country of Canada. And it’s the people all over the world who call themselves Raptors faithful. But that “we” is also the core of this book: those players who came to Canada, who played their hearts out for those same fans, and who became, in turn, part of the fabric of this very city and country.






PART I THE EXPANSION ERA, 1995–1999

The “Expansion Era.” That’s one name for it, but plenty of others might have worked.

Maybe, for instance, we should have called it the Stoudamire Era. Taken seventh overall in the 1995 draft, Damon Stoudamire was the Raptors’ first star. Before long, “Mighty Mouse,” as the 5'10" point guard came to be known, became a fan favorite and was even named the 1996 Rookie of the Year. Behind Stoudamire, the team outperformed the lowly expectations placed on any expansion franchise. The Raptors only went 21-61 that inaugural season, but gave opposing squads grief the whole way, with signature wins over the two teams that would go to the 1996 NBA Finals: the 64-18 Seattle SuperSonics and Michael Jordan’s 72-10 Chicago Bulls, the eventual champions. But the Stoudamire Era would come to a hasty close just three seasons in, when Toronto dealt him to Portland after a rocky 11-39 start.

Maybe, instead, we should have called it the Isiah Thomas Era. The Bad Boy Piston was the team’s first executive vice president, who, alongside his number two, Glen Grunwald, had planned out a bold and innovative path for the expansion franchise, one that would anticipate a small-ball future dominated by positionless basketball. But that era would also come to a quick close, when Thomas decided to leave the Raptors in late 1997 over conflicts with the new ownership group and after a failed attempt to buy a controlling interest in the franchise.

So maybe it would have made more sense to call it the Change Era. During the team’s first few seasons, ownership swapped hands again and again; the team moved from SkyDome to Air Canada Centre; and the organization cycled through GMs and coaches. But all of those changes were fairly typical for an expansion team working through its initial growing pains.

What truly makes this the Expansion Era is the one thing the Raptors could not change: the team’s expansion agreement. That agreement defined every move, and every aspect, of how the Raptors—and their fellow expansion team, the Vancouver Grizzlies, who signed a similar agreement—operated, grew, drafted, and improved during the team’s earliest years.

According to the agreement, the Raptors could only spend two-thirds of the league cap during the team’s first few seasons, an artificial ceiling that prevented the franchise from bidding competitively on quality free agents and that hampered the team’s efforts to retain talent. The agreement also barred the Raptors from winning the NBA Draft lottery during the team’s first four seasons, which meant Toronto had to give up the first pick of the 1996 draft, which went to the 76ers, who selected Allen Iverson.

Handcuffed by the provisions of the agreement, the Raptors only truly exited the Expansion Era by the end of the team’s fourth season. Like so many other things around Y2K, 1999 was a watershed year for the Raptors. In February 1999, they finally moved into their new home at the ACC. It was also, most clearly, the start of a new era under the team’s first future megastar, Vince Carter, who was selected fifth overall in the 1998 draft by the Golden State Warriors and who was immediately acquired by the Raptors. Carter made an instant impact, winning Rookie of the Year. It was the dawn of a new age: Vinsanity.

Before Carter took over the team, though, it was the Expansion Era, a period defined by constant change and continual growth as one of the NBA’s newest teams tried to find its feet and figure out just what type of organization the Raptors would become.





1 Tracy Murray (1995–1996, 2001–2002)

Tracy Murray was at a crossroads. It was the fall of 1995, and the twenty-four-year-old wing had suddenly found himself sidelined in his still-young NBA career.

After being selected 18th overall by the San Antonio Spurs in the 1992 draft, Murray had been traded a week later, first to the Bucks and then to the Trail Blazers. Led by Clyde Drexler, Portland had just gone to the 1992 Finals, losing in six games to Michael Jordan’s Bulls. For Murray, the Trail Blazers looked like a great opportunity. But the team had big ambitions for the coming season and, unfortunately for the rookie, developing their newest acquisition was not one of them.

From a starter and star during his high school and college years to a bench player rarely called upon, Murray was hit hard by the change in role—and status. As a senior at Glendora High School in California, he had led the nation in scoring, averaging a breathtaking 44.3 points per game. That success translated to the NCAA. As a junior at UCLA, Murray averaged 21.4 points and 7 rebounds while leading the Pac-10 in three-point shooting at a 50 percent clip, helping the Bruins to an Elite Eight appearance. He was also twice named to the Pac-10 All-Conference team. “I went from starting my whole life, even in college, to hardly ever playing at all my first two years in the NBA,” he recalled in an interview with us. “I was rotting at the end of Portland’s bench.”

As a Trail Blazer, he was just another guy, a rookie who was still earning his coach’s faith. That part, at least, Murray understood. “Rick Adelman is a Hall of Fame coach. He had just come from the Finals and he had a core of guys that he believed in and that he trusted. He was going to ride with those horses. There was nothing that I could do or say at twenty years old that was going to change their minds.”

Murray saw increased playing time during his second season with the Trail Blazers, in 1993–94, thanks in large measure to injuries to the team’s aging vets, including Drexler. His shooting form also returned, offering a glimpse of who he was in college and would later become in his career. Murray led the entire league from three, shooting a blistering 45.9 percent.

Things, unfortunately, did not go so well for the team. With their missing starters, Portland foundered in the playoffs, losing in the first round. In the offseason, the Trail Blazers decided to pivot. Adelman and general manager Geoff Petrie were let go; in their stead, P. J. Carlesimo and Bob Whitsitt were installed. The roster also got a makeover. Just before the 1995 trade deadline, the face of the team, Drexler, was sent to the Rockets along with Murray.

Houston had just won the 1994 championship, led by Hakeem Olajuwon and coach Rudy Tomjanovich. The team repeated, winning the 1995 championship, but Murray played only 8 minutes per game. It was as if the third-year player were a rookie all over again. “I was never getting consistent minutes. Most of those minutes were garbage-time minutes or fill-in minutes when somebody got their breather.”

Unsurprisingly, Murray once again found it hard to maintain his confidence. “Every kid dreams about being an NBA All-Star, the guy that they’re always showing on TV, but everybody can’t be that. The hardest thing for a lot of us to do is to settle into a role. Mine was not playing at all. I wasn’t in the best shape in the world, not physically or mentally. I did not really understand that as a young person. All I knew was, ‘I’m going out here, I feel like I’m doing well, and I’m not playing.’ There was a lot I was dealing with, and I didn’t know how to handle it.”



When the 1994–95 season ended, his third in the league, Murray hit his crossroads.

He was technically a free agent, but all signs pointed to the back-to-back champs re-signing him. Houston even protected Murray during the 1995 expansion draft, meaning neither the Raptors nor the Grizzlies could poach him. “They were going to re-sign me, but then they changed directions on what they wanted to do with the team.” Houston was simply eager to keep winning, not developing future rotation players, and even traded for Charles Barkley. The result? “Bye-bye, young guys.”

Murray suddenly found himself between a rock and hard place. “They protected me during the expansion draft, so I wasn’t able to go to either team. Now they’re not going to re-sign me. Now, no one’s knocking on my door. I was sitting there, hurt, confused, angry. There were a lot of built-up emotions.” That crossroads also entailed a long look in the mirror. “I was only twenty-four, but my career was over,” Murray thought. “If I went overseas, I probably wouldn’t have come back.”

It was just one more challenge in a short career that had been inching forward, only to take a step back. But it was also something he could handle, having faced such hurdles pretty much since day one. “I’ve had ups and downs,” Murray told us. “I’ve always had to fight. I was a chubby kid, with a bad hip and big feet. I wasn’t supposed to be in the NBA. At fourteen years old, I had surgery on my left hip and they told me I’d never play again. They killed my dreams at fourteen years old. My parents and I went and got second, third, fourth, and fifth opinions. Finally we found someone would put me back together and said I would be fine. But at fourteen years old—that was tough.”

Murray’s parents, Bob and Candy, had also prepared him for the obstacles that mark the life of a pro. “I doubted who I was sometimes. When I was down-and-out, and I needed that uplifting, my dad would do the uplift. Dad jumps on a plane. We go in the gym and shoot. We watch old videotapes. ‘This is where you can be better. This is where you can get your shot. That’s who you are.’ It was tough love and ‘Get your butt back in the game.’ I’ve always had that rock with me. My dad would always take care of the basketball side. My mom would take care of the academic side and help me with the business side. She was also an athlete, so I would be getting cosigns from mom. If I was on the speakerphone with my dad, she would say, ‘Yeah, he’s right! You need to listen to this!’ ”

With no one knocking for his services in the summer of 1995, Murray went back to Los Angeles. “I’m at home killing myself, making sure I’m in the best shape, so if I’m blessed enough to get in a situation, I’m going to come in there and hit the ground running.”

While he was in LA, the two new expansion franchises were holding off-season workouts. He decided to reach out to Isiah Thomas, who was by then the executive vice president of the Raptors. Murray had met Thomas while still playing for Portland, when the Trail Blazers had faced Detroit. At the time, Thomas could tell that Murray had promise but couldn’t make sense of his role in Portland. “What are they doing with you over there?” Thomas asked.

“Nothing,” Murray scoffed. “Come get me.”

Thomas, the savvy vet, thought Detroit could use the shooter. The Pistons never traded for him, but Thomas filed it away. “He ended up coming to get me years later when he was an executive in Toronto,” Murray remembers. “We had some honest conversations, but my agent kept wanting to get more money. I said, ‘Give me Isiah’s number. Let me talk to him.’ Isiah told me the situation. I said, ‘Look, it’s not about money for me right now. It’s about reestablishing myself and getting an opportunity. Send me a plane ticket, and I’m coming.’ ”

Thomas agreed, signing Murray to a one-year, minimum contract on November 1, 1995. Two days later, the Raptors had their first-ever NBA matchup, against the New Jersey Nets, at SkyDome. Unbelievably, they won that game, 94–79. Murray played 19 minutes off the bench—a blessing, given his struggles to find regular court time in Portland and Houston—scoring 9 points with 3 rebounds, 2 steals, and an assist. That opening-day performance boded well. Murray, in fact, played all 82 games that season, eventually earning a spot in the starting lineup in late February. That first year with the Raptors turned Murray’s career—and mindset—around. “I was very thankful for the opportunity in Toronto. It was somewhat like being a rookie again. It was a rebirth of my attitude.”



With the Raptors, Murray had finally found an NBA support network. “Isiah became a big brother to me. He’d see me in practice get a little feisty or hit some buckets. Everybody’s talking trash, everybody’s competitive. Isiah would walk by, and he would look at you with that smile and say, ‘I see you. I see it.’ See what? ‘You a gangster. I know it.’ I’m sitting there, wondering what he’s talking about. But what he was doing was making me even tougher. He knew I was a nice guy—I was peaceful, happy-go-lucky—and he was retooling me. I was becoming a different animal up here,” he says, pointing to his head. “Those first three years in the NBA broke me down. He got me back to that animal status.”

Equally important were his coaches, who not only gave him the space to develop his game but also encouraged him to be more aggressive. “Brendan Malone played me a lot. He let me play through my mistakes and deserves credit for that.” He also watched his confidence flourish under John Shumate, an assistant coach for the Raptors between 1995 and 1998. “Some of the things he said to me I had never thought about. ‘Damn, you’re not just a shooter, you’re a scorer too,’ ” Shumate told Murray. “ ‘That’s a rare bear,’ ” Murray laughs today. “That’s another confidence thing that just sent me through the roof.”

Suddenly, he was no longer just a bench guy, someone brought on to shoot a three here and there. Now he was a critical role player playing alongside other starters, including NBA vets like Willie Anderson and Alvin Robertson. “I knew about those guys. I had watched them for years, but now to get to be in practices and soak up the knowledge from them, it was huge.” He even came to appreciate a newfound synergy with his former rival and the Raptors’ rookie star. “I played against Damon Stoudamire when he was at Arizona. I was at UCLA. It was a bitter rivalry, boy. But when we teamed up together, that was a nice one-two punch. Damon was incredible.”

That on-court energy filtered down from the top. Everywhere Murray looked in Toronto—from ownership to the end of the bench—he saw a group willing to go the extra mile to help the franchise succeed. It was clearly a team finding its feet, but it was finding its feet together. There was perhaps no better embodiment of that solidarity than the so-called Hood at the back of the team plane. “The ‘Hood’ was a bunch of guys that liked being around each other,” Murray says with a laugh today. “Loud music playing, domino games, dice games, and card games at the back of the plane. We’re all back there, vibing out, having a good time, enjoying each other’s company. That’s all that was. John Bitove Jr. was back there with us. And he’s the owner. That’s somebody who cares about the people on the team. That doesn’t happen in the NBA. Owners are owners. Management, management. Not that year. Everybody genuinely cared about each other. Owners, general managers, coaches—everybody together. That doesn’t happen in a regular organization.”

That culture also cultivated a help-at-all-costs willingness. “Everybody was doing more than their job, even in the office, multitasking like crazy. That was the perfect crew.” Doing more was essential. At the time, many argued that basketball could never succeed in Canada. As Murray recalls, “When I first got there, hockey was all over the place. The Blue Jays had just won back-to-back World Series in 1992 and 1993. We were hardly even being talked about. We were fighting for visibility. We were fighting for eyes. We were fighting for an audience. We were fighting for fans.”

The team took those challenges head-on, connecting with Canadians across the country. “We must have hit every city in Eastern Canada. Literally, from Nova Scotia to Barrie down to Niagara Falls. Whether it’s preseason games, appearances, after practice, going with the Raptors’ Dance Pak members and driving two hours somewhere for an autograph signing. We hit everything.”

With increased playing time, Murray also understood that his role on the team was larger than the things he did on the court. “That first year we had to go above and beyond what we normally do to sell the game of basketball. It was a grind. People on the team had to be willing to go do more, but we had so much fun with each other. There was never a time that year where I felt like it was a job.”

That grind also opened Murray’s eyes. “I know what the stars do. I don’t envy that. That’s why they get paid the big bucks. They’re in corporate meetings, they’re helping put the team together, they’re chairmen of charities, they’re doing public service announcements, commercials, autographs—they’re doing everything to sell the game and to help the organization flourish.” As a shooter, he knew how to fill in gaps, even the promotional holes that opened up around the team’s overtaxed star, Stoudamire. “I’d be in the middle of a nap. Sometimes Elaine Quan, a member of the community relations team, would be like, ‘Dude, I need you.’ I’m like, ‘All right, where are we going? What are we doing? Let’s do it.’ ”



By the end of the season, Murray unsurprisingly wanted to re-sign with the Raptors, the only team that had ever given him major minutes on court.

The only problem? Murray was so good that Toronto could no longer afford him.

Under both the Grizzlies’ and the Raptors’ expansion agreements, each team could only spend two-thirds of the league cap during its first few seasons. As a result, the Raptors could only offer Murray a 20 percent raise on his salary of $250,000—a stingy bump for an 82-game stalwart averaging more than 16 points per game and shooting 42 percent from behind the arc. Today, Murray is still steaming about the league’s restrictions. “I fell under a bullshit rule. I got screwed out of the place I wanted to be, because I couldn’t make more money. I already took a hit. I was making the minimum and being taxed like that up there. They couldn’t even re-sign me to what I wanted or what I deserved. They needed to make a Tracy Murray exception!”

Toronto’s hands were tied. “Isiah had a figure that he was able to go to.” But it came with a catch. “You have to wait two years for it, pal,” Thomas told Murray. He was torn. Toronto was the first team that had embraced him, giving him significant playing time and an important starting role. Plus, Murray felt like he was at home. “Toronto is unbelievable. It’s multicultural. The restaurants are great. The people are fantastic. It was the cleanest city I’d ever been to. There was no violence. I was in heaven up there. They embraced me, so I loved them.”

That internal struggle got a lot harder when the Washington Bullets, renamed the Wizards the following season, swooped in with a juicier offer: a seven-year deal worth $17 million. Once again, it was Thomas looking out for his guy, even if it hurt his team. “During negotiations, I was always talking to Isiah and I said, ‘Washington came with that figure.’ ” Thomas understood, encouraging his mentee to accept the plum deal: “Man, go take care of your family.”

In the span of one season, Murray had made the leap from peripheral bench guy to in-demand starter. But it was hard to celebrate his success. “I was in tears when I left Toronto. It was the most bittersweet—with an emphasis on bitter—deal, which I had to take. I didn’t want to leave the only organization and city that embraced me like that.”

His love of the Raptors also showed over the years in the box score. “If you treated me shitty, then oh yeah, you’re on my hit list. I’m circling you on the schedule. So Portland always got it; Houston always got it. But I didn’t have any animosity towards Toronto.”

In Washington, Murray was also never as happy as he had been with the Raptors. After four years in DC, he was traded to the Denver Nuggets just before the start of the 2000–2001 season. Just a few months later he was moved again—and, in a stroke of luck, returned to his adopted home. In January 2001, Murray was sent back to Toronto.

He suddenly became the rarest of the rare in an organization that had only existed for a few years: a two-time Raptor. Between those stops, he could see how the team had changed. The organization had perhaps lost the us-against-the-world grind that had made it special. But it was also taking important steps toward becoming not just a legitimate NBA team but a model franchise. “Toronto was so groundbreaking. They were the first ones to provide pregame meals, during and after shootaround, to have a massage therapist, and to give access to the practice facility—anytime I wanted—to shoot and work out in the weight room. That’s one thing I’ve always respected about the organization. They always did stuff slightly different from everybody else. It was awesome.”

From the outside, all those changes weren’t so easy to see at first. But publicly, the Raptors had entered a wholly new epoch. “It was the Vince Carter era. Now you had a superstar. We had come a long way. It was awesome to see Vince night in, night out.”

Like the organization, though, Murray had also changed. He was now an older player, with a raft of injuries behind him, from a torn ligament in his shooting wrist to lingering hip problems, including bone chips and spurs. An aging vet, he simply had to slow down. “I didn’t come back the way I was before. I had to shorten up my routine because, as you get older, you need your legs. You can’t go out there and do an hour of shooting. I couldn’t do the same routine and still go out there and give you the same results during the game because my legs weren’t the same.”

Sadly, his second stint in Raptors purple lasted only a year. In the summer of 2002, Murray was shipped to the Los Angeles Lakers. It hit him hard again. “I didn’t want to leave, even the second time around. I wanted to finish my career there.” Still, he embraced the new challenge. “I was going home, back to LA, back to the Lakers. I thought it was going to be a good move. But it was downhill from there.” When that big seven-year contract finally expired at the end of the 2003 season, he signed as a free agent with the Trail Blazers. His second time back in Portland was short-lived, however, and the team waived him later that fall, putting an end to his NBA playing days.

Today Murray is back in LA, calling Bruins games as an analyst with the UCLA Sports Network. He was even inducted into the UCLA Athletic Hall of Fame as a member of the 2021 class. Three decades later, he still looks back fondly on those hardscrabble days of the Raptors’ first season. “We had a bunch of guys on the team that nobody wanted. We were all guys at the end of the bench. We were all guys in search of a second chance—with the exception of Damon and Jimmy King,” the Raptors’ second-round pick. “We all needed a shot somewhere to establish ourselves.” The Raptors gave them, and him, that shot.





2 Jimmy King (1995–1996)

It was the summer of 1993, in Ann Arbor, Michigan, and Jimmy King couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “An NBA team in Canada? In Toronto? No way.” And yet it was coming straight from the horse’s mouth: Isiah Thomas, former Pistons Bad Boy, an NBA champion, one of the greatest point guards of all time, and a future Hall of Famer.

Even still, the words didn’t make sense to King. By then he was going into his junior year at the University of Michigan as a member of the “Fab Five” alongside Chris Webber, Jalen Rose, Juwan Howard, and Ray Jackson. Together they had revolutionized college basketball both on and off the court, becoming the first team of freshmen to start in an NCAA championship game in 1992 and one of the greatest D1 recruiting classes ever.

Yet here was Thomas telling King about some hypothetical Canadian NBA team. “I was in Ann Arbor and Isiah was there in business attire,” the former Wolverine told us. “We just started rapping. He said, ‘I’m going to be vice president of basketball operations for an NBA team in Toronto.’ ” It was all a bit hard to swallow—especially Thomas’s unexpected promise to King, who was still years away from the pros. “If you are still on the board,” the future Raptors exec told the college player, “I’m going to draft you.”

Rumors about Toronto getting a professional team had circulated since the late 1980s, with the NBA even confirming a planned expansion north in 1992. But the official announcement wouldn’t come until November 1993. “At the time, I was like, ‘Toronto?’ ” King recalls, shaking his head. “I hadn’t heard anything about a new team yet. So in my head, I was like, Yeah, whatever. That’s not going to happen.”

Still, it was hard not to contemplate what he was hearing from Thomas, somebody who had served as a mentor to him ever since King had first arrived in Ann Arbor as a wide-eyed teenager out of Plano, Texas. During the summers in Michigan, Pistons players would gather at St. Cecilia’s Gym in Detroit for open runs. It was a basketball rite of passage. “St. Cecilia is like the Mecca of basketball for Detroit,” King explains. “Any hooper that comes through there—out-of-town hoopers, hoopers that are native to the Detroit area, even the pros—has to grace the courts of St. Cecilia. It’s like Rucker Park in New York.”

It was no different for King and his Michigan costars, including Howard, from Chicago, and Webber and Rose, two Detroit natives. Before they were the Fab Five, even before they were Michigan freshmen, the future Wolverine sensations could be found at St. Cecilia’s Gym alongside various Pistons, including Thomas, Joe Dumars, Mark Aguirre, Bill Laimbeer, Dennis Rodman, John Salley, Vinnie Johnson, and James Edwards. “In the late summer, prior to our freshman year, before we actually even got on campus, we never had official practice,” King says. “We were just having open runs at St. Cecilia.”

Going head-to-head with one of the most feared teams in the NBA was both thrilling and eye-opening. “It was the whole squad,” King recalls. “Playing against Isiah and Joe, arguably one of the best guard duos in the league, one of the best defenders and rebounders in the league in Rodman, one of the most underrated big men in the league in Bill Laimbeer, and great role players like Vinnie Johnson, the Microwave. Those guys were monsters. It was a dream come true. You don’t really process it, though: ‘You’re here with the Bad Boys.’ You’re just playing basketball with perennial NBA All-Stars and you’re grateful for the opportunity to learn from them in real time.”

Those runs would also reveal the jump that the Fab Five would need to make, not only from high school to college hoops, but eventually from the NCAA to the pros. “We would have games where we’d go back and forth. Then it would be game point and they would kick it to another gear—a pro gear that we had no clue about,” King says, thinking back to those daunting battles. “Those were the moments that we were like, ‘Oh my God. There’s a whole different gear we have to rise to if we want to be recognized as great basketball players or a great team.’ We cut our teeth early and appreciated it.”

Over the years, those summer runs would continue in both Detroit and Ann Arbor against the Pistons. Along the way, King grew closer with the team and especially Thomas, who proved a willing mentor to the budding stars. “I developed a relationship with Isiah and the rest of the Bad Boy squad. They really helped us set the path to what we wanted to be as the Fab Five. Battling against the Bad Boys on the court gave us great confidence. And then learning from them off the court—the little intricacies of the business of basketball—those things were invaluable.”

Thomas in particular was always willing to coach young guys up. “Those are the things that Isiah is known for,” King said. “He takes mentoring seriously. He loves it. He’s always been that way. He was that way when he was still a player. He was showing guys proper techniques and things that can help them in their careers.”

Along the way, King and Thomas remained in contact as the younger player’s career at Michigan flourished. Webber left Ann Arbor for the NBA in 1993, followed by Rose and Howard the next year. By the time King was a senior, during the 1994–95 NCAA season, he was leading the team alongside Ray Jackson while averaging 14.7 points, 5 rebounds, and nearly 3 assists per contest. Like Webber, Rose, and Howard before him, King had his sights firmly set on the NBA.



Now it was the night of the 1995 NBA Draft—and it was happening for the first time ever outside of the US, in Toronto’s SkyDome, to mark the inception of the league’s newest franchises: the Raptors and the Vancouver Grizzlies. King was uncertain where he would land. “There were a couple of teams that I was talking to during that time,” he told us. “The San Antonio Spurs, the Phoenix Suns, the Chicago Bulls, and a few other teams sprinkled in there.” King didn’t expect to go in the first round—some draft experts had even left him off their draft projections altogether—so the four-year college player sat tight, watching the picks tick by, one after another, all the way into the second round.

Then the Raptors were on the board with the 35th pick. Thomas, by then executive vice president for the team, kept his promise to King from so many years earlier. “When the spot came up with Toronto, Isiah drafted me.” The fans in attendance roared their approval. “That was the greatest moment of my life,” King said.

Shockingly, King had forgotten his old mentor’s promise—all that pie-in-the-sky nonsense about an NBA team in Toronto, Thomas running it, and King’s guaranteed selection. “I completely forgot about it. I remembered it when I actually took my first official visit to Toronto after being drafted. We were in the office walking around, meeting all the employees, and Isiah reminded me of the moment he put the bug in my ear. He was like, ‘I told you I was going to draft you if you were on the board.’ And he did.”

King was finally in the NBA. But as a second-round selection, he knew he was facing an uphill battle to earn a spot on the roster. “As second-rounders, we didn’t have guaranteed contracts. You got to make the team.” Being drafted late also had knock-on effects.

He was the second-ever Raptors pick, but he was also, therefore, playing behind the team’s first-round pick, Damon Stoudamire. “I had to fight for minutes. Damon set a rookie record of playing forty-one minutes a game, which is crazy. I worked my tail off in practice, at any position that I might fit in, to get those six or seven minutes on court. When I walked into practice, that was my game time. I made sure: I’m going to show you I deserve to be on the court. Ask Damon today: Who was one of the hardest players he ever played against? It was me.”

Throughout his year in Toronto, King’s relationship with his coach, Brendan Malone, remained positive and productive. He also proved a formative mentor during King’s—and what turned out to be the coach’s—lone season with the Raptors. “I was a rookie, trying to find my place. He always had a great way of making you feel comfortable. The relationships I had with Brendan and the rest of the coaching staff, including assistant coaches John Shumate and Darrell Walker, those guys helped me learn the pro game. The experience was great.”

Being a second-round pick presented one set of challenges. But transitioning to the NBA as a former member of the Fab Five was something else. “We all had different battles to fight,” King recalls. “Chris was traded immediately after winning Rookie of the Year. Juwan had a hundred-million-dollar contract but became a journeyman. Jalen was drafted as a lottery pick by the Denver Nuggets, but he hardly played his rookie year, and then they traded him to Indiana.”

Like his fellow Wolverines, King had been freighted with the impossible weight of his own celebrity. He was, and would always be, part of the Fab Five, something for which he would be both celebrated and seemingly punished. He was not Webber, not Rose, not Howard, the logic went, but one of the other two: a mere supporting player on college basketball’s most electric squad. Jackson, in fact, went undrafted and spent several years in the Continental Basketball Association (CBA) while shuttling between the pros in France, Argentina, and Venezuela.

“Being a part of the Fab Five was detrimental to my career, and it was harder for Ray and me,” King explained. “We were toiling and flipping and floundering, trying to scrape to get on a team. We were looked upon as being subordinates at Michigan and I was looked upon as a supporting player. That’s something that I had to fight. Every time I went to a camp, they were always surprised at all the other things that I could do, because of the sacrifices I had made at Michigan.”

Though the NCAA spotlight had given the players fame, the media attention soon soured, with the team being punished for the very qualities that had made them so attractive both on and off the court. One would have thought that the Wolverines’ starting lineup, dressed in baggy shorts, black socks, and black sneakers, were the Five Horsemen of the NCAA Apocalypse. “The ones who were put off thought that we were cocky or brash,” King recalls. “But the truth is that we were confident. We weren’t kids who were disrespecting the game. We respected the game. We put the hours in. We didn’t cut corners. We didn’t cheat the game. We didn’t do anything detrimental on the court. We didn’t get into fights. We didn’t spit on people. We didn’t step on people. We didn’t kick people. We didn’t trip people. We played the game. We just didn’t give a damn. We were different. And for all of that stuff, we were vilified.”

In retrospect, it is hard not to read the reception the team often got as coded racism—at least from some—with all the fumbling, ambiguous talk about “respecting the game” being little more than a weak front for skeptics who were threatened by the idea that five unapologetic Black freshmen were becoming the face of collegiate athletics. Even worse, in light of the US Supreme Court’s 2021 decision in NCAA v. Alston, which confirmed that the NCAA’s restrictions on compensation violated antitrust law, paving the way for name, image, and likeness (NIL) deals that are everywhere in college sports now, it’s hard to argue that the Fab Five’s advocacy on behalf of their own future financial security was anything more than a prescient understanding of the NCAA’s systemic injustices. While still at Michigan, all five players understood that they were being used by the university, the NCAA, and the corporations that had benefited from their electrifying play and on-court panache. “They would come in and bring us huge duffel bags of gear that they couldn’t sell,” King recalls. “We would sift through that gear and, anything we liked, that’s what they ended up selling. We didn’t get a dime for that. That’s why we wore shirts without names or monikers or trademarks. That was our way to protest what was going on.”

The sartorial protests rubbed onlookers the wrong way. So, too, did their calls for fair compensation. “It was a weird time. We started speaking out about what is now NIL. We knew the odds of all five of us making it were slim. It was just a safety net. And honestly, that’s just good business. We were no dummies; we could see what was going on around us—the exchanges, the money, the benefits—and we were not getting anything.”

The five players understood the NCAA’s rules, but nonetheless hoped to secure some financial security for the decades that would succeed their collegiate and pro careers, if they were lucky enough to make the NBA. “We wanted to have a meeting with Nike. We went to Steve Fisher, our coach, and asked him. We cooked up the grand idea of coming up with a stipend, in case none of us or some of us didn’t make the NBA. That’s when we started getting pushback and started getting vilified. It took a month or so just to get the meeting.”

According to King, when the Wolverines finally sat down with Nike execs, the conversation went nowhere, with the team’s sponsors using the NCAA’s antitrust provisions to shield them from compensating college basketball’s most valuable assets. Those gestures of resistance and the Fab Five’s outspokenness hurt the players’ careers, even after four of them had broken into the NBA. “Even when I got into the league, players called me at times, respectfully and disrespectfully, ‘Fab Five.’ There was a lot of jealousy and a lot of hate.”



Life as part of the Fab Five was not all bad, of course, and the glaring spotlight had even set King up for his NBA future. “The transition wasn’t difficult for me. I was prepared, being at the University of Michigan with all of the media attention. I already had the experience of four years of that at the highest level in college as media darlings and media villains. When I got to the NBA, it was second nature.” More importantly, he was in the NBA. “I was still living the dream. I was still on the team. I was still playing. I was still learning the professional game and I had great mentors—Alvin Robertson, John Salley, Darrell Walker—and just great teammates like Tracy Murray, Acie Earl, Willie Anderson, and Oliver Miller.”

During his lone season as a Raptor, King was willing to do anything for floor minutes. He recalls one opportunity, late in the season, when the Raptors, down to eight active players, faced the Knicks at Madison Square Garden. There was only one catch for the 6'5", 210-pound shooting guard. “We had some injuries, so I was in as our forward—against Anthony Mason. I gotta lock up with a 6'8", 250-pound guy on the other end?” Despite going head-to-head with Mason, the 1995 Sixth Man of the Year and a versatile bruiser, King played well, scoring 9 points and dishing out 8 assists to go along with 2 rebounds and a steal. It even included a personal highlight. “I got a tip dunk on Pat Ewing—on Big Pat!—and the ref called it goaltending,” King recalls, savoring the highlight and yet still burning from the bad whistle. “It was clearly not goaltending.”

The performance in the Garden encouraged the rookie after a long season of scattered minutes. “I thought, If I can finish like this, even at power forward, then I can do this. It wasn’t like I was getting the opportunity and failing. I just didn’t get enough opportunity.” Despite the limited floor time, King’s numbers today bear out his intuition. His per-36-minute projections fill the stat sheet: 11.6 points, 4.3 rebounds, and 3.6 assists—all starting-caliber averages in an age before sports analytics had taken over.

During the offseason, Thomas traded King to Dallas for Popeye Jones, but the second-round pick never faulted his old mentor for the deal. “I didn’t take it personally. Isiah came to me at the end of the year. He traded me to get what he felt he needed for rebounding, and he also felt like he sent me a place where I could go to play.”

Despite Thomas’s hopes, King was waived by the Mavs. The following season, he signed a ten-day contract with the Denver Nuggets but spent the remainder of his career bouncing around the CBA, D-League, American Basketball Association, and World Basketball Association, while playing on teams in Venezuela and Poland. Along the way, King kept his NBA dream alive, often showing up to—and showing out at—various team tryouts. “I went to so many camps—the Lakers, Indiana…” he recalls, trailing off. “It’s a big-boy league,” he says with a shrug. “Ain’t no crying in basketball.”

What-if moments define many pro careers, but King’s is filled
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