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			Praise for GOLDEN DAYS

			
				“[Jack] McCallum holds legitimate claim for being the greatest NBA writer of all time—he wrote for Sports Illustrated for several decades, and his Dream Team (2012) is a chronicle of the souls of every basketball player you’ve ever cared about—and this book, typically, is full of juicy anecdotes and wagging fun….The Warriors are a team of big ideas, big achievements and big personalities….You can’t go wrong doing a deep-dive into its story.”

				—The Wall Street Journal

				“[Jack McCallum is] a great chronicler of the NBA game….The 1971–72 season was an odd one…and even more odd is how little has actually been written about that team, compared with some of the other historically great NBA single-season squads….McCallum is great this way, unearthing gems, such as [Jerry] West’s intense dislike for the late Lakers owner Jack Kent Cooke…and the behind-the-scenes management role played by the team’s legendary play-by-play radio man, Chick Hearn….Nearing 80, West still has something to give a team desperate to win on the biggest stage. McCallum shows why that is.”

				—DAVID ALDRIDGE, NBA.com

				“With his classic eye for detail and deadpan wit, Jack McCallum connects two of the greatest teams in sports history through the endlessly fascinating persona of Jerry West. McCallum manages to unearth new details about some of the giants of the game, while shining a light on overlooked figures such as Elgin Baylor, delivering an original, fascinating, and breezy read.”

				—ZACH LOWE, senior writer, ESPN

				
				“I spent some of the 2016–17 season working as a consultant for the Golden State Warriors, but even I didn’t know every detail of how this championship team came together. Golden Days breaks that all down and shows how the Warriors have revolutionized basketball.”

				—STEVE NASH, two-time MVP

				“I had the pleasure of playing with, coaching with, and coaching for Jerry West, one of the great influences in the history of the NBA. Jack McCallum’s Golden Days gets at the essence of the man as a player and an executive, while also exploring today’s game through the Golden State Warriors.”

				—PAT RILEY, president, Miami Heat

			

			Praise for DREAM TEAM

			
				“The absolute definitive work on the subject, a perfectly wonderful once-you-pick-it-up-you-won’t-be-able-to-put-it-down book.”

				—The Boston Globe

				“An Olympic hoops dream.”

				—Newsday

				“What makes this volume a must-read for nostalgic hoopsters are the robust portraits of the outsize personalities of the participants, all of whom were remarkably open with McCallum, both then and now.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“One of the best basketball books you’ll ever read.”

				—The New York Post

				“A great read for basketball junkies.”

				—Los Angeles Times

				
				“[A] stellar retrospective.”

				—The New York Times

				“The Dream Team was one of a kind, and so is this fascinating account of the best basketball team of all time. Jack McCallum, the consummate basketball insider, lures you into the back rooms, living rooms, and locker rooms of this volatile group of superstars with revealing, colorful anecdotes that will make you laugh, cheer, and gasp. This is a terrific read by an all-star journalist.”

				—JACKIE MACMULLAN, New York Times bestselling co-author of When the Game Was Ours

				“Perfect book, perfect subject, perfect writer. Dream Team is one of the best sports books I have ever read—a riveting inside look at a once-in-a-lifetime squad at a once-in-a-lifetime moment in time. Jack McCallum has pieced together a masterpiece.”

				—JEFF PEARLMAN, New York Times bestselling author of Sweetness and Boys Will Be Boys

				“Jack McCallum is one of my favorite writers on the NBA. If Jack writes it, even if I know the story, I want to read it. He reflects the best of his longtime residence in the glory days of Sports Illustrated: You can see the event, but you still want to know what the reporter has to say about it. Dream Team is a wonderful look back at what will live on not only as one of the NBA’s great times but as a summary of its golden era. Jack beautifully blends what happened then with where-are-they-now? anecdotes, taking you behind the locker-room door with the greatest names of their era. This is such a wonderful read, you can’t help but smiling.”

				—SAM SMITH, New York Times bestselling author of The Jordan Rules
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			“These are the days of miracle and wonder.”

				—PAUL SIMON

				“The Lakers back then had a pretty good thing going. One night Elgin Baylor would kick the shit out of your team, and the next night Jerry West would kick the shit out of your team.”

				—PHIL JACKSON

				“When the Warriors play at their highest level they look like they’re playing a different sport.”

				—MIAMI HEAT COACH ERIK SPOELSTRA

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			West Agonistes

			The room is dark at sunset, though no darker than the mood. Jerry West, his wife, Karen, and a visitor are watching the Game 4 broadcast of the 2017 NBA Finals from Quicken Loans Arena in Cleveland on a large TV in the large living room of their large home in the Bel Air section of Los Angeles. So are five yapping dogs, a couple of which are in as bad a mood as Jerry. A long time ago when he was on a road trip with the Los Angeles Lakers, West was kept up all night by the incessant barking of dogs in his New York City hotel room. When he complained to the front desk he was told, “We’re sorry, Mr. West, but the dogs are our guests, too. They’re competing at the Westminster Dog Show.” Such was life in the NBA back then.

			“The dog who nips belongs to Ryan,” says Karen West. (The man who nips belongs to Karen.) The Wests’ oldest son dropped off his two dogs so he could take a yapless birthday trip to the desert.

			When Ryan, now the assistant general manager for the Lakers, turned six years old in 1985, thirty-two years ago to this day, his father was watching another Finals on TV. As Ryan’s birthday party went on, Jerry kept his eyes on his Lakers. To be accurate, he had been keeping his ears on them since his cable had gone out during the party. West preferred listening to Lakers announcer Chick Hearn anyway, so it was Hearn who brought him the joyful play-by-play during which L.A. beat the Celtics at Boston Garden in Game 6 to win the NBA championship. It remains among West’s top memories, perhaps the best memory, for it partially erased (emphasis on partially) the specter of so many defeats on that cursed parquet floor, defeats that scar his soul and, to his mind, define his career.

			
			During this 2017 broadcast, ABC flashes a graphic of Celtics immortal Bill Russell’s record in the Finals. It is 11-1, six of those victories having come in the sixties at the expense of West’s Lakers.

			“Jesus, what a record,” says West’s visitor impulsively. Wrong thing to say, the Celtics being West’s personal bête noire. West says nothing.

			The 1985 win was so singularly satisfying that one wonders if West regrets, even decades later, not being there to celebrate with the team he had assembled as general manager. For that matter, why isn’t he in Cleveland right now? He is just one day back from a quickie fishing trip to Alaska where rough conditions left the anglers salmon-less. So why didn’t West fly directly to Cleveland for Game 4? The Warriors, for whom at the moment he is a consultant, part owner, and member of the executive board, came into the game with a 3–0 series lead, the opportunity to become the first team to go through the playoffs undefeated and capture their second championship in three seasons. Why not be there to share the love, take a bow for a job well done, and spray some champagne?

			“Oh, hell, I never wanted to go on the road,” says West, squirming in his well-worn spot on the couch. “You feel like you’re a distraction when you’re around. There’s enough going on there that they don’t need me. The other thing is, when you’re in crowds you get so many people…look, some are very nice. I understand they want a picture, and I don’t like to say no. But my Gawd! So many. I enjoy being around people. But not that much.”

			“Dammit, Zaza, why would you foul him?” (Warriors center Zaza Pachulia commits a foul on LeBron James, who then finishes a three-point play.)

			
			When he’s out in public, a steady stream of cellphone-holding supplicants does indeed seek out the quite recognizable visage of West, who turned seventy-nine a few days before the Finals began. He’s one of those carved-in-granite legends, wide eyes, nine-times-broken nose, his sharp features settled in on themselves, a handsome man, his overall look less haunted than it once was. West does not go anywhere without being recognized, and he invariably complies for a photo, duct-taping a smile to his face as he hunches over to get his still-erect 6'3" frame into the shot. His hips and knees are fine even if his nose is not. “People think I’m a drug addict, I do so much sniffling,” says West. For the record, he is not.

			Over the years West did attend a few postseason games when he was a general manager, but not many and never during a championship series. “I went a few times,” says Karen, “even when he didn’t.” Pat Riley, a former teammate and fellow Lakers immortal with whom West shares so much NBA history, says there is another reason that he stays home. “Jerry thinks he brings his teams bad luck,” says Riley, president of the Miami Heat. “It’s from all those painful losses in the sixties.”

			“Steph, you gotta get up on him!” (Warriors guard Stephen Curry goes under, instead of fighting his way over, a screen, and J. R. Smith gets loose for a three-pointer.)

			As West watches at home, he is almost positive that he is a de facto ex-Warrior. There could be a saving phone call over the weekend, but it doesn’t look good. He is apparently heading for the Los Angeles Clippers, who are in the process of applying a full-court press on West. The Clips, who despite much promise over recent years have never made it to even a conference final, need West in the same way the Warriors needed him a half dozen years ago; in fact, his position as consultant would be almost identical to the one he holds at Golden State.

			But…West a Clipper? Over a decade ago he went to the Memphis Grizzlies, and, while he did a solid job, we kind of forgot that he was there. Then it took a couple of years to come to grips with the fact that West was a Warrior, which we came to understand only when Golden State got good; West is almost always associated with good.

			
			The Clippers obviously aren’t the joke they used to be under the ownership of Donald Sterling, but to have West back in Los Angeles and associated with any team besides the Lakers seems, at its mildest, strange. For forty years, beginning with his selection in the 1960 draft, West seemed like the eternal Mr. Laker. He played until early in the 1973–74 season, coached for three years, served as a scout, returned to the bench (under much confusion) as Pat Riley’s “offensive coach,” and finally found his way upstairs as the team’s general manager, where he became the greatest combination of player/general manager that has ever existed in sport. (Denver Broncos general manager John Elway is second.)

			West’s impact as a GM is felt even today. He is the bar, the paradigm, the (purple and) gold standard, the man who picked up major stars and bit pieces that provided the raw material for two distinct eras of Lakers brilliance: the piloted-by-Magic Showtime and the Shaq and Kobe Show. We still wonder how West did it, for talent scouting is one of the sports world’s dark arts. Do the best evaluators possess some unique powers of divination? Can they train their eagle eye on a player for five minutes, watch him zig when he should’ve zagged, and make a measured judgment? Can they stare into the beating heart of a player and conclude which one is a killer competitor, as West did with Kobe Bryant? Hard to say what makes one a seer and another a sucker, but over the years West has proven to be the former.

			All that history notwithstanding—L.A. made eleven Finals and won seven championships with teams that West assembled—it has been a wrenching ordeal to drift apart from Golden State, an organization that signed him in 2011 when it was looking for the kind of credibility that only West could provide. No one around the NBA believes it was mere coincidence that West was part of the management team when the Warriors rose from the ashes of an undistinguished past. He had been a major part of the Golden State decision-making apparatus as the Warriors added pieces, both by the draft and free agency, to build a team that has become a model in pro sports.

			
			And that success, in effect, speaks largely to why West might be gone. Bob Myers was a general-manager-in-training when West came aboard, Curry was the only major piece then on the roster, and there was no sign that the Warriors would be anything but a fair-to-middling club. But by 2017 Myers had become a two-time NBA Executive of the Year, Curry had become a superstar, and the Warriors had become a smooth-running machine with its major parts (Curry, Kevin Durant, Draymond Green, Klay Thompson, and Andre Iguodala) all signed at least through the 2018–19 season. The Warriors seemed to be on automatic pilot and West’s handiwork would not be needed nearly as much as it had been.

			In light of that, primary owner Joe Lacob thought it justified to adjust his compensation downward. Exact figures are hard to come by because West’s salary was partly dictated by franchise evaluation and some monies were deferred to enable him to buy a small stake in the team—remember that “small” in this business means as much as $1 million—but the best estimate is that West was asked to take what one source called a “material” pay cut to about $1 million. The best guess on material is about 50 percent, meaning that West was making about $2 million. (Neither West nor Lacob would comment directly on dollar figures.)

			The apparent separation, however, has done nothing to diminish West’s feeling for the Warriors players, with whom he remains close. And it is killing him that they’re getting beaten so badly.

			“We just have no energy. Look at our body language. It’s whor-a-bull.” (The Warriors are behind 29–13 and slump off the court after a time-out.)

			This is the twenty-second championship series in which West has been personally invested, either as a player, team executive, or consultant. Thousands of NBA players, coaches, and front-office folk have come and gone without ever knowing the feel of Finals pressure, yet West’s heart, the prisoner of an arrhythmia, by the way, has been racing in twenty-two. Twenty-two! Red Auerbach, as coach and general overseer of the Celtics, was involved in eighteen championship series, and Phil Jackson was involved in fourteen as a player and a coach. No one else comes close to West. Were he not the official logo of the league, the NBA would’ve had to make him the official logo of the Finals.

			
			“This is a whor-a-bull spot for JaVale McGee! I guarantee you they put him in a pick-and-roll with Richard Jefferson and LeBron.” (A couple of seconds later James and Jefferson do indeed get the Warriors backup center caught between doubling and covering. McGee does neither and has to foul Jefferson near the basket. Jefferson converts both.)

			Ah, but what would that logo look like if it were to truly capture the West essence? Could it show pain as well as joy, agony as well as ecstasy? Could it be ambivalent? Could West be shown as a kind of Janus, looking both forward and backward with downcast expression, past and present mutually unsatisfying? For though West almost always performed brilliantly under championship pressure as a competitor—he remains the only player from a losing team to win a Finals MVP award, which happened in 1969—he lost his first seven Finals appearances in a row and triumphed in only one of nine overall, the season of 1971–72, the magical campaign that comprises a generous part of this book. As a player, West was a cross between Job and Sisyphus, heartache upon heartache, disappointment upon disappointment, his championship rock always rolling back down the hill, a storied career woven into what he considered a tapestry of failure, his lone championship notwithstanding.

			“The pain of losing,” he has said over and over, “is so much stronger than the joy of winning.”

			“You know why he got that rebound, Kevin? Because you didn’t block him out.” (Kevin Durant, West’s favorite player on the Warriors and one of his favorite players in the league along with LeBron James and San Antonio’s Kawhi Leonard, has indeed allowed Jefferson to secure an offensive rebound.)

			Nobody gets away unscathed when West watches a game. Nobody.

			
			This is a tale of yesterday’s Lakers—a historically significant team led by West and Wilt Chamberlain—and today’s Warriors, a team that is rapidly building its own legend. The teams share not only statehood but also shared, for six eventful years, an uncommon man. In their respective eras they were distinct for the way they played the game, fast yet fundamental, spontaneous yet studied, entertaining yet educated. But both flourished only when a steady hand seized the controls, someone who corralled that abundant talent into a cohesive whole. For the old Lakers, it was, oddly enough, a former Celtic named Bill Sharman; for the new Warriors it is Steve Kerr, an alumnus of two Schools of Hard Knocks—he was a teammate of the demanding Michael Jordan and a player under the equally demanding Gregg Popovich. Sharman and Kerr are aligned in another way, too: both battled significant health issues, Sharman a voice that went away, never returned, and diminished his legacy, Kerr a back damaged by surgery that, at this writing, puts his coaching future in doubt. But what each of them turned out was a product of near-perfection. If there is such a thing as a California basketball ecosystem, the old Lakers and the new Warriors, separated by decades, embody it—cool and collected with a self-awareness bordering on arrogance.

			The teams hold a place near each other in the record book for extraordinary displays of sustained excellence in a sport defined by attrition. During the 1971–72 season, the Lakers—considered by many to be too old, too contentious, and too scarred by past failures—won thirty-three games in a row, more than any pro team in any of the four major pro sports, a record that stands today. West, near the end of a storied career that would’ve been empty without a championship, was that team’s haunted essence.

			The Warriors are the ultimate modern streak team. In the 2014–15 season they won fifteen in a row early and twelve more consecutively later en route to the NBA championship, only the second in franchise history. They began the 2015–16 season with twenty-four straight victories, which, added to the three straight they had won in the 2015 Finals, gave them twenty-seven wins in a row, a mark that ties them with the LeBron–Dwyane Wade–Chris Bosh–Ray Allen 2012–13 Miami Heat and is second only to the Lakers. In the 2016–17 season Golden State won fourteen in a row, from March 14 through April 8 (all but one with an injured Durant out of the lineup), then ripped off fifteen wins in a row in the postseason, before falling on this Friday night in Cleveland, as West and his wife and the yapping dogs look on, darkness descending on their home near fabled Sunset Boulevard, where they have lived for the past thirty-eight years.

			
			Sad to see such a record blemished by a single loss, but, on the other hand, observing West during a loss is best. That’s when all his pessimism, his darkness, and his critical nature come to the surface, and we see the man in his completeness, still raging against the unprepared and the lazy, still refusing to go gently into that good night, still so involved at an age when most have taken to the Barcalounger.

			“If Shaun would get off LeBron a little bit, he just might fall down. He can’t guard LeBron anyway.” (James posts up strong against Livingston and draws a foul.)

			It’s interesting that yesterday’s Lakers and today’s Warriors intersect across time, because there has rarely been a connection between the franchises in actual time. They’ve coexisted almost since the league began in 1946—the Warriors started in Philadelphia, the Lakers in Minneapolis—but they never resonated as a rivalry, not even after both of them moved to the West Coast, the Lakers in 1960, the Warriors in 1962. There is a simple reason for that. Over the past half century the Lakers have been dominant and the Warriors, aside from one magical season in the mid-seventies, have been somewhere between abysmal and mediocre. Until recently no one battled for the “bragging rights of California pro basketball”; equally disdainful of the Warriors to the north and the Clippers across town—let’s not even get into the Sacramento Kings—the Lakers owned both of them lock, stock, and barrel.

			But not now. Oh, not now.

			“I look at Steph Curry and what he’s done and the popularity of the Warriors, and I’m envious. Not jealous. Jealous is, I don’t want you to have it or anyone else to have it. Envy is, I want what they have.”

			Those words were spoken in 2017 by Jeanie Buss, the controlling owner and president of the Lakers, who even five years ago would never have dreamed about a time when the no-account NoCal Warriors were more glitzy, more admired, more flavor-of-the-day than her so-cool SoCal Lakers.

			
			“You know what I might do now? It sounds crazy. But put Steph on Kyrie. Sometimes when you’re going bad offensively, you can wake a guy up that way. Maybe he gets his ass torched but at least you’re trying something.”

			—

			This is also a story about very different times. The Lakers played in what now seems to be a shadowy Mesozoic era, arenas lit by candle, cave drawings on the locker-room walls. Teams flew commercial and scrounged for even local TV exposure. In the process of winning every game from November 5, 1971, until January 9, 1972, the Lakers crossed the continent four times, with train rides to Boston and Washington thrown in for good measure. On four occasions during the streak they played three nights in a row, and during one hellacious stretch in November they played five times in six nights. For per diem, they received a cool nine bucks a day.

			The owner of the Lakers for much of West’s career was a Canadian named Jack Kent Cooke, who emerged from central casting as the pretentious, gaseous millionaire, complete with ascot in the pocket. Cooke, who gave his two sons and one daughter the middle name Kent, cranked out orders like a pompous organ-grinder, arrogance his default mode. He had undeniable imagination and a nose for hiring talent, but he was a notorious penny-pincher who, among other things, refused to okay funds for a new projector that was needed for game preparation. Bill Bertka, a Lakers scout who is still with the team, used a pencil to hold the spool of the old projector in place.

			Race was a recurring leitmotif in West’s era, as the nation’s white fans struggled with the reality that African-American athletes were starting to dominate in the major sports, particularly basketball, and black athletes were trying to figure out how many indignities to endure without speaking up. Two of the central figures in that struggle, Elgin Baylor and Wilt Chamberlain, played with West. Debate over the war in Vietnam, scaled down but still raging—2,414 American soldiers died in 1971 and another 759 the following year—continued to divide the country. Los Angeles itself was still reeling from both the 1965 Watts riots and the 1969 Charles Manson murders. A parade of Manson-related trials, bloody narrative always at the center, served as a grim backdrop to the Lakers’ streak season.

			
			“It all just kind of washed over us,” says Riley. “The music, the racial issues, the war, the politics, Marvin Gaye, Richard Pryor. All of it.”

			Indeed, the outside world seemed to touch West’s Lakers only tangentially, as when a would-be hijacker allowed the airline crew to pipe in a Lakers-Knicks playoff game (hijackings were so quaint back then), or when Chamberlain stuck a big toe into the political waters by endorsing Richard Nixon. “We were in a bubble,” says Riley. “We felt a lot of the things going on around us. But we didn’t talk about them much around each other.”

			How times have changed. Today’s Warriors are owned by a deep-pocketed conglomerate headed by venture capitalist Joe Lacob, who in 2010 brought in several of his fellow Silicon Valley heavyweights to steal the franchise away from Larry Ellison, then the CEO of Oracle and the sixth-richest man in the world. The Warriors tilt another way, too, toward Hollywood, through the influence of legendary producer and studio head Peter Guber, who is second-in-command to Lacob. There is no Jack Kent Cooke–style vertical management on a Lacob-Guber team. (No ascots either.) The contemporary Golden State franchise operates nimbly and democratically, a fusion of Silicon Valley and Hollywood.

			Then, too, the current Warriors hurl themselves into the social and political issues of the day like divers from a dock. Nothing washes over them; it washes through them. After the 2016 election Kerr emerged as a fervent critic of Donald Trump, part of a vocal NBA pack that took the lead in speaking out, pushing back against the code that sports figures should just play the game. Curry, for his part, weighs in on anything and everything—bullying in schools, violence against women, the policies of Trump. If something bad happens anywhere in his neighborhood, Curry is on it, functioning as a kind of Bay Area Mr. Robinson. A young cancer fan needs cheering up? Curry plays him one-on-one. Beloved TNT announcer Craig Sager, who died in 2016 from leukemia, asks Curry about fatigue? Curry interrupts to say that he, Sager, is an inspiration. A tragic warehouse fire in Oakland that kills thirty-six? Curry raises $45,000 by auctioning off sneakers. He even pushed back against a compliment that the CEO of Under Armour, his number one corporate benefactor, made about Trump.

			
			West seemed to feel the tug of the Warriors’ sociopolitical bent. He wants to get out the message that many things away from basketball are important to him, to convey the idea that he is something beyond “a basketball guy,” something beyond a dribbling silhouette. West speaks of race and social responsibility and pledges fealty to the notion that an athlete shouldn’t surrender his voice just because he plays ball. When he is asked to speak these days, his audience expects stories of Wilt and Oscar and Elgin and the good old days, and, while they get some of those, they’re just as likely to get a West who talks about race and personal responsibility and maybe even a little politics. The men with whom he plays golf and gin rummy at Bel-Air Country Club weren’t too happy, after all, when he supported Barack Obama. He made a speech during a “Legend’s Night” at the club, concentrating on things like values and racial acceptance, that he feels very proud of. “I had two guys tell me they had tears in their eyes,” West related during a 2016 interview. “That made me feel good, like I had made a difference in their lives for that night.”

			West’s desire to speak out seems tied to a minor regret that he remained relatively quiet when he was a player. Chamberlain, for one, held West’s anodyne nature against him. But it was a different time, and voicing opinions wasn’t West’s way back then.

			In 2011 he published an autobiography called West by West: My Charmed, Tormented Life, co-authored with Jonathan Coleman, a book that was extraordinary in its honesty, revealing a man who has struggled with depression and been raked with inner turmoil and rage against an unloving father and the emotional deprivations of his boyhood in West Virginia. He is still trying to work out those demons.

			
			“I’m a lot deeper thinker than most people think I am,” says West. “I mean, a lot. I wouldn’t hold my tongue so much if I was still playing now.”

			“Kevin Durant has twenty-two damn points, and you didn’t even know he was out there. Been that kind of game.” (West loves efficient scorers, which is what he was. He sees Durant in that light.)

			—

			This is also a tale that speaks to the ebb and flow of franchises, and of the league itself. In the years between the Lakers of 1972 and the Warriors of 2017, the NBA added free agency, won a war with the ABA, endured an epidemic of white fan flight, welcomed two saviors named Magic and Bird, canonized a saint named Michael, expanded from seventeen teams to thirty, maximized then minimized the role of the Chamberlain-esque big man, planted its commercial flag in every continent except Antarctica, embraced hip-hop culture, and—lo and behold—discovered the three-point shot, and an even longer version of it, hiding right in front of its eyes.

			One man was there for all of it, a subject for history both modern and ancient.

			And right now he’s not happy. ABC’s referee analyst, Steve Javie, has just opined that Kevin Love did not commit a flagrant foul against the Warriors.

			Jerry West begs to differ.

			“Javie, shut the hell up, for God’s sake.”

			—

			The phone call doesn’t come that weekend, and West is gone from the Warriors by the beginning of Game 5, three nights later, though not everyone in the organization knows it.

			Some consider the breakup to have been inevitable. Perhaps West had done all he could with this golden franchise in Golden State, which has made W the coolest letter in the alphabet, the Warriors known league-wide as the “Dubs.” And won’t working for the Clippers be easier for West? Every time he went to the Bay Area he had to hop on a plane—well, a nice private model belonging to one of the plane-rich Warriors owners—whereas the Clippers’ offices in Playa Vista and games at the Staples Center are only a drive away for a man who loves to outwit the L.A. traffic and find the quickest surface route. The Clippers need some fixing, and, even at his age, West is considered a Mr. Fix-it.

			
			In the days that followed the news that West had left, the parties remained civil. Lacob called West “an incredible asset to our organization over the last six years” and insisted that he had wanted West to remain with the franchise, albeit at the lower figure. West called Golden State “the best-run organization I’ve ever been around.” There is no reason to disbelieve either of those sentiments.

			But undeniably, West’s feelings were hurt, more so because the Warriors are an organization swimming in cash, the franchise value having increased at least sixfold since Lacob and Guber bought it in 2010. If Lacob saw West’s relationship with the Warriors as transactional, West saw it as more like a marriage. And now someone was telling him he wasn’t wanted, or at least wasn’t wanted as much as he once was. Don’t tell Jerry West that something is not personal; it’s almost always personal.

			Down the road, when the endless game of chance that is professional sports starts to turn against the Warriors, when injuries and intrigue build and wholesale changes have to be made, will they miss the man who always seemed to have an answer? Will they ever wonder: Now, why exactly did we let Jerry West get away?

		

	
		
		
			
			
				“Steph has taken things to a crazy, new place.”

				—STEVE NASH

			

			CHAPTER 1

			Uncertain Start to the Revolution

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Three nights after the depressing loss in Cleveland, the Warriors back in the protective bosom of Oracle Arena in Oakland for Game 5, it’s a different story. West is in a corporate suite watching what he knows is his last game as a Warriors consultant. With about fifty seconds left, here is Curry speed-dribbling away the seconds, the blue and gold confetti about to fall like snow, the Oracle set to explode, Warriors fans eating it up, Cavaliers fans pissed off at the Curry dribbling show.

			With the shot clock running down, Curry suddenly straightens and fires, going from handle to shot in a split second, his trademark, something he does better than anyone in the history of the game, and let’s hear no back talk. The shot goes in—of course it does—from an official distance of twenty-six feet, an emphatic exclamation point on the season, and, in a way, the Warriors rise from laughingstock to the top of the heap.

			The shot was audacious, arrogant, and altogether fitting from a player and a team that have carved a new path over the past half dozen years. Others have played fast and others have fired up three-balls, but no team has ever been as effective at doing both as the Warriors, largely because they have hung a “No Limits” sign on their offense.

			
			“Steph has taken things to a crazy, new place,” says Steve Nash, a Warriors consultant and a guy who himself shot some long three-pointers. “Steph is not just stepping back, he’s stepping back from three-point distance into never-never land. We’ve never seen that before, and we’ve certainly never seen anyone do it with that accuracy. What we’re seeing is a revolution.”

			But how did we get here, to a revolutionary place, to that place where the Warriors have come to define basketball greatness and innovation (albeit with some pushback from LeBron) over the past three years, to a place where, going into the 2017–18 season, Golden State seems practically unbeatable? Superlative seasons, such as the ones the Warriors enjoyed over the past three years—and the one that the West-and-Wilt Lakers enjoyed forty-five years ago—do not happen in a vacuum. They result from an endless reinvention process. Coaches get fired, replacements are hired, they get fired, somebody else gets a chance. Rosters turn over, transform, improve, regress, show promise. Ownership strategies get modified, rationalized, modified again, abandoned, and a “For Sale” sign appears on the franchise, come and see if you can turn it around. The hopes of fans rise, wane, rise again, eternal until they are not.

			One could close one’s eyes, run a finger across virtually any season in the history of the Golden State Warriors, open them up, gaze at the record book, and think, Wait, this is a team that became a champion? The Warriors won an NBA title in 1975 behind the play of another revolutionary, Rick Barry, a determined iconoclast who aimed a middle finger at everyone while at the same time launching his free throws from between his legs, like some stubborn black-socks-wearing holdout at the YMCA. Then they won no more until the pair that came along in the past three years. In many of those forty seasons from 1975 to 2015, the Warriors were a laughingstock, the anti-paradigm, the ghost on the Left Coast, the franchise that plays in Croakland.

			What did it? What turned it around? New owners? New blood in the front office? Old blood (West’s) in the front office? Luck? Playing style? Coaching? Maybe a little bit of all of them. To see how far the Warriors have come one could choose many points in their history. I choose this one:

			
			The date is June 26, 2009. The Warriors are coming off a 29-53 season. Curry, the son of an NBA player known for his marksmanship but more of a sixth man than an all-star, sits uncomfortably on a podium, tentative smile airbrushed on his boyish, twenty-one-year-old face. He is surrounded by Warriors owners, executives, and coaches, none of whom are still around today. His mien is somewhere between bewildered and resigned. He didn’t want to be drafted by Golden State in the first place, but then he heard he was being traded to the Phoenix Suns. Is there hope of avoiding Golden State? But, no, apparently that deal didn’t go through, and here he is in the Land of Losers with a Team That Time Forgot.

			With a few exceptions, this was a feeling-is-mutual situation. Curry wasn’t wanted by the Warriors players any more than he wanted them. When incumbent point guard Monta Ellis was asked soon after the draft if he and Curry could coexist in the same backcourt, he doubled down on his doubts. “We can’t. We just can’t,” he said.

			Move ahead several months, to their first season together, a game against the lowly Minnesota Timberwolves at Oracle Arena on November 9, five months after the draft. The Warriors score 146 points, but Curry, demonstrably frozen out, gets off only eight shots and scores only eight points. Ellis, Stephen Jackson, Kelenna Azubuike, Acie Law, Anthony Morrow, and C. J. Watson—guards to one degree or another—all score more points than does Curry, who seems to be on an island of his own.

			Why, oh why, Curry thought for the thousandth time after that game, couldn’t I have gone somewhere else?

			That’s quite a journey from there to that moment in the 2017 Finals when his audacious three-pointer goes through the hoop and the noise goes through the roof.

			—

			Some consider the Warriors’ rise as rather a cautionary tale and view the franchise as a kind of Icarus in sneakers, daring to add too-weighty pieces and tamper with ancient formulas. The basketball world seemed a lot more logical when the Dubs were a cult attraction, the noir film playing at the Capri off the main drag, defined by the resolutely eccentric Don Nelson, who wore his spectacularly awful fish ties and walked his potbellied pet pig through his Alameda neighborhood.

			
			Golden State’s transformation to overdog started a couple of years ago, perhaps during the 2014–15 season, after which Curry won his first of two straight MVP awards. Everybody loved the Warriors, it seemed, when they were underdogs clawing their way to the top with this smiling, skinny kid beating the odds. But when Curry morphed (almost magically it seemed) from question mark to superstar, the Warriors became something different. No matter how many Silicon Valley “Moneyball” references were attached to the Warriors, they had in fact grown into a team no longer fueled by low-salaried, high-performing scrappy B-listers, the kind that Billy Beane wanted for his Oakland A’s. They were a superpower with a superstar.

			And when they added Durant in the summer of 2016? Why, something must be rotten at the very core of an organization that wants too much talent, it was said. Durant had always been a popular player but was pilloried for leaving Oklahoma City and daring to join a better and more glamorous team. Even NBA commissioner Adam Silver expressed his skepticism about “super teams” being good for the league. Somehow the Warriors became the first franchise that ever wanted to get better, and Durant became the first player who ever changed teams.

			And what else would a thoroughly modern team like Golden State be expected to do but flee its ancestral home for that biblical Shining City upon a Hill? That’s what the Warriors will do in 2019 when they leave Oakland’s ancient Oracle, where they’ve played since 1971, for a bright and shiny, self-financed (at somewhere around $1.4 billion), decked-out, teched-out arena in the Mission Bay area of San Francisco near AT&T Park, home of the baseball Giants.

			Lacob and Guber claim that a new arena wasn’t on their agenda on day one. But it’s hard to believe that those two weren’t from the beginning thinking about setting up shop in the lovely “Baghdad by the Bay,” as columnist Herb Caen labeled San Francisco back when that was a compliment. The owners’ introductory press conference, after all, was held at the tony Epic steakhouse on the Embarcadero, where, incidentally, one can pay forty-three bucks for a martini made with Hangar 1 Fog Point vodka, a splash of vermouth, a twist of lemon, and water “harvested” from the San Francisco fog. Apparently nothing was available in Oakland that day. “For a guy like Peter Guber,” observes veteran San Francisco Chronicle columnist Bruce Jenkins, “Oakland just doesn’t resonate.”

			
			The Chase Center—whose groundbreaking ceremony in January 2017 was a Guber extravaganza, with acrobats, a choir, and synchronized, dancing backhoes—is the symbol of a franchise that, in some respects, is searching for its soul or, at the very least, trying to keep it. The Warriors were born as the league’s counterculture team, moved around the Bay Area (Memorial Gym, Civic Auditorium, Cow Palace) like an unsettled grad student, landed in hardscrabble Oakland, and finally established what seemed to be a comfortably symbiotic relationship with the place: The club drew its oxygen from a fan base that remained fiercely loyal despite years of underperforming, and the Bay Area fans got a (sometimes) entertaining underdog that satisfied their basketball cravings going way back to pioneering offensive player Hank Luisetti and pioneering defensive player Bill Russell. Sure, the swells from across the bay were welcome—the Warriors have always drawn equally from each side—but the essence of the franchise, its soul, was gritty Oakland. And beginning in 2019 the Warriors will be gone.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				“People would say, ‘How did you do that?’ and I’d say, ‘I don’t know. What did I do?’ ”

				—ELGIN BAYLOR

			

			CHAPTER 2

			The Terrific Tandem of West and Baylor
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			Jerry West could never accurately be described as happy-go-lucky, but there was a certain joie de vivre about him when he came to Los Angeles after the Lakers made him the second pick of the 1960 draft, right behind Oscar Robertson, with whom he had co-captained the ’60 Olympic team to the gold medal in Rome. A photo in the Los Angeles Times from September 20, 1960, shows a crew-cutted West, wearing a sport coat and tie for the signing ceremony, posing over a contract with Fred Schaus, his college coach, who—no coincidence—was taking over the reins of the Lakers. That first story about West hangs half a nickname on him that he grew to despise—“the Kid from Cabin Creek.” It was Elgin Baylor, the Lakers’ designated nickname-giver, who later replaced “the Kid” with “Zeke,” illustrating what Baylor saw as West’s rubedom. Anyway, as West always tried to explain, he was not from Cabin Creek but from a nearby burg called Chelyan; Cabin Creek was only where the West family picked up its mail.

			The Olympic triumph dovetailed nicely with the Lakers’ move from Minneapolis. Young West heads west, his basketball bildungsroman continuing far, far away from the West Virginia hills where he was born. In Hollywood, story line is all. He and his wife, the former Martha Jane Kane, his college sweetheart whom he had married in April 1960, settled into a small apartment on Century Boulevard, hard by the noise of the airport, and West reveled in the energy of the city.

			
			“When I first came out to Los Angeles it was kind of an amazing transition,” West told me in 2017. “To be coming from something that small, like Morgantown, to something that vast. I wasn’t familiar with anything, and one thing that served me well was that I knew my north, south, east, and west from hunting and being in the woods back home. I navigated that way a lot. I doubt many people were getting around Los Angeles by hunting knowledge from West Virginia. One of the things I liked about L.A. from the beginning was that it was a melting pot. I heard somewhere we speak over a hundred languages.”

			A delicious Disneyesque newness permeated Los Angeles as the sixties dawned. The place could still feel comfortably small in the cocoon where athletes live part of their lives. West became a regular at Westwood Drugs, a hangout run by a sports fan named Hollis Johnson, who invited Lakers and UCLA players to munch on burgers and slurp down shakes at a discount or sometimes for nothing. (Johnson later became a fishing buddy of West’s.) It was like a little club, a bunch of millionaires and soon-to-be millionaires sitting on milk crates as they chewed burgers and the fat.

			But L.A. was also getting big. What Horace Greeley had urged in 1871 was happening on a large scale. People were going west. By 1962, West’s second year in the league, California had supplanted New York as the most populous state in the union. The aerospace industry—less celebrated than the movie industry but just as robust—had put L.A. on firm economic footing. Music was exploding on Sunset Strip—the Byrds, the Doors, Buffalo Springfield—and L.A.-based producer Lou Adler, later known as the bearded guy who sits by Jack Nicholson at Lakers games and has more money, was turning the Mamas and the Papas into a raging success. A talented group of studio musicians, as yet unnamed, were backing up everybody from Sinatra to Ike and Tina Turner and in 1966 worked with Brian Wilson in the release of the Beach Boys’ immortal Pet Sounds. Later the musicians would get a name—the Wrecking Crew. That’s what they could’ve called Baylor and West.

			
			Moreover, L.A. had gathered under its sprawling wings both a basketball and a baseball transplant. L.A., ocean to the west, mountains to the north and south, desert to the east, glamour everywhere, was warm, exciting, and identity-stripping. Almost from the moment they arrived, the Lakers were no longer “Minneapolis,” just as the Dodgers were no longer “Brooklyn.”

			More instant acceptance was afforded the Dodgers, who were already a nationally known commodity, their minor-league affiliates sprinkled around the country like so much salt in a sport that was still very much our national pastime. It remained for a fast-talking, Illinois-born announcer named Francis Dayle “Chick” Hearn and two franchise players named Baylor and West to bring fans into the pro-hoops fold. Though the Lakers’ arrival predated John Wooden’s string of NCAA championships at UCLA—Wooden’s first was in 1964, West’s fourth season—L.A. basketball in the early sixties meant college basketball. Even Southern Cal hoops resonated more than Lakers hoops.

			In an effort to attract a fan base, the Lakers adopted primitive marketing schemes. West remembers standing in the back of a pickup truck and driving through countless neighborhoods in an effort to sell tickets. “Come see the Lakers play!” West says, imitating a carnival barker. “Can you imagine asking players to do that today? And I was painfully shy. I couldn’t even bring myself to wave from a truck. My Gawd! I felt like I was on display.”

			A video taken early in his career shows West, wearing long pants and a sport coat—to this day, even when he goes to the drugstore, West rarely goes casual—mingling awkwardly with a bunch of kids at a West L.A. playground.

			“Getting in an extra workout?” the setup announcer asks him.

			“Well, I guess,” says West, who looks like he’d rather be slathered in honey and strapped down near a giant beehive.

			“We were a sideshow to the Dodgers and the Rams,” West says now. “When I went to a Dodgers game shortly after I came, I was amazed at how many fans they had and how small the smattering of applause a Laker got. There was a huge number of transplanted New Yorkers who had followed the Dodgers.” But not nearly as many Minnesotans who had followed the Lakers.

			
			(That pattern was duplicated in the Bay Area. The arrival of the baseball Giants was heralded with one of the biggest parades in San Francisco history, while the 1962 welcoming parade for the Warriors was labeled a bust by the papers even though NBA sensation Wilt Chamberlain was on the team. A photo in the San Francisco Chronicle shows Wilt waving from a convertible to a nearly empty street. Wilt had more people at a housewarming party, as we shall see.)

			The Baylor-West tandem act—and it was clearly that from the beginning of their pairing, right up until the arrival of Chamberlain in 1968—did not catch on right away at the Lakers’ first home, the Los Angeles Memorial Sports Arena. Owner Bob Short put up a large board that clicked off the count of paying customers as they entered, but it served only to reinforce the reality that the Lakers were a B movie.

			“I remember seeing the number 4,790,” West says. “The next night, a second straight game against the Knicks [his recollection jibes with Basketball Reference], the number was about 4,200. My Gawd! It was very strange for me because I had played before large crowds in college. It’s hard to imagine how primitive and unimportant we were as a basketball team in those early years.”

			Still, West’s rep grew and grew. He was not the game’s first white superstar, an honor that belonged to the Minneapolis Lakers’ bespectacled, robotic center George Mikan and the Celtics’ clever playmaker Bob Cousy. But they had played when the game was largely the domain of white players. West came along when the NBA was starting to be dominated by African-Americans, and West became the touchstone reference for the Alpha Caucasian, even for blacks. Comedian Richard Pryor, who lived in L.A. and did a lot of his performing there, had a bit about West. “You brothers better get serious,” Pryor would say from the stage, “because this white guy is kicking your ass.”

			That gave the Lakers star even more cultural currency.

			Tougher than a Cossack and blessed with natural talent, West was hip. West was cool. West was even, in a strange way, Hollywood. His size, a legit 6'3" with a massive wingspan, surprised people when they met him. He had a kind of countrified, rawboned strength about him. He didn’t have movie-star good looks but, rather, the face of a hard extra, someone who tumbled down stairs, dusted himself off, and went back looking for more. West’s penchant for getting his nose rearranged only added to his allure.

			
			He was also a perpetual-motion machine that never seemed to get tired. “We’d play in L.A., get on a plane, play the second game of a doubleheader in New York the next night right from the airport, then take a Sunday afternoon train to play in Boston,” West says. “You were so tired inside that you were shaking, but I never got outwardly tired. Maybe it’s genetics. Maybe it’s the way I grew up. We had no car so I ran everywhere, up and down the mountains.”

			In 1969 West was immortalized in another way. The NBA commissioned a branding consultant named Alan Siegel to design a logo for the league. During his research Siegel happened upon a Sport magazine photo that showed West in mid-dribble going to his left. Ironically, West was known for going mostly to his right. Siegel didn’t know that and didn’t care anyway; he just loved the photo.

			“It had a nice flavor to it,” Siegel told the Los Angeles Times in 2010, “so I took that picture and we traced it. It was perfect. It was vertical and it had a sense of movement. It was just one of those things that clicked.” In a theme that echoes again and again, and would be repeated years later by Massachusetts-born Warriors owners Lacob and Guber, Siegel was a Knicks fan but put rival West on a pedestal. (“There have been so many times I’ve been around him when someone will come up and say, ‘I was a Celtics fan but I loved your dad,’ ” says Jonnie West, Jerry’s youngest child and the director of player programs for the Warriors. “That’s not supposed to happen. That’s when I realized how popular my father really is.”)

			The NBA accepted the Siegel design with no fanfare, preferring that the image be looked upon as generic, not specific. After all, why wouldn’t Russell or Chamberlain, two figurative and literal giants of the game, have been picked? Or if a Laker were to be chosen, why wouldn’t it have been West’s teammate Baylor? Even today the league won’t officially admit that the Logo is West, and West played it coy until he finally conceded in the summer of 2016 that he was the model, but even then he said it quietly, almost like he didn’t want it to get out. Jerry, it’s been out for forty years.

			—

			
			Elgin Baylor is wearing a sweater when he answers the door to his home in the Hollywood Hills. In the years when he worked as general manager for the Los Angeles Clippers and the abhorrent Donald Sterling, Baylor was known for his sweaters, most of them dreadful. He was also known for ending up on the sad side of the L.A. story, imprisoned in the Clip Joint and alienated from the Lake Show, the one he had helped create. Could anyone—could Jerry West for God’s sake?—have saved the Clippers from Sterling’s mismanagement? We’ll never have the answer.

			One other misfortune Baylor is known for: leaving the game on the day—the day!—that the Lakers began their thirty-three-game winning streak. He played for fourteen seasons, gritted his teeth through various gruesome injuries, scored 23,149 points, grabbed 11,463 rebounds, lifted the Lakers on his back hundreds of times, left thousands of defenders scrambling for balance (“Elgin was so tricky it was almost like he had an inborn disability,” says Phil Jackson), and never once got to pop a locker-room cork.

			“If you can keep a secret,” Baylor says during a 2016 interview, “I used to sneak some helium in my sneakers.” He had just been asked about his leaping ability and also his seemingly magical knack for hanging in the air.

			The answer was typical of Baylor. He always had a jokey aspect about him. Ask any of his former teammates about Baylor, and the first thing they will likely mention is his broad sense of humor, particularly his fondness for dispensing nicknames. Besides being responsible for “Zeke from Cabin Creek,” Baylor also hung “Tweety Bird” on West because of the West Virginia twang. Later, Baylor stuck him with an even worse moniker, as West writes in his autobiography—“Louella Parsons.” She was a famous gossip columnist at the time, and Baylor claimed that West was always gossiping.

			
			From Baylor’s inventive mind also came “Stumpy” for Gail Goodrich (who had a stocky build), “Biggie Rat” for Tommy Hawkins (who resembled the gangster character in King Leonardo and His Short Subjects, an animated cartoon series from the sixties), “General Custer” for Keith Erickson (who had a droopy mustache and long hair), “Billy Barty” for Johnny Egan (who stood 5'11" which, to be fair, was much taller than the famous dwarf actor), and “Chopper” and “Beaverteeth” for Coach Butch van Breda Kolff (who deserved both monikers for obvious reasons). When Chamberlain arrived in 1968, late in Baylor’s career, Elgin showed slightly more deference, waiting awhile before deciding on “Big Musty.” None of the Lakers disagreed: Wilt was notorious for reeking like a fishing trawler, rarely showering, and shoving his sweaty clothes, as well as old snacks, into a putrid gym bag. Oddly, the nickname that Baylor himself had in college, “Rabbit,” never stuck in the pros. He was pretty much Elgin.

			Baylor went through all the championship-series angst endured by West but always seemed to emerge emotionally unscathed. The Lakers lost and West retreated into the darkness of West World. But Baylor shrugged and said, “Did you ever hear the one about…” No one took Baylor as seriously as they took West because he didn’t seem to be taking himself seriously.

			But at age eighty-three the man feels his pain. Don’t think he doesn’t. He should hold a monumental place in the history of the NBA, but he has been monumentally marginalized, and marginalized in a way different from, say, the unpopular Rick Barry. Nobody dislikes Baylor. They just don’t remember him the way they should. Russell has his eleven championship rings, Chamberlain his prodigious stats, West his Logo, and Barry his underhand free throw. But Baylor, called “Elegant Elgin” by Cousy, seems to slip through the cracks, forgotten as the first link on the evolutionary chain that produced Julius Erving, Connie Hawkins, and Michael Jordan, forgotten for being rather the George Washington of modern basketball. “Baylor was the guy who changed the game as far as athleticism went,” says Barry, who played against Baylor. “Jump, do all kinds of things in the air. It was Baylor. No one else.”

			
			Baylor had no contemporary comparison. Russell had Wilt and West had Oscar, but Baylor was sui generis, different from the other skilled but more mechanical forwards of his time, white players such as Dolph Schayes, Bob Pettit, Jack Twyman, Tommy Heinsohn, and Jerry Lucas. The game, even as it was played by the skillful Celtics and the phenomenal Russell, was subject to gravitational pull, but Baylor, who at 6'5" wasn’t big for a forward, not even back then, seemed relatively immune to the laws of gravity. The phrase “hang time” was popularized by Erving in the seventies and mainstreamed by Jordan in the eighties, but it could’ve been used for Baylor in the fifties. “Baylor was the first player I ever saw who risked a twenty-four-second violation by hanging in the air so long,” said Red Holzman, who coached the Knicks to two championships. It could be argued that Baylor was the one who brought into the sport the poetic hyperbole that remains a part of the game today.

			Baylor is asked about being overlooked. “It’s okay,” he says with a wave of his hand. “I know what I did.” And on a winter night in 1959 he did something really important…by not playing in a basketball game.

			—

			On the afternoon of January 16, 1959, Baylor’s rookie season with the Minneapolis Lakers, the team arrived at a hotel in Charleston, West Virginia, at four p.m., having played the Nationals in Syracuse the night before. Tip-off against the Cincinnati Royals was only four hours away.

			What in God’s name were they doing in West Virginia in the middle of the season? They were there because Lakers guard Hot Rod Hundley, known for his hotdogging play and his facility with a quip, had been born in Charleston and had gone on to star at West Virginia University, predating West. In those days NBA teams desperate to find an audience would often play a home game in a different city with a connection to a player (and to some degree the practice lives on, though generally during the exhibition season). A few days earlier the Lakers had played a “Baylor game” in Seattle, where Elgin had gone to college.

			
			The team’s travel schedule had been merciless. The Lakers had left Minneapolis on January 3 and over the next twelve days played in Philadelphia, Boston, New York, Houston, Dallas, San Francisco, Seattle, St. Louis, and Syracuse. Plus, they had won only one of their previous eight games. So no one was in a very good mood, including the easygoing Baylor, who was on his way to becoming Rookie of the Year.

			“The team can stay here, but they can’t,” the front desk clerk told Vern Mikkelsen, the team captain, when he came forward to collect the keys. By “they” he meant Baylor, Boo Ellis, and Ed Fleming, the team’s three African-American players. (With that number, the Lakers were at or around the Quota, an unspoken though widely practiced edict that changed, glacially, as the years went on: You can start only one black player at home, two on the road, and three if you need to win. Ex-commissioner David Stern said in 2016, “When I got into the league I was told that teams always have to keep at least one white guy, usually more.” And he was talking about the early seventies, never mind the late fifties, when Baylor broke in.)

			Baylor, angry but not entirely surprised, confronted the clerk.

			“ ‘Pardon me,’ I said to the man,” Baylor remembered in 2016. “ ‘What did you just say?’ But he ignored me. Just turned his back. You know what that feels like?” (No.)

			Someone got team owner Bob Short on the phone, and he talked to the clerk. It didn’t make a difference. “You all” can stay but “they” can’t. That was final.

			“Bob was a liberal guy,” Baylor remembers, “and he certainly didn’t like this. But, look, all he wanted to do was make money, not take stands. So he told us, ‘I don’t care where you go but you all stay together.’ ”

			So the Lakers moved en masse to a different hotel in the black section of town. It was called Edna’s Retirement Hotel, and was, according to what Hundley later told author Terry Pluto in Tall Tales, a whorehouse. “I know some of the guys weren’t happy about staying there,” Baylor said. “But I told them, ‘Now you see what it’s like on the other side.’ ”

			
			Baylor, only twenty-four at the time, decided that he was not going to play that evening. He was still feeling his way in the league, but he had begun to realize how good he was. Teams were repeatedly trying to get the cash-strapped Short to trade him, but the owner, tempted though he might’ve been, had the good sense not to trade away a future immortal. Author Bijan Bayne makes a compelling point in his 2015 biography, Elgin Baylor: The Man Who Changed Basketball, that Baylor, drafted one year before Chamberlain, was the first African-American basketball player selected with the specific thought that he would be a star. Russell was seen as a defensive specialist and a complementary player.

			Because their status as players was far less certain than that of burgeoning superstar Baylor, Ellis and Fleming said that they would suit up. Baylor gave them his blessing. But, dammit, he was going to sit and, despite entreaties from Hundley, he remained in street clothes
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