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  THE ABA


  The Black Sheep That Forced the NBA to Change—Then Made It Better


  When it came, the end was swift. The American Basketball Association had been sputtering along for its last two years, struggling to draw fans and attract attention, like a car long past its expiration date. The final season of 1975-76 saw the league begin with 10 teams, but between October and May, four had folded operations. It was over. The party that had been so grand, so opulent, so one-of-a-kind, was coming to an end. Owners lamented over what could have been. Players wondered what was next. The league that the ABA had pushed and poked and prodded for nearly a decade became its savior in many ways.


  That’s how the ABA ended.


  How it lived, though? Oh boy, is that ever a story.


  “It was always a little crazy—simply because of the financial situations of some teams,” said Len Elmore, who played for the Indiana Pacers during its ABA days, from 1974 to 1976. “But it was all so fun because you knew you were competing against some of the greatest players. That was ultimately borne out in ’76 when the merger occurred and you took a look at the (NBA) all-star teams. You took a look at who led in scoring, rebounds, assists—they were all ABA guys.”


  For nine glorious years, the ABA was the antidote to boring, plodding basketball. Or more succinctly: It was the antidote to the NBA. When the league began in 1967, the idea was to force a merger with the NBA. Potential owners interested in buying or starting an NBA franchise were going to be burdened with incredibly high costs and demands. In the ABA, you could get or start a team for half of what the NBA was asking. The league started, taking off with 11 teams in cities all over the country—near or in the vicinity of already-established NBA markets, and in some cases in new ones altogether.


  There were the Pittsburgh Pipers, Minnesota Muskies, Indiana Pacers, Kentucky Colonels, and New Jersey Americans in the East. In the West, there were the New Orleans Buccaneers, Dallas Chaparrals, Denver Rockets, Houston Mavericks, Anaheim Amigos, and Oakland Oaks. The hope was to get the league off the ground, give fans an alternative to the NBA—which most were becoming disenchanted with—and then tell the big brother league: “Hey, let’s link up to save each other.” It was kind of a foolproof plan. And given the ABA’s business model at the outset (get attention), it looked like it might actually work.


  For nine glorious years, the ABA was the antidote to boring, plodding basketball.


  By 1967, the NBA was being smothered by the Boston Celtics. Red Auerbach’s teams had been to the finals 10 times in an 11-year span, winning nine titles. They were dominant. Some might argue, too dominant for a league that was trying to grow in its own right through television. Plus, the Celtics were kind of well, boring. They were ruthlessly efficient and fundamentally sound. But they were not fun to watch if you lived outside of Beantown. Hardly anyone dunked, the 3-point shot did not exist, and most of the players in the NBA were clean-cut. In other words: The NBA was as stiff as its backboards.


  The ABA, on the other hand, added a 3-point shot. (Its first commissioner, former NBA legend George Mikan, called it “the home run.”) The league encouraged dunking. It stood up to—and beat—the NCAA, in challenging its “Four-Year Rule,” which kept players from turning pro before the end of their senior year. Team uniforms were brightly colored. Black players could sport huge afros, while white players could wear long, moppy hair. It was a league that was completely in the spirit of the times, when America was changing and looking for ways to challenge the establishment—not just in terms of style, but style of play, too.


  “I don’t think the players themselves viewed it as a renegade league,” Walt Szczerbiak, a player for the Pittsburgh Condors told the Beaver County Times in 2001. “They just wanted to play basketball. I think players like playing the ABA game as opposed to the NBA that was kind of rough-and-tumble and slow-down. The ABA was a quicker type game.”


  Pretty soon, players in college wised up that they could come out of college early, play professional in the United States against viable competition, and either make a career out of the ABA or wait for the NBA to take notice and jump ship. Either way, they were making money and playing good basketball at a time when they otherwise would have been playing in college for nothing. Julius Erving entered the league. Artis Gilmore did the same. Spencer Haywood—one of the most dominant players in college at the time—left the University of Detroit early to play for the Denver Rockets for a season. Haywood signed a massive contract at the time ($450,000) and led the league in scoring (30.0) and rebounding (19.5) averages.


  “The eyes of basketball kind of popped open that maybe a young guy could play professionally at a really young age,” Haywood told the website MassLive.com in 2015. “The next year I went to Seattle, but I had one year left on my eligibility in college. You had to wait four years after your high-school class graduated before you could enter the NBA. When I entered the NBA, I didn’t realize it would be such a lawsuit that it would go on all the way to the Supreme Court. And it did. I thought it changed the game.”


  One of many instances where the ABA did just that.


  Enjoy the Slam Dunk Contest that the NBA puts on during Saturday night of All-Star Weekend? That was the ABA’s creation, too. At the time Sports Illustrated called it the “best halftime innovation since the bathroom.” How could you not love something so flamboyant and so outlandish as a dunk contest, with players like Julius Erving—big afro, flying through the air—slamming it home from the foul line. It was classic ABA.


  “We were sitting around the office one day discussing things that would draw more people, and it just came to us—‘Let’s have a dunk contest,’ ” Jim Bukata, former director for marketing and public relations for the ABA, told the Houston Chronicle. “That’s really where it came from—three guys talking about what we could do to sell a few more tickets.”


  Sell a few more tickets. That was always the ABA’s mindset. Unfortunately, it would also be the reason that as the league was capturing the attention of the media and NBA, it was slowly sinking into the abyss. The one thing the ABA failed to attain that the NBA had was a television contract. Occasionally an ABA game would sneak onto a local station in some fashion, but for the most part, it was a league that was spread by word of mouth. But at some point, word of mouth just isn’t good enough—you need to reach fans sitting at home and capture their attention. The NBA had been on television in some form since 1953. During the lifetime of the ABA, the NBA had national contracts to broadcast games with ABC and then CBS.
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      On the ABA Being More than Just a Renegade League


      “In the end, its legacy comes down to the innovation within the sport. That’s what the fans remember because it piqued their interest.”—Len Elmore, who played for the Indiana Pacers during its ABA days, from 1974 to 1976
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  The ABA was left in the dark.


  As a result, crowds started dwindling in many markets. From the 11 teams that started play in 1967, many went belly-up and relocated elsewhere year after year. That inexpensive buy-in that attracted so many owners became the reason it was easy for so many to throw in the towel when they saw how much money they were losing compared to what they were shelling out. When teams starting coming as fast as they were leaving, it was hard for fans to get invested when they were around.
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  “That was one of the reasons I signed with the Pacers,” Elmore remembered. “When I signed, I had my lawyers do the due diligence on which teams were financially sound. If I had been offered to play on the Virginia Squires or some of these other franchises, I wouldn’t have done it. NBA teams tried to take advantage of some of those financial problems that ABA teams were having when it came to courting players.”


  By the start of the ABA’s final season, the signs were there that the league would not be able to survive much longer. The bills started piling up for many franchises and the numbers were adding up. On June 17, 1976, the news came out that the ABA and NBA would merge—but it would be the NBA absolving the ABA, not the other way around as the ABA once envisioned. Four franchises would be folded into the league—the New York Nets (formerly Americans), Denver Nuggets (formerly Rockets), San Antonio Spurs (formerly Dallas Chaparrals), and Pacers—while two others (Kentucky Colonels and Utah Rockies—who had recently signed a deal with the owners of the Spirits of St. Louis to move that franchise to Utah) were paid to fold by the surviving ones.


  “It’s better to have two teams disbanded rather than six,” Larry Fleisher, general counsel of the NBA Players Association, was quoted in the New York Times at the time of the merger announcement. “I don’t think the ABA would have been able to survive another year.”


  Soon the ABA collapse became the NBA’s windfall. Those players that electrified the ABA became stars in the NBA. The flair and style of play that typified and defined the ABA helped make the NBA game more appealing to fans—and to television audiences. It was essentially the shot in the arm the NBA had needed for the better part of a decade. It was just so surprising it came from the entity that had been formed in the hope of taking the league over.


  “I think, in all due respect to both leagues, without the merger, they both would’ve gone down,” Elmore said. “That’s why the NBA was smart enough to buy out some of the owners of the ABA.”


  Soon the ABA collapse became the NBA’s windfall. Those players that electrified the ABA became stars in the NBA.


  Today, the ABA lives on in the form of the four franchises who were saved in the merger. The Spurs have won multiple titles. The Nets and Pacers have each played in at least one NBA Finals. Fans continue to clamor for throwback jerseys of Dr. J (Erving), the Iceman (George Gervin), the A-Train (Gilmore) and Chairman of the Boards (Moses Malone) as fashion statements. More so than anything else, the high-energy, entertaining style of play we see today from teams like the Golden State Warriors, Cleveland Cavaliers, and Los Angeles Clippers owes a direct debt to the ABA.


  In one last streak of brilliance, one set of ABA owners ended up being paid millions each year by the NBA in what many have dubbed the “greatest sports deal of all time.” When the merger occurred, and the owners of the St. Louis franchise had their deal to sell to Utah nixed, Daniel and Ozzie Silna agreed to receive a portion of the NBA’s television revenue—which as of 2015 has netted the brothers hundreds of millions.


  The ABA, always with the last laugh.


  Perhaps it was just too good of a show to last for that long, and all of the freedom and expressiveness came at a price. That may be true, but the merger that killed the ABA undeniably saved the NBA and paved the way for the renaissance that would come shortly after.


  [image: Larry Bird speaks to the crowd gathered at a ceremony to retire former Los Angeles Laker guard Earvin “Magic” Johnson’s jersey.]
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  THE BIRD-MAGIC RIVALRY


  A Battle That Defined an Era and Saved a League


  It was a Friday night in Los Angeles, and the Great Western Forum was again packed to the rafters. Celebrities sitting courtside, the Laker Girls dancing along the baseline, national media crammed into tight quarters. They were all in the building for one reason: Lakers-Celtics. It wasn’t what it used to be—the teams were a bit older now, the rosters changed—but the rivalry had come to define the NBA for the better part of the previous 12 years. Between 1980 and 1989, the two franchises rekindled their old clashes, accounting for eight of the 10 titles won. They met to decide the crown three times—in 1984, 1985, and 1987—with the Lakers winning two of the meetings.


  On this night in the Inglewood section of Los Angeles, they were meeting for the second and final time in the 1990-91 season. That was why the place was buzzing. Because fans knew that every time these two teams emerged from opposing tunnels, history could end up happening. What no one in the building knew—not the celebrities sitting courtside or the Laker Girls or the national media—was that they were about to witness the rivalry within the rivalry for the final time.


  For February 15, 1991, would be the last time that Larry Joe Bird and Earvin Johnson Jr. would face each other on the same court in an NBA game.


  “I’ve never seen nobody as good as him,” Bird said before that would-be final showdown, as described in Jack McCallum’s classic book, Unfinished Business: On and Off the Court with the 1990-91 Boston Celtics. “And there’ll probably be nobody down the road as good as him. There’s other guys who will come along who can score and rebound. But there probably won’t be anybody who can control a game like he does.”


  “We’re mirrors of each other,” Johnson told the Los Angeles Times in 2012. “I may smile a little bit more, but the way we play the game of basketball was exactly the same because we would do anything to win. We didn’t care about scoring points. We cared about winning the game and making our teammates better. That’s why we were able to change not only basketball, but able to change the NBA, too.”


  They were the equivalent of winning the Powerball before the bank forecloses on your house.


  They were the equivalent of getting upgraded to first class from coach.


  They were, well, the saviors of the NBA.


  February 15, 1991, would be the last time that Larry Joe Bird and Earvin Johnson Jr. would face each other on the same court in an NBA game.


  It all started with what is still the most-watched NCAA championship game in history. Mighty Michigan State—led by the local kid, with the flair for the big play—against tiny Indiana State—led by the farmboy with the game straight out of central casting. Magic Johnson against Larry Bird. The first battle in what would become a roundball opera for the next 15 years.


  The NCAA Tournament was a big deal back then, but still had yet to have its iconic moment. Sure, there were the dynasties of UCLA and the powerhouses who still ruled the day—North Carolina and Kentucky and Kansas—but seminal moment? Frankly, none existed. The tournament was still pretty formulaic, with the general public picking up interest as the Final Four approached. But with Magic and Bird, television and sportswriters had the ultimate story to get behind. You were either a Magic guy or a Bird guy. It was David (Bird) against Goliath (Magic). And when the game tipped off, the fortunes of the NCAA Tournament went up and never came back down.


  Hardly anyone remembers the outcome (Michigan State won) or the final score (75–64), but something bigger had been established. These two players had the goods. They were big, but could do things that bigger players and smaller players could do. Magic, was a 6'9" point guard. Seeing him in action in 1979, one immediately must have assumed he was created in a laboratory. Bird, also 6'9", was a master tactician, learning the weak points of opponents’ games and attacking. They could pass, shoot, rebound, play multiple positions. They were, in no uncertain terms, the future of basketball.


  And they were on their way to save the National Basketball Association from itself.


  By 1979, the NBA was—in the minds of most of the sporting public—a circus at best, an unwatchable disaster at worst. The late 1960s and the 70s had proven to be disastrous for the league. As America underwent a cultural shift, so too, did the NBA. The clean-cut, fundamentally sound champions like the Boston Celtics were past their prime. Many fans who bought tickets and watched the games on television didn’t like the color mixture the league was trending toward: black and green.
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  The league’s racial makeup was changing, and so were its finances. Players were being paid more than ever before. And with that money came problems—mainly in the form of drugs. A 1980 story that ran in the Los Angeles Times cited league general managers on the record, estimating that cocaine use among players was between 50 and 75 percent. Suburban Americans didn’t like paying to watch coked-out, overpaid, primadonnas play. As a result, the image of the NBA plummeted. It got so bad that even the league’s own television partner—CBS—aired both Game 7s of the 1979 conference finals on tape delay. Clearly, the NBA needed a boost. Enter Magic and Bird.


  Both players entered the league in the fall of 1979. Johnson had been the No. 1 pick by the Lakers, while Bird had been picked sixth in 1978, but—under the old rules—the Celtics kept his rights after he went back to college for a year. From the very beginning, it was clear that the hype that had been built around them because of their matchup in the NCAA final was well deserved. Bird averaged a double-double as a rookie (21.3 points and 10.4 rebounds), while Magic nearly averaged a triple-double (18.0 points, 7.7 rebounds, and 7.3 assists). Magic won the title his rookie year, while Bird won Rookie of the Year. Both were All-Stars. Magic would be named the MVP of the NBA Finals, and Bird would be named to the NBA’s First Team.


  In Bird and Magic, the league had a tandem it could sell to everybody. Bird would keep the fans pining for the all-white days of the league from totally turning it off (and in turn, those fans would also begin to appreciate the different style of play some black players offered). Magic presented a clean-cut image of a black player, with a megawatt smile, who wasn’t a me-first athlete (and would keep black fans from thinking the league was trying to promote “great white hype” players instead of more talented black athletes).


  It was the ultimate setup for a star-driven spectacle: There was black versus white, flash versus fundamentals, Hollywood glitz versus Boston blue-collar, Lakers versus Celtics.


  “But put 50 basketball minds in a room and ask them to pick a player to start their team, 25 of them will choose Bird,” former NBA commissioner David Stern told the New York Times ahead of the 1984 Finals. “And the other 25 will pick Magic.”


  It wasn’t a fictitious rivalry either—Magic and Bird at first, truly didn’t like each other. In the first matchup during their rookie year—the first game since the 1979 NCAA final—Bird gave Magic a hard foul on his first attempt at the basket. That set the tone for the next decade of play. Two of the best players in the game, going toe to toe.


  “The vibe was ugly,” Johnson said in the 2010 HBO documentary, Magic & Bird: A Courtship of Rivals. “It was nasty. We didn’t like each other.”


  “I just didn’t want to be around him,” Bird said. “That was my main competition.”


  What neither player knew at the time was that each was thinking the same thoughts. As the 80s progressed and it became clear that the two best players played on the two best teams, each sought motivation in what the other did. Magic would reportedly check the schedule each year when it was released and circle the two games against the Celtics. Bird would routinely check the box scores in the paper each morning to see what Johnson had done the night before. It became a game of H-O-R-S-E and the beneficiary was the NBA and its fans.


  “I thought I had died and gone to heaven,” Stern told ESPN in 2014. “When I became commissioner in ’84, I thought what you did was go from Boston to LA and back again because it was the NBA Finals.”


  Stern had taken over in 1984, rising from within the league offices, and knew the tumultuous times the NBA was going through. When he inherited the commissioner’s chair from Larry O’Brien, one of his first missions was to change the image of the league. He wanted to grow its business reach, much like the NFL had done, and now he finally had his ammunition—in two great players, but more importantly, two great winners.
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      “The college game was already on the launching pad. Then Bird and Magic came along and pushed the button.”

      
      —Al McGuire, who called the Bird-Magic NCAA Championship Game February 15, 1991
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  As the 80s gave way to the 90s, and the two gladiators saw themselves age and mature, the frostiness between the two melted away. A Converse commercial—both were endorsees of the same sneaker brand—filmed in Bird’s home state of Indiana, helped break the tension between the two. Between takes, Bird got to know Earvin; Magic got to know Larry. Even though their battles in the NBA Finals and twice a year during the regular season were all business, there was now an added level of respect.


  If Michael Jordan—who entered the league in 1984—built the NBA as we know it today, then Magic and Bird poured the foundation.


  Shortly before that February 15 game during the 1990-91 season, Magic was asked to pose for a Sports Illustrated cover photo about the NBA stars who would be participating in the 1992 Summer Olympics. Magic said he would do it under one condition: Bird had to be on the team. Then 34 and with a balky back that had begun to siphon his incredible play, Bird was looking to skip the first foray of NBA players into the Games. Magic called him continually, badgering him to be a part of what would become “The Dream Team.”


  Bird finally relented. The iconic photo of Michael Jordan, flanked by Magic Johnson and Larry Bird, would be taken soon after the season.


  By 1992, both would be gone from the NBA, Bird forced into retirement with back issues that crippled his game, and Magic suddenly—and shockingly—due to his diagnosis with the HIV/AIDS virus. When the news came out, some nine months after their final meeting on the court, one of the first phone calls Johnson received was from Bird. The two struggled to form words and thoughts and emotions. There was a bond there. That night was the one time in Bird’s career that he didn’t want to play. But he did, and they saw each other on the court again, first at the 1992 NBA All-Star Game, when Magic made a one-day comeback. Then, finally, as part of the Dream Team.


  Magic was the ceremonial leader, with Bird as more of a ceremonial member, but they were together—finally—on the same team. And when the Dream Team made its debut at the Tournament of the Americas in Portland in June of 1992, both Magic and Bird were in the starting lineup. The opening tip landed in the hands of Magic Johnson. After a few dribbles up the court, he immediately made his first pass of the game.


  It was to Larry Bird, who promptly scored.


  [image: John Wooden, whose influence went beyond the basketball court, simply because he was so successful on it.]
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  JOHN WOODEN


  Building a Pyramid of Success That Lasted a Lifetime


  The unincorporated township of Hall, Indiana, still to this day has fewer than 4,000 residents. It’s a tiny dot on a map, nearly halfway between Indianapolis and Terre Haute, along I-70. Though, of course when he was born here in 1910, the interstate was more than four decades away from even showing up. By the time it did, John Robert Wooden had already been in Westwood, California, for eight seasons, made the NCAA Tournament six times, and the national semifinals three times.


  There simply is no way to put the legendary career of Wooden—the “Wizard of Westwood”—into the proper perspective. You’re always bound to leave something out. When your career spans parts of four decades, includes 10 national championships, 12 appearances in the Final Four, countless accolades—from Coach of the Year awards, to Hall of Fame enshrinements, to personal awards for players, to the litany of great players he coached—there are few things left to say. Or even fewer ways to say them.


  That the basketball universe got to enjoy the talents and grace of Wooden for almost a full 100 years is testament that he was the consummate coach. Others may have won more games, captured more championships, coached more No. 1 draft picks, made more money, or built stronger empires—but none have defined the coaching position more than the man himself.


  Doubt that claim? Walk into any manager’s office—we’re not talking a pro sports manager, either—from a supermarket chain all the way to the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, and you’re likely to find a copy of John Wooden’s “Pyramid of Success.”


  His influence went beyond the basketball court, simply because he was so successful on it. In an era where every detail and thought wasn’t available to everyone for their consumption, Wooden’s principles towered over everyone else’s methods. He was so good, so efficient at what he did as the head coach of the UCLA Bruins men’s basketball team for 27 seasons between 1948 and 1975, that his methods begged to be copied.


  And they were. From competitors to future generations. Even when Wooden left the sidelines, he was still the godfather of the profession, a man to be consulted for every matter that dealt with the coaching of others.


  “Quite likely, his accomplishments as a college basketball coach will never be matched,” Duke head coach Mike Krzyzewski said following Wooden’s death in 2010. “Neither will the impact he had on his players or the greater basketball community. Many have called Coach Wooden the ‘gold standard’ of coaches. I believe he was the ‘gold standard’ of people and carried himself with uncommon grace, dignity and humility. Coach Wooden’s name is synonymous with excellence, and deservedly so. He was one of the great leaders—in any profession—of his generation. We are blessed that the sport of basketball benefitted from his talents for so long.”


  There simply is no way to put the legendary career of Wooden—the “Wizard of Westwood”—into the proper perspective.


  When Wooden began his career at UCLA, the school had only had three other head coaches. Wooden, a man who had been born and raised and appeared to be set to live the rest of his life in the Midwest, had only two years of coaching experience. And that was at Indiana State, competing in the Indiana Intercollegiate Conference. Before that, he was a high school basketball coach—first, at Dayton High School in Kentucky, and then at South Bend High School in Indiana. But the seeds for greatness were already being planted. His combined record in 11 years of high school coaching: 218 wins and 42 losses. (He must have learned quickly from his first year at Dayton, where his team finished with a 6-11 record—it was the first and only time he posted a losing record as a coach in his entire career.)


  But when UCLA came calling, it was not the vaunted UCLA that Wooden turned it into. The Bruins had stumbled on hard times in the 1930s and 1940s, as Pierce “Caddy” Works struggled to replicate earlier successes; and then Wilbur Johns continued the trend.


  Wooden fashioned a simple, yet innovative system—still used by most coaches across all levels to this day—by putting his players in a “high-post offense” on one side and a 1-3-1 defense on the other end. The turnaround was immediate in Los Angeles. Wooden won 46 games in his first two seasons with the Bruins, and the best players in the country began to think about coming to sunny Southern California to play for his team.


  Rafer Johnson. Willie Naulls. Walt Hazzard. Gail Goodrich. Lew Alcindor (now Kareem Abdul-Jabbar). Curtis Rowe. Sidney Wicks. Henry Bibby. Swen Nater. Bill Walton. Jamaal Wilkes. Dave Meyers. Marques Johnson.


  All of them—and so many more—spanned the 27-year career of Wooden at UCLA.


  “It’s kind of hard to talk about Coach Wooden simply, because he was a complex man,” Abdul-Jabbar said in 2010. “But he taught in a very simple way. He just used sports as a means to teach us how to apply ourselves to any situation.”


  Abdul-Jabbar—who came to UCLA from New York City as Lew Alcindor in 1965—helped build Wooden’s empire. He was the most heralded high school player in recent memory when Wooden secured his recruitment to the West Coast, snatching him from the traditional East Coast powerhouses thought to be the destination for the 7'2" teenager. But Wooden sensed Alcindor’s desire for a quality education and his enthrallment with African-American culture. (UCLA had been the school of choice of Jackie Robinson, and the home to a rising black sports star, a sophomore on the school’s tennis team—Arthur Ashe.) Instead of offering hollow promises, Wooden offered what he knew Alcindor was looking for—which matched what UCLA had to offer. He committed, setting up the greatest dynasty in college basketball history.


  “He set quite an example,” Abdul-Jabbar said. “He was more like a parent than a coach. He really was a very selfless and giving human being, but he was a disciplinarian. We learned all about those aspects of life that most kids want to skip over. He wouldn’t let us do that.”


  Beginning with Alcindor’s sophomore season in Westwood—the NCAA’s freshman rule was still in effect, meaning Alcindor had to play on the freshman team for a year—UCLA established itself as the gold standard for the sport at the collegiate level. The program won the national championship for the next three seasons. After Alcindor left, people thought the dominance would end. How very wrong they were.
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      “Be more concerned with your character than your reputation, because your character is what you really are, while your reputation is merely what others think you are.”


      “A coach is someone who can give correction without causing resentment.”


      “I’d rather have a lot of talent and a little experience than a lot of experience and a little talent.”


      —John Wooden
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  UCLA went to the Final Four for the next six seasons. It won five more national championships, bringing Wooden’s total since his arrival at the school to 10—far and away the most ever for any coach. He had turned a college program into the NCAA’s version of Red Auerbach’s Boston Celtics—winning year in and year out. But unlike Auerbach, who had the luxury of having the same nucleus for his championship decade, Wooden was crafting magic out of a new team every year. Sure, it helped when Alcindor and then Walton—two of the best big men in college basketball history—chose UCLA, but the surrounding pieces also had to be there. And they had to work.
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  Wooden meshed it all perfectly.


  “Coach Wooden taught by example,” Walton said. “He never asked or expected anyone to do anything that he hadn’t already done himself. He gave us the ability to learn how to learn, and to compete. His keen knowledge and foresight to always be about what’s next, always about the future, enabled him to lead an incredibly active, constructive, positive and contributing life.”


  During that stretch of greatness, Wooden’s team won a then-NCAA record for consecutive wins with 88. (The mark was broken by the Connecticut women’s basketball team in 2010—six months after Wooden’s death—with the Huskies being the only comparable dynasty to UCLA’s on the college level.) UCLA posted four 30-0 seasons during the 12-year run of greatness. He even retired on top, an achievement rare among athletes or coaches. Following his final national championship–winning season in 1974-75, Wooden left the bench.


  It seems almost unfathomable that during his entire nearly 30-year run at UCLA, he was never paid more than $35,000 a year and never asked for a raise. Compare that to what many high-profile college coaches earn yearly. Factor in that he once turned down an offer from Lakers owner Jack Kent Cooke to coach in the NBA for 10 times what he made at UCLA, and you get a sense of why Wooden’s principles ring true to this day.


  “My first four years at UCLA, I worked in the mornings at a dairy from six to noon, then I’d come into UCLA,” he told the Associated Press in 1995. “Why did I do it? Because I needed the money. I was a dispatcher of trucks in the San Fernando Valley and was a troubleshooter. After all the trucks made their deliveries and came back, I would call in the next day’s orders, sweep out the place and head over the hill to UCLA.”


  Work ethic was at the forefront of Wooden’s teachings at UCLA.


  He didn’t permit flashy exploits on or off the court. A fancy pass in the heat of the game always resulted in a quick hook and a seat on the bench. Dunks were allowed under his eye (before they were banned by the NCAA), as long as they were straightforward and basic. And if you didn’t come to practice or a game looking clean-cut, you didn’t dress. Just ask Walton, who was once ordered to trim his bushy red hair. He returned from the barber with a minor clipping.


  “Bill, that’s not short enough,” Wooden told him. “We’re sure going to miss you on this team. Get on out of here.”


  A fancy pass in the heat of the game always resulted in a quick hook and a seat on the bench.


  The star player quickly got back to the barber, got a buzz cut, and made the last half-hour of practice.


  “He was always the boss,” Wilkes said in 2010. “He always knew what to say. Even in the heyday of winning and losing, you could almost discuss anything with him. He always had that composure and wit about him. He could connect with all kinds of people and situations and always be in control of himself and seemingly of the situation.”


  The only situation that Wooden couldn’t control emerged after his retirement. In 1982, the Los Angeles Times cracked the Wooden mystique when it reported that a booster, Sam Gilbert, had befriended a number of the program’s top players from the late 1960s through the end of Wooden’s tenure on campus. “Papa Sam,” as he was known, counseled Abdul-Jabbar, Naulls, and Lucius Allen on various matters. He handled the pro contracts for a number of players, including Walton and Abdul-Jabbar. More damning were the allegations that he bought cars, clothes, and even paid for abortions for some girlfriends of team members.


  “I warned them, but I couldn’t pick their friends,” Wooden told Sports Illustrated in 1989. “I honestly felt Sam meant well.”


  The accusations stung Wooden. While the NCAA never investigated, it left a permanent mark on Wooden’s career resume. Those who knew him believed it to be
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