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To Larry Johnson

and the millions of others caught up

in the school-busing crisis of the 1970s,

aimed at integrating public education in America.

In memory of Earvin Johnson Sr.

In memory of Matthew Prophet, Jr.,

who rose from buck private to lieutenant colonel

in the U.S. Army while serving combat tours

in both Korea and Vietnam, who then

upon retirement from the service became an educator

who played a major role in those integration efforts.

In memory of George Fox.

In memory of Billy Packer, friend and mentor.
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I get out on the break, and I just get crazy.

That’s when I’m at my highest point.

And I feel it crazy down to my knees.

—EARVIN “MAGIC” JOHNSON, 1986


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Yes, this is a long book, but Earvin Johnson has lived a very big life, to the point that after five years of working on it, I was still down to the wire on the final page proofs, hustling to add in that Johnson was part of a group aiming up the largest deal ever for a sports franchise—to buy the National Football League’s Washington Commanders for six billion dollars.

The time editing the book was also marked by the passing of key figures and witnesses to Johnson’s career, including his father, Earvin Sr., and his high school coach, George Fox.

Fox alone patiently granted me more than fifty interviews, allowing me to dig into the richness of Johnson’s quite singular adolescence. Numerous others, such as Fox’s assistant Pat Holland and Johnson mentor Charles Tucker, did much the same. Their memories, along with those of lawyer George Andrews and agent Lon Rosen, are among the more than four hundred hours of interviews that I and my friend, veteran NBA reporter Gery Woelfel, did in building the Johnson story.

The book itself is a culmination of my own forty-five-year writing career, a tenure marked in the early days by my motoring across the American basketball landscape in a 1984 Chevette diesel as I covered games and conducted interviews.

Financially strapped in 1992, I was sleeping in my rental car in the parking lot of the media hotel while covering Johnson’s appearance at the All-Star Game in Orlando. Yes, I had my media credential and thus access to do interviews, but I experienced little of the supposed glamour of the NBA.

In 2020, my wife, Karen, digitized my archive of more than three hundred cassette tapes of interviews from 1982 to 2000, which turned up numerous overlooked recordings from 1990, of my talks with Magic Johnson, Pat Riley, Mychal Thompson, and other Lakers figures—long-forgotten interviews, never before transcribed, that became a rich contribution to this effort.

I first began writing about the Lakers in 1988 and in the time since have produced several books that told the story of the team in one fashion or another.

In so doing, I was afforded opportunities to do classic interviews with so many key figures, from George Mikan and the early Lakers to a variety of personalities involved with the Showtime era, including Johnson, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Jerry West, James Worthy, Michael Cooper, and others, a number of whom—Jerry Buss, Jack Kent Cooke, Chick Hearn, Bill Sharman, and others—are now since departed.

In producing this biography, I leaned heavily at times on those classic interviews and my earlier writings and research.

In the end, I have relied on everything I can bring together in attempting to tell this most unusual story of Magic, the tall boy who dared to dribble.


PROLOGUE

The fear comes with the moment.

How does a man that size move that fast with that high dribble, twisting one way, then the other, selling each turn so completely?

You can watch it all you want on videotape without finding a clue or even a dab of solace. It always seems to come to that instant where he’ll look you dead in your eye, a suddenly fixed gaze, a quizzical expression that sends the jolt of panic.

What next?

Then, there it is, the blinding, truth-telling flash when he’s all perfectly downhill on helpless you, you who have retreated in that noble effort to somehow do what the voice always tells you.

Stay in front of him.

And then it happens. His whole face blows up, cheeks full of air, the gaze finally completely narrowed on you, merciless as he almost nonchalantly flips the ball over his shoulder to the trailer coming directly behind him—How in hell did he see that?—and the dunk rains down on you the cold realization that he has put you just where you don’t want to be, that there are witnesses and no place to hide, and you’re thinking, Motherfucker. Where are the cameras? There’s gonna be evidence.

Meanwhile, there’s Lakers broadcast legend Chick Hearn, jumping on the pile of your misery and talking radio trash about it to the known world: God and all his apostles could not have stopped that move!

All you have to do is inhabit that moment once, and if you somehow managed to miss it before, you now understand the nickname so fully and completely that all questions are smashed.

Magic.

Earvin Johnson is prancing legs high on the break in one of his fancy, legendary, over-the-top summer all-star charity contests at UCLA’s Pauley Pavilion, and he’s got Larry Bird on the wing to his right, blond hair flying, running and straining to fill the lane like it’s Game 5. Suddenly at full speed, what now looks like a six-nine, two-legged tarantula, a blur of impossibly long and lean, Johnson uncorks a high right-handed hesitation dribble all while looking off poor Larry, which helps open a gap to cross the ball over and dive left into the retreating crowd at the basket just as Larry begins to converge from the right, hands up, thinking he just might dunk it.

As Johnson rises up in the lane, knee lifted high, he flips the ball to his right hand to give one final tease of a look to Larry that freezes every defender in the process, then flips the ball back to his left to sort of finish a double clutch in the paint—an assist to himself!!!!—with everybody around him left slack-jawed and gawking.

Poor Larry, too.

“A 6-9 point guard, a one-man fast break,” Bird would say when he first met Johnson. “I’d never seen that before.”

No one had ever seen anything before remotely like Earvin “Magic” Johnson, Jr.

Oh, how dear Earvin loved to serve it up at high speed on the break, stretching his long arm out, offering the ball on a platter, letting the defender almost drool on it just before flipping it left to the teammate converging from the wing or pushing it right or wherever because everybody learned long ago to run with Magic, fill the lanes, eyes and hands ready for the gift, a gift that absolutely nobody foresaw or even thought possible.

“Earvin knew they were open before they knew they were open,” sportswriter Fred Stabley, Jr., who covered the early years of Johnson’s career, explained in 2019. “I always thought it was like he knew he was better than you and he was going to show you.”

Nothing, it seemed, was ever the same with Johnson. Always different. Always different.

“Magic put on performances you can’t believe,” offered Doug Krikorian, longtime L.A. sportswriter. “Michael Jordan was dominant in the ’90s when ESPN and cable were big. USA Today was big, when cable hit. People forget that cable wasn’t that big in the ’80s. Magic was phenomenal. Every game he played, he played great. He didn’t give a damn about stats. He played in the NBA twelve seasons, and they were in the NBA Finals nine times. Does that tell you something about Magic?”

Only in the rarest of human occasions is the revolution so profound, so overwhelmingly obvious, that all that comes after it, all the decades of astounding play and evolution, can’t touch it.

Magic.

In defiance of the physical world.

Finite. Complete. Perfect. Open only to pale imitation.

Jimi Hendrix in low-cut Chucks with a crazy-strung, left-handed, upside-down guitar, screeching and wah-wahing and wailing away into eternity. Rare true greatness is immune to the future like that.

Oh, it pays homage to the past. Marques Haynes. Cousy. Black Jesus. Pistol. Magic.

MAGIC!

To see that kind of showboating basketball leaves the impression that it is all easy and natural, all God’s own perfect gift. All … fun.

No wonder the smile and the joy were so big. It’s the “Gotcha!”

“I don’t think,” teammate James Worthy would say, “there will ever be another six-nine point guard who smiles while he humiliates you.”

Trash talk? He didn’t have to say a word. Just showed you his teeth.

The sheer embarrassment of it all helps explain why the showboaters were not welcome in the game, which for decades was lorded over by the stubbornest of people, false prophets touting false fundamentals.

After all, Bob Cousy, the game’s great early showboater, got cut three times from his New York high school team.

Repeat. Bob Cousy got cut three times from his New York high school team. By a “dean” of coaches.

The early efforts of American pro basketball persisted through years of empty seats and failed franchises until the stubborn men broke down and began staging doubleheaders in Madison Square Garden with the Harlem Globetrotters.

Now, people would pay to see that, would come again and again to watch all the fun trickeration with amazed delight.

Just as they would later form a gathering delirium in the Great Western Forum in Los Angeles to watch …

Magic.

The patron saint of The Show.

“I never knew which place to look,” recalled longtime NBA photographer Andrew Bernstein, perched on the baseline for so many of his games. “I never knew what Magic was gonna do every time he came down the court. The excitement in the Forum was incredible. Every game. Constantly.”

The zebras were left with the same confusion, trying to track Johnson at high speed. “As a referee on fast breaks, you kind of read the player to where the ball was going,” recalled ref Don Vaden. “With Magic, you couldn’t. You never knew where it was going to end up.”

“He made people want to see an NBA game,” said former Utah Jazz coach Frank Layden. “He made it Showtime. He’s glowing. He comes right at you.”

“He understood that the game was about entertainment,” explained Buck Williams, a seventeen-year NBA veteran who first encountered Earvin Johnson as a thirteen-year-old on summer vacation where he wowed a packed crowd at a public park in North Carolina. “From day one, when he picked up that basketball with a smile, he knew how important entertainment was. It’s not just a game of basketball, of passing, shooting, and dribbling. It’s a game of entertaining folks and how it translates into finance. He understood how entertainment equated to the bottom line.”

Yet Johnson somehow presented all the flashiness the seeing eye could absorb and merged it with a pure and unbending desire to win …

Yep, Cousy did that, too.

“There was only one guy running a fast break who could do it better than Cousy,” Cousy’s own coach himself, Red Auerbach, once averred. “And that was Magic Johnson.”

Far beyond that, Earvin “Magic” Johnson opened up the blue-sky vistas for the future of the sport by overcoming decades of coaching prejudice and stubbornness to weaponize the big man in ways never imagined. He did it against the game’s deeply entrenched best inclinations, blowing right through every caution sign and flashing warning light that coaches could muster, converting hearts and minds at every little step along the way, despite his own nagging insecurities that only began to abate with his arrival in L.A., where he built a savvy alliance with the Lakers’ great stoic of a center, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and with their coach, Pat Riley.

“It was a beautiful time,” Johnson would recall of the era his ball wizardry instantly created known as Showtime. “We had graceful, beautiful players. Kareem with his skyhook. James Worthy with the beautiful floaters and finger rolls. Byron Scott with his beautiful jump shot. Michael Cooper with the way he played defense and the alley-oop for the Coop-a-Loop. Those are the type of things that we did that made Showtime. And they also changed basketball.”

“Magic Johnson could make the simple plays look like they were the hardest in the world,” said Lakers Hall of Famer Jerry West. “And he’d do them in a simple manner. He really wasn’t flashy. Magic Johnson very rarely threw a pass behind his back. He just made the right pass at the right time.”

Oh, sweet timing.

Johnson’s charismatic presence, the way that he could literally dance through a game, produced a dramatic and seemingly instant success, first with a state championship for his high school team in 1977, followed by leading Michigan State to the mythical national college title in 1979, then capped it all by taking the Lakers to a dramatic pro championship as a rookie in 1980, a succession of victories that, in turn, brought him a raw and unprecedented power that he soon used to stun the sports world after just two seasons in the NBA by essentially firing his own championship coach.

At the time, no player in the history of American professional sport had wielded influence so publicly and so ruthlessly, yet he managed to survive the widespread fan outrage by producing yet more charm and victory, all with deft moves that presaged the coming age of great player power in the twenty-first century.

Virtually everything about him ultimately proved different, unprecedented right down to the tragic early end to his playing career.

In many ways, Johnson’s greatest alliance was with his nemesis, Larry Bird. Together, they formed the grandest rivalry in the history of the sport, from college right on through the professional game. “Earvin changed a lot of things,” observed Charles Tucker, the Lansing, Michigan, school psychologist who befriended an adolescent Johnson and eventually became his advisor/agent. “He and Bird changed the game on the floor, the way people viewed it off the floor, from a relationship point of view, from a business standpoint. It became a business for TV. The TV audience got much bigger. Every time him and Bird played it got high ratings, whether it was in college or the pros. They changed things. And they were smart enough to know what kind of power they had, too.”

“Magic meant so much to the game,” observed Lakers teammate Michael Cooper, the high-flying finisher on what seemed an endless array of Johnson’s dramatic assists. “The key with Magic, and what makes a star turn into a superstar, a star is gonna shine by himself. A superstar is gonna make other people shine. That’s what Larry Bird and Magic always did. They made the league what it is today.”

The Controller

Johnson began this march to supreme success by fashioning his genius in pickup games on the courts of his hometown, Lansing, Michigan. It was there that Dale Beard first grasped the truth—if he was going to get anywhere in basketball, he better learn to mold his own game to the unorthodox, high-speed approach of the tall, smiling guy who seemed to have spent his whole life dribbling.

“He would say, ‘Hey, you know what? I get the rebound, just fill the lanes, and if you don’t look, you gonna get hit upside the head with the basketball,’ ” Beard recalls Johnson telling him with that broad, happy face that turned suddenly serious when he repeated the instructions as a warning.

“If you’re not looking, you’re going to get hit.”

Beard’s eyes grow warmer at the memory on a gray late-winter day in Lansing in 2019.

“It’s just been incredible to have seen that and how that developed at a young age,” he says. “People that didn’t really see that, they couldn’t even believe it, they wouldn’t even believe that, because you just never saw big guys doing what he done on a playground.

“So, he would get the ball off the rim as a rebounder and we would just fill the lanes … left wing, right wing, and we’d just go,” Beard says, animated by the memory. “And sure enough, he’d get you the ball where you wanted it, in stride, on time. It was just something you could cling on to, to say, ‘Okay. I know what he’s going to do. I know how he’s going to play. So I gotta adjust to what he wants me to adjust to. I can’t play my game.’ So you had to do what he asked you to do or you weren’t going to play.”

Or you weren’t going to play?

No point guard, no player, would ever dictate the game the way Earvin “Magic” Johnson did. To the point that he altered even coaching itself.

In articulating that experience again, Beard marvels at the supreme control Johnson discovered in the pickup laboratories of Lansing, a control he would extend to all the major and minor figures of his fast break of a basketball life: the coaches, the teammates, the rivals, the managers and owners, the locker room staff and ball boys, the ushers in the buildings where he played, the media figures drawn there to conjure up stories about him, the fans who read and saw them. They were all on his string.

Such control would mean everything to him from his earliest days playing the game, allowing him to fend off all the many questioners who said over and over again over the years that tall boys weren’t allowed to dribble the basketball. From a young age, Johnson dug in his heels, determined to show anyone who doubted him, critics and rivals alike.

Thus, the growing tally of his control itself inspired the early awe and wonder, especially as witnesses grasped the art and speed and rhythm with which he delivered it. “There isn’t anything singularly impressive about Magic Johnson,” observed Bobby Knight, who coached against him and watched him interrupt the victory march of Knight’s great University of Indiana teams. “He’s encompassingly impressive.”

From grade school on, Johnson’s signature would be the no-look pass, just the sort of innovative fun that could vex coaches and teammates alike into sleepless nights.

No one could explain this talent better than another of the game’s premier point guards, his onetime friend Isiah Thomas: “He’s the only guy that I’ve ever seen that would look at a guy, time him, measure his speed, look away for about three seconds, look you off, and then hit that guy on the dime without even looking at him.”

As grand and new as it all was, however, Johnson’s story would ultimately prove to be much larger than his game, larger even than his own life, first as an emblematic presentation of race in America and how he used his gift and the basketball experience to peel away some of the layers of ugliness and misunderstanding. The backdrop for this was Michigan, where so many Black families had sought escape in the Great Migration away from the harsh and violent racial climate of the South.

It was in the midst of the charged atmosphere of the 1970s conflict over court-ordered busing to achieve integration that an adolescent Earvin Johnson first came into his shine.

From his early role in the school integration issues to his pairing with Bird to his later capturing of business success based on Black consumer preferences, Johnson’s life would be infused with race. In many ways, that was the thing he cared about most, explained Lon Rosen, his longtime friend and agent.

“Race is a theme that binds much of Johnson’s success,” Los Angeles Magazine would declare in 2003. “With that smile—the feature for which he is so widely praised—he is white America’s ideal of a nonthreatening black man, an image integral to his canonization, alongside the ultra-pale Larry Bird, as one of the NBA’s twin saviors.”

Magic

He was just fifteen when the nickname appeared in the local paper. It was the kind of thing that set off alarms with Christine, his deeply religious mother.

Magic?

A name like that left her cold.

It was blasphemous and immediately unsettled the world that she and her husband, Earvin Sr., had worked so hard to establish for their seven children. A name like that opened the window to the thought that things might not be just in God’s hands, but in the devil’s, too.

The nickname presented its own collection of problems, one that, as she feared, would stretch to forever.

In her spiritual journey, she had read the Bible often. Magic was not a word that held power there. Her world was about faith, love, and forgiveness, things that everyday people could have and hold and bring into their lives to help them endure the things that couldn’t be endured.

Magic?

“She worried that the name would put bad ideas into my head,” Johnson would say.

Bad ideas? Somehow it all eventually led to the notion that he could have unprotected sex with literally any and all that he met. And the record would show that he “met” many.

The mere nickname led his mother to glimpse all the wonder and heartache that lay ahead. She shuddered at the thought of it. Sure, he loved basketball, loved it every second, minute, hour of his life, which had been such a good thing, a blessing that he had it. But now this?

Magic?

A name like that set her to praying.

As for her son, a name like that was another sort of flashing neon sign, his reward, as a mere teen, for turning a dead, empty, soulless gym into ground zero for celebration.

Not surprisingly, the crowd picked up the sobriquet almost immediately. It rolled from the news pages right onto their tongues.

Magic!

It became a chant then that would ring through the decades in arenas all over the world.

Even if you left God out of it, a name like that came with warning signs all over it. His father knew that people in general were not to be trusted with that kind of control over your life. If they built you up, they could take you right down at their whimsical pleasure.

With a name like that, good wasn’t nearly enough. You had to be almost perfect. Given a little time, a name like that could turn to ridicule, the kind that could haunt a lifetime.

What could Christine Johnson really do but pray?

Magic?

“Curse” might have been another word, if his mother had been the brooding sort.

As it was, she did all she could every day of the week. She lived her life as she was supposed to, and turned the rest over to God.

Nobody at the time could have possibly seen the vast, unimagined temptation that lay ahead. It was an era when recreational drugs and alcohol had gripped the youth population like never before. Yet those vices, despite all the pressures from his immense ambition and resulting fame, would hold no sway over him.

His addiction, beyond basketball, would quickly prove to be the human touch. Christine Johnson’s sweet young boy would discover what the alpha male comes to know early in life, that his gift was an astoundingly magnetic attraction, the kind that could prompt seemingly rational everyday people to abandon caution to find some means of embracing him, the more intimately the better.

And so he would become, in the vernacular of that increasingly promiscuous era, Mr. Magic Johnson, the double entendre of which so often left him chuckling, gloating even.

“Let’s face it,” he would boast, “ ‘Magic’ is a romantic, sexy name.”

It was certainly that, until finally it wasn’t, until his long trail of carelessness with sexually transmitted disease caught up with him and snuffed out his playing career and turned his great smile into a deeply furrowed brow.

It was then, at the end of a long and much celebrated youth, that the man in full began to emerge, when for a second time his story became bigger than his own life, with a diagnosis that thrust him into the midst of the global AIDS crisis.

It would lead to his eventual transition to the full entrepreneurial life, which allowed Johnson to fashion his own sort of Black power. The Smithsonian Channel would highlight the weight of this power in a documentary called Afrofuturism, in which professor Damion Kareem Scott of the City University of New York described the emotion of watching the end credits roll for the 2018 film Black Panther, in the Magic Johnson cinema on 124th Street in Harlem.

Oh so quietly, subtly, the sense of history sank in. Scott rose, got another bag of popcorn, and watched the film again and contemplated all that it meant.

Which leaves us now to ponder, chief among the many questions about the mystery that is Earvin “Magic” Johnson, Jr., how?

Just how did it all happen?


PART I

LANSING


1

BOOM, BABY

By March 1990, Jerry West had had a good long look at Magic Johnson, had witnessed it all up close, first the transformation Johnson had brought to the Los Angeles Lakers a decade earlier, and then all that followed: the championships, the MVP seasons and performances, the virtual onslaught of victory and success, the building-pumping celebrations at timeouts after every fast-break run, the high fives and hugs and general glee that shook both Los Angeles and the National Basketball Association out of the deep slumber and ennui that had settled over the American pro game like a blanket in the late 1970s.

All that Jerry West had witnessed unfolded in sharp contrast to his own Hall of Fame career that saw West and his Lakers teammates suffer through the agony of seven straight losses in the league’s championship series between 1962 and 1970 only to finally succeed on the eighth attempt, a seemingly joyless victory in 1972 that had been met by numbness and confusion and conflict in the locker room afterward.

With all the winning in the 1980s, Johnson had helped a bit to shoo away the pesky ghosts and demons that for far too long occupied the belfry of Jerry West’s personal torment. Johnson and West had quietly formed a partnership over the years, the executive’s agony balanced by Johnson’s great joy and success.

That contrast, in part, was the reason this writer had traveled that March of 1990 to interview West over two days in a hotel room in Dallas, where West had gone to scout college basketball talent in search of the next good player for the team.

By that time, West, the self-appointed guardian of the Lakers, was on his way to becoming what many considered the game’s top front office figure. West “could spot talent through the window of a moving train,” L.A. Times columnist Jim Murray would declare during the era.

West, indeed, was a manic genius and a nearly impossible perfectionist. He could see so many things in the furious action on the court and was known as an “active” general manager, the kind who never hesitated to address problems he saw with Lakers players. Just how “active” was West? One former Lakers head coach, Del Harris, explained in a 2004 interview that the team was never really his, but Jerry’s.

During the Showtime era, West the GM was both vigilant and instructive with so many players, but he revealed over that weekend in 1990 that over the years he had hardly ever said a word to Johnson about his play and even then only if he thought Johnson was becoming “predictable.”

The great Magic predictable? You might just as well have accused Marilyn Monroe of lacking her steamy charm.

At that moment in 1990, Magic Johnson was perhaps the sporting world’s most widely admired and successful star. Over the years, it seemed that just about everybody had come to love Magic. And that had included a high school junior in Wilmington, North Carolina, way back in 1980, by the name of Mike Jordan.

Yes, as a teen, the once and future king of basketball had had one true idol—Magic Johnson. Even then, Jordan’s competitive nature rendered him absolutely unsparing in his disdain for rivals and other players. Yet Jordan tried to mimic so many things he saw in Johnson’s play that for a time he even fancied himself a point guard, attempting in high school practice each day the no-look passes and brilliant fast-break play of his idol.

How great was the infatuation? Jordan gave himself the nickname “Magic Mike” and by his senior year in high school had a vanity plate by that same title for his very first car. Jordan drove all over his hometown proudly telling the world that he was Magic Mike. Yet when Jordan got to the University of North Carolina as a freshman the next fall, coach Dean Smith promptly advised him to lose the nickname.

There was only one Magic, Smith supposedly explained.

Jordan, of course, went on from there to become what fans worldwide would call “the God of basketball.”

At times over his career, Johnson himself had occupied a similar roost in the hierarchy of the sport. In fact, his accomplishments and infectious style of play defined the great Showtime era of Lakers basketball with a team that so often seemed to play beyond the reach of everybody else. As such, Johnson came to occupy a status as the game’s last great analog star, one who finished his playing career in the early 1990s only to watch the digital world rapidly overtake the game as well as its messaging and marketing, just in time to lift up that kid from Wilmington who once considered himself Magic Mike.

These circumstances help explain a belief among many serious students of the game as well as among many, many fans that Magic Johnson, along with Jordan and others, should be in the conversation as perhaps the greatest basketball player of all time.

“I never quite understood why he’s never been involved in the conversations for the greatest player ever, what he brought to the game,” remarked longtime NBA coach Alvin Gentry, a comment echoed many times over by numerous veteran observers of American pro basketball.

The argument goes that if Michael Jordan is indeed the so-called God of Basketball, at the very least, Johnson is the Other God, one who accomplished so much in addition to presiding over what many consider to be the greatest era in the history of the game, the 1980s.

For others, such lofty status seems an odd place for a player who, by his own admission, never jumped all that high; who was considered to have a suspect jump shot; who by far prized winning over scoring or acrobatics, who came into the NBA with what many experts considered a weak left hand, a serious limitation for anyone attempting to survive as a point guard in the league, especially a tall person with an impossibly high dribble ripe for the plucking.

“I still had doubts about myself,” Johnson himself would confess, looking back on his early days as a rookie in 1979. “I wasn’t sure I could make it in this league.”

Which, in turn, helps explain why that March of 1990, long after he had seen it all, Jerry West revealed that he wasn’t convinced in 1979 that the Lakers should have taken Magic Johnson as the number one overall pick in the NBA draft.

Speaking for recorded interviews, West said Johnson’s great run of leadership and success would remind him of a conclusion about scouting talent: You could see what players could do on the floor, their physical capabilities, but you couldn’t always read their hearts.

“I thought he would be a very good player,” West admitted. “I had no idea he would get to the level that he did. No idea. But, see, you don’t know what’s inside of people. Physically, you can see what they can do on the court. The things you could see you loved. But you wondered where he was going to play in the NBA, how he would be able to do it.”

That comment then pretty much summed it up: Earvin “Magic” Johnson was defined as that unseen quality, that great mystery of human performance that made the business of talent scouting seem so uncertain.

West paused a moment in the interview, searching for an answer to his own question about Johnson’s greatness, then added, “Through hard work, he just willed himself to take his game to another level. I don’t think anyone knew he had that kind of greatness in him. The athletic ability is the easiest thing to see, but it does not constitute what a great basketball player is.”

Asked to expound on greatness, West observed that while there were a number of very good players at any given time in pro basketball, truly great players could be counted on one hand.

Looking back on the 1980s, West said, “Obviously Magic Johnson is one of them. Larry Bird.

“Obviously Michael Jordan,” West added, then let the thought trail off from there.

The tremendous challenge to being a truly great player is hard for the public to understand or even see, West finally offered. “It is a burden.”

As for the nature of Johnson’s particular greatness, West said, “It’s like a macho thing. Magic Johnson had a macho-ness that came out in him, a desire that ‘No one is gonna beat me.’ ”

Johnson would display that quality night after night over many seasons, that vast intangible factor, prima facie evidence that he possessed perhaps the biggest heart in the history of a game of very big hearts.

The Scene

In explaining himself in 1990, Jerry West struggled with several observations to explain what exactly allowed Johnson to find greatness before finally settling on this: “When he was born somebody did sprinkle a little extra dust on him.”

Perhaps, then, that was it, the answer to the mystery, one that decades later would still stand as the best possible conclusion. Extra magical dust at birth, a supernatural influence of the highest order, falling all around a special child.

The record shows that Johnson was delivered into the world on August 14, 1959, a Friday, in Lansing, Michigan, the fourth of seven children and the youngest of three boys in the family of Earvin Sr. and Christine Johnson.

Maybe the supernatural influence came that weekend from the electrical storm and slashing rain that saw a tremendous bolt of lightning strike a massive transformer, resulting in a booming explosion that startled residents of the city and left many without power.

Maybe little baby Earvin had gotten an extra charge from a bolt of that lightning.

Or maybe it was the news story on the front page of the Lansing State Journal that very morning, about the birth of a chicken with three hearts.

After all, the child would one day earn the nickname Magic, so it stood to reason that his formula might include a little voodoo or a taste of the occult.

Another thought is that the timing of his arrival presented another strong indication of his impending stardom. That very weekend of Johnson’s birth, school officials in Lansing were hosting an open house at a brand-new version of Everett High School with its fancy 1950s state-of-the-art basketball gymnasium, a gym that would someday bear his name.

Understandably, baby Earvin couldn’t make an appearance to christen the gym that weekend. It would take fifteen years and a series of unexpected events before he showed up to make the hardwood there one of the hallowed sites in the history of American basketball.

No, the events of that day pose just one of the many mysteries of his great life, observed Lon Rosen, his longtime friend and agent. “For example, why was he, the third male child in the family, given the name of Earvin Johnson, Jr.? That name usually goes to the oldest male.”

Perhaps Earvin Sr. and Christine sensed that this gangly newborn was going to be something special, although that seems unlikely because the Johnsons adamantly considered each of their seven children special.

Actually, if you had to settle on one single thing that drove the life of Magic Johnson to astounding success, it might well be the scene at the hospital that day of the exhausted young mother, Christine, holding close the swaddled child, with his father, Earvin Sr., sitting dutifully, quietly, happily at her bedside.

One of the first things the nurses and staff had noticed about the mother was the smile, the dimples. Christine Porter Johnson had been gifted with a genuine and profound sweetness long steeped in abiding faith, the kind that calmed people in her presence and just about always summoned the better angels of their nature.

She loved to put people at ease, to project her genuine sense of caring, to allow the emotion of her religious devotion to flow with its quiet force. Neither did it hurt that she enjoyed a good laugh and a warm embrace. She had learned from a young age that life was dear and you had to hold on to it. After all, she had been hugged many times in her life by her own mother.

If there was something else that the staff noticed about Christine Johnson it was probably her regularity. She had pumped out son Quincy first in 1956, followed by baby Larry in 1957, then daughter Lily Pearl in 1958.

And then, right on cue, was this baby, Earvin Jr., in ’59.

It was the kind of output that had been prized by farm families for centuries, only Christine Johnson was no longer working the North Carolina soil where her family before her had toiled away in futility for decades.

At seventeen, she had watched her beloved mother, Mary, waste away with kidney disease until she finally passed at age forty-seven in late 1953, leaving Christine to raise her two younger siblings, circumstances that, as Christine would reveal later, led to her becoming a teenaged mother herself, just as her mother before her had done. It was so typical of the subsistence farm life, where so many women died young, either from childbirth or lack of medical care, circumstances that often doomed their daughters to become mothers too soon.

Christine’s mother, Mary Della Jenkins Porter, had lived a hard, short life as the wife of a sharecropper and tenant farmer. Yet her struggles against privation and poverty seemed in many ways to matter little because she met them with a faith and love of spiritual worship that she instilled in Christine and the rest of her large family, the kind of faith that had been passed down to her through the generations of a family that faced little but unrelenting misery decade after decade after decade, lives devoid of anything that resembled the sort of victory Christine’s baby Earvin would come to know.

Indeed, if there is any fact or theme that emerges from the study of Magic Johnson’s life and legacy, it is an indomitable spirit that stretches across the generations of his family all the way back to his great-great-great-grandfathers born in the 1830s in North Carolina in the times of slavery, a collective will that reveals Johnson’s story and that of his family to be one of the human spirit, a sustaining strength that allowed them to endure heartbreak and failure and calamity, sometimes of an epic nature.

The untimely passing of Christine’s own dear mother in 1953 had been one of those moments.

It wasn’t too long afterward that the tall, quiet soldier came into Christine’s life, when her cousin, who was stationed at a North Carolina army base, brought one of his buddies home one weekend.

Christine was soon intrigued by this shy stranger from Mississippi, a young man named Earvin Johnson. She would later confide that something about him made her feel sorry for him.

It seemed only a matter of months before he was out of the army and she had packed up and said goodbye to the farm life to head north with him to Lansing, Michigan, where he had the promise of a job in an auto plant. Soon it would seem like she had boarded a time machine that had whisked her away from the tenant farm life and into another universe, one with flush toilets and running water. It wasn’t long after that, she once recalled, that she was headed into her own crash course in motherhood.

Now, on this Friday in August 1959, her husband sat beside her in the hospital room, his joy tempered only by his thoughts of how he was going to feed his beautiful young family. After all, he had fathered three other children before he met and married Christine, and those children would remain a part of his life, often coming from their lives in the South to stay with the Johnson family in their cramped Michigan home.

With all that was to unfold in the coming years Earvin Sr. would come to be known in the Lansing community as a man of few words, offering a silence that many considered off-putting, creating at times a sense that he was ill at ease or even perhaps possessed of contempt.

To his family, however, he was a man of a steady but low-key joy and humor, a father willing to work two jobs while starting a trash-hauling business on the side to provide for his children.

“Once you’ve met Earvin Sr., you don’t know if you’ve met him,” a family friend would later explain to Inside Sports magazine.

“He’s an old-school, southern guy, born in Mississippi,” explained Greg Eaton, a Lansing businessman and family friend, in a 2020 interview. “He came here as a young man. I think he got here when he was around twenty. I was in high school when they came, that was 1955. Then, in ’58, I worked in the Fisher Body plant with him. Hardworking guy. He got hired and never left there. In ’55, General Motors, Oldsmobile … you could come here, walk across the street and get a job. Jobs were that available then.

“Earvin Senior’s a big guy. He’s about six-four, with big hands. Strong. Real strong. I remember how he would throw big, heavy things on the truck like they were nothing.”

Because he was so quiet, people tended to underestimate Earvin Johnson, Sr., but his silence hid much complexity, said Charles Tucker, the Lansing school psychologist who became a family friend and then, surprisingly, the son’s first agent and advisor. “He could see right through you.”

Actually, that would prove true of Christine as well, Tucker added in a 2019 interview. “Both parents were very quiet and very deceiving. But once you got to know them it scared you how knowledgeable they were, how patient and how smart they were. … They knew how to deal with people. You think that you might be fooling them or running something by them, but they’re way ahead of the game. And the problem is, they won’t let you know it.”

Time would confirm the father’s gift for reading the complexities in the quickly evolving world of his son.

“My father taught me strength,” the son would later say.

Strength, indeed. Earvin Sr.’s conservative, measured relationship with his celebrated son would serve to assure a magical, almost perfect timing that would change the course of global basketball history, which would be their own secret delight for many years, the quiet hum of a joy father and son shared only between themselves.

So many athletes lack guidance, a friend of the Johnson family once observed. “Magic had all the direction in the world.”
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SMILE

The chuckles and grins for Christine Johnson’s newest baby boy came so often and brought such delight to all who witnessed them that there was no way they could just be attributed to mere gas.

Nope. The laughter and grins were decidedly real, which meant his parents and siblings and grandparents and cousins, whoever was around really, found so much joy in them that it soon enough became the business of nearly everybody to greet him with a funny face or a noise or toss him up and down until he squealed and giggled and cackled.

People seemed to try to outdo each other in terms of who could get the most delight out of the chubby giggle box in the crib.

Thus, his happy countenance was reinforced every time he gazed into his mother’s loving, welcoming face, which in turn became sort of his own mirror of smiles.

“His mom has a beautiful smile,” Greg Eaton offered in his 2020 interview, repeating an impression that quickly registered among family and friends that baby Earvin from the start surely had not just his mother’s smile but later would add her warmth and personality to their list of similarities. “She’s just a beautiful person. She’s a hugger,” Eaton explained.

“Man, when she hugs you, you know you’ve been hugged,” agreed Missy Fox, another family friend.

Of her family’s many precious heirlooms, the embrace was a special one that baby Earvin would one day take from his mother out into the basketball world and use it to infuse the competition with theretofore unrealized levels of emotion.

But it would be the smile that held everything together. Earvin Johnson would have one of the two greatest smiles of the twentieth century, Sports Illustrated would declare in 1996. The other? Louis Armstrong.

His great charisma was all mostly wrapped as a gift from Christine.

“My mother likes to have fun,” Johnson himself would say many times over the coming years. “She loves to talk, and I got that from her.”

This natural connection between mother and son meant that often in those early days, if she smiled, he smiled. That his or his mother’s smile survived at all seems miracle enough considering Christine now had four children under five years old and would soon add reinforcements, three more girls, including a set of twins.

In fact, the Johnson household had quickly transformed into baby central, a juggling act of diapers and feeding sessions and activity and mayhem that drove young Christine through a punishing schedule.

Fortunately, her husband’s mother, Lillie May Johnson, soon relocated to Lansing, as did Christine’s younger brother James, to help a bit in keeping the assembly line of child-rearing up and running, with the boys in one bedroom, the girls in another, and the parents in a third with whoever the current infant happened to be.

Young Earvin apparently chuckled through it all, which revealed the essential truth of life for a child born with an easy and infectious smile. The more they laugh, the more people are eager to make them laugh. For the blessed few in those circumstances, the smiles and laughs feed on the smiles and laughs, creating mostly a happy cycle of days.

Some might argue that his smile became the primary force driving the life of Earvin Johnson, Jr., one that was constantly competing with the hugs to gain an edge in the emotional power he put forth. There would be so many other forces, of course, but this smile would be the first, and in many regards the main one.

It meant that people wanted to please him. That would be the primary truth of his life. And, in turn, he wanted to please them back.

Even later, as a child, young Earvin seemed intent on pleasing his mother, even when she spanked him, his siblings would recall. His tears would hardly be dry before young Earvin would come back around her, smiling and trying to regain her good graces.

From his earliest moments, the smile had helped soften any opposition he encountered.

Soon enough the baby teeth had come in to fill out the countenance, which so perfectly balanced the broad nose and warm, expressive eyes captured in the early photographs of his kindergarten and primary days. He was so sweet then, his head tilted often in that sudden tenderness that only the truly innocent possess.

It would be only a matter of time before he discovered the mysterious allure of the game. “Smooth floor, round ball,” Boston Celtics legend Red Auerbach once offered in describing the perfect physics of basketball.

Everyone who has ever loved “hoops” knows there are many stages of learning to play before a baller actually discovers Auerbach’s nirvana on a wooden gym floor.

Rolled-up socks, for example, and other laundry fashioned into a ball provided a good start, especially for young lads faced with that tricky Michigan weather and their mother’s strict rules about bouncing balls in the house. Good luck dribbling rolled-up socks. Thus, there was little question that that earliest stage of the game first required imagination. That meant a pencil mark high enough on the wall could work as a basket. No dunking allowed. That would come first on the family’s wastebasket or empty clothes hamper. Still, the parameters of the game were first established there and drummed into him again and again while he was going against his older brothers indoors on wintry days, a competition stirred by the basketball-loving Earvin Sr., whose rare quality time with his growing sons usually came on Sunday afternoons before the TV set watching that era’s limited selection of NBA games and other sports.

The women in the household would have preferred some other programming, sister Lily Pearl once recalled with a laugh, but on Sunday afternoons in basketball season the men ruled.

Those sessions showed all the stars of 1960s pro basketball as giant figures to emulate: Wilt Chamberlain, Bill Russell, Jerry West, and a host of others, all of them presented as wondrously talented competitors complete with commentary from Earvin Sr. for his children on how to play the game.

Perhaps no one ever took such an introduction to heart the way young Earvin Johnson, Jr., did, for it remained hallowed in his memory. And with good reason. For the first time in hundreds of years of American culture, televised sports and other programming had begun displaying the competence of Black males, countering a systematic and overwhelmingly negative presentation in virtually every form of media the culture produced: newspapers, handbills, magazines, minstrel shows, public speeches, silent films, then talking movies, the entire works, a nonstop flood of hateful messages.

In truth, the NBA’s presentation of this competence was far more of a fascinating revelation for Earvin Sr., who had been raised in the harshly enforced racial caste system of Mississippi, than it was for his young children. For Earvin Sr., a man who took everything in life in measured silence, a man who had come of age in the early 1950s as his home state ran through one spasm after another of violence against Black males, Sunday afternoons offered a moment, seemingly innocent and nonchalant, flickering on a black-and-white TV screen, one that few in America could articulate or describe at the time, but it was clearly a moment that quietly reached deep into hearts in the Johnson household and far beyond.

Down on Main Street

As the childhood years passed, they brought with them an unspoken acknowledgment of the status of Earvin Jr., which, among a number of things, led to the terms of endearment accorded him early in life. Being a junior, he was soon called Junebug or EJ or just E, or Junior, each name a layer of meaning and identity for his young persona and certainly critical practice for the day when he would have to manage being both Earvin and his alter ego, Magic. His would prove to be a life with an array of fashionable and fun nicknames.

Having been properly instructed by his father, it wouldn’t take long for his basketball-crazy world to come fully alive, never mind the forecast, just shovel the snow off the court.

And then when the weather broke?

The light could flash so harshly on those bright, warm Michigan days, as if the sun itself knew the time was short so it had to cram as much intensity as possible into each moment, with skies so blue and clear it seemed many days like they were wrapped in cellophane. All across his neighborhood there came to be a sense that no one rolled through these blessed days quite like young Earvin, his high right-handed dribble pinging off the sidewalk everywhere he went, even on errands to the store, never mind the bag of groceries carefully balanced on his left arm or the uneven nature of the concrete sidewalks and pavement that defined his world around the family’s yellow three-bedroom, one-bath house on Middle Street, not far from where Earvin Sr. endured long shifts at the plant pounding out Oldsmobile bodies each night in the ”grinding boot,” where he worked as a spot welder with sparks flying.

Although the true impact would come much later, when his children had time to contemplate it, the father’s example had already begun to frame the lives of each of his offspring, his long hours at work in the plant, the burn holes in his clothes and other evidence of the intensely physical nature of his employment, the second efforts he made at extra part-time jobs and then starting his own trash-hauling business, his utter exhaustion arriving home in the wee hours, often falling asleep in the tub at the end of another long run. Then rising each morning to haul trash, relieved a bit by a three-hour break before heading into the plant at three for another long shift. And if providence somehow ever allowed a day off, good luck trying to sleep in a bit on mornings with the young, energetic brood bouncing around the household and fighting over use of the single toilet.

“Hardworking family, a big family,” recalled Greg Eaton. “I think there was seven in the family, three boys and four girls. His dad worked at the Fisher Body plant and worked on the line and they had a truck to pick up rubbish, which Earvin worked on too and the boys worked on.”

Johnson would later share that memory with George Fox, his high school coach: “So, he’d go around to different places and pick up their trash and haul it off to the trash dump. Earvin was telling us one time, when we got to talking about how hard he works and everything, and Earvin told us, ‘When I was a little guy, I used to ride around on my dad’s pickup, and we’d haul trash. One day I picked up this barrel and dumped the goods out of it, and my dad was in the truck and he looked back. And he says, “Earvin are you finished with that barrel?” ’ Earvin told his father yes. And then he recalled, ‘My dad says to me, “Earvin, we don’t leave property looking like that. You go back over there and you pick up that trash and all that stuff laying around where that barrel is sitting.” He made me go back over there and pick up every piece. That’s the first and last time he ever had to tell me that.’ Earvin said that carried over every day in his work life. Don’t do the job halfway; do it right. And Earvin told us that was the most basic thing anybody ever taught him.”

The father often backed up each lesson with his own pithy saying about work ethic and embracing personal responsibility. “You got a choice,” Earvin Sr. was known to say. “You either root and be a hog, or you die a pig.”

His determination to work and work and work some more had almost killed him by the time the younger Earvin was twelve. No matter how much it hurt, the father was intent on ignoring the pain in his side, until he almost died from a burst appendix, just as he ignored the blurred vision and dramatic weight loss and constant urination, all because he was trying to get in as many hours as possible at the auto body plant—until he was diagnosed with diabetes. His thought never seemed to be for himself but only for what he could do to provide for his family.

“He always hoped we’d do something in life, you know,” the son would say of the father. “He didn’t want me to ever join him, hammering them bodies. He wanted something better for me.”

These lessons and sacrifices of the father soon were burned indelibly into family memory, as were Christine’s efforts to raise and manage and direct her handsome troop through the constantly shifting stages of seven different childhoods (a number that jumped to ten whenever Earvin Sr.’s three children from a previous relationship came to stay in the household). And that was before all the children turned school age and Christine added the job of school custodian and then cafeteria worker to her impossible household schedule.

Each day was a nonstop whirlwind, the comprehension of which could easily overwhelm either parent even later when they had pause to look back on it, the thought of all of them crammed into the cramped frame house with its one bathroom (as Earvin Jr. recalled, you learned at a young age to take care of business quickly on busy mornings).

The parents’ diligence and sacrifice registered not just with the family but with the entire community as something to behold. “When you work that hard and you have that many kids and raise them, and all of them came out great …” Greg Eaton offered. “That takes a heck of a man, it takes a heck of a marriage with him and his wife and their faith in God.”

The house may have been impossibly crowded, the days a blur of activity, but beneath all of the chaos and motion sat a rock-solid platform.

For the parents the only respite in these double-shift lives came on Sundays, and that only after putting in their time at Lansing’s Union Missionary Baptist Church, where the services refilled their tanks and recharged their emotional batteries with the faith that made the whole thing happen in the first place.

Eaton, who would go on to become an immensely successful businessman and community pillar in Lansing, got a view of the Johnson operation through his work at the Fisher Body plant with Earvin Sr.

“When I went into the plant, I was just eighteen and we always talked sports,” Eaton recalled.

Johnson, who rarely revealed much to anyone he met, opened up about his own days playing the game in Mississippi. “We talked sports all the time. We went to games. He liked basketball, but he liked all sports.”

And Earvin Sr. loved cars, loved Oldsmobiles, loved making them despite the challenges and pressures of feeding his family with what amounted to double shifts five or six days a week, all of it undertaken for that pleasure of a little personal time on Sunday afternoons.

It stood to reason that young Earvin, the namesake with a heart so obviously full, would hasten out into the world eager to do his father’s bidding, and not in a small way.

The family movie camera seldom found Junebug in those days as the 1960s unfolded, but when it did, he knew how to find it back, directing his profoundly happy gaze into the lens, the smile deepening as he proudly stretched out the dribble high and then low, his tail dropped in a stoop, his head up as he let the ball rise again and then fall, his personal yo-yo. And then he was off once more, with neighbors fussing at the eternal annoying thump of the rubber ball when he was up and out early in the morning, headed out to the courts at nearby Main Street School, where he would often spend his summer days lost in the game and deliriously happy about it, breaking only to go home for a quick lunch and then back at it, again and again and again, his young life seemingly one with the ball.

“People thought I was crazy,” Johnson would say, looking back. “They really, seriously did. It would be 7:30 and they’d be going to work, and they’d say, ‘There’s that crazy Junebug, hoopin’.’ ”

“It was always basketball, basketball, day and night,” his father once explained. “We never had to worry about his whereabouts, just go to Main Street School and he’d be there with his buddies.”

“I’ve had a basketball in my hands since I was seven years old,” Johnson would say at age sixteen. “My dad played in Mississippi and my two uncles were good. I guess they started me out.”

Being a large child had its challenges, but you couldn’t tell it from his class picture, with Earvin standing in the back row with his broad smile revealing a missing tooth. “I was big for my age, even then,” Johnson once remembered. “But I still wanted to play with kids my own age.”

He did a lot of watching in third and fourth grade as the older players in school went at it on the court. “When the older kids would leave the playground, I’d go out and try to imitate what I’d seen them do,” he once told sportswriter Fred Stabley. “Pretty soon they were pushing me into the games.”

He cited two older boys, Charlie Ford and Bob Riddle, as being the lead culprits to get him to join their games because of his size. “They dragged me out on the court with the older kids,” he recalled. “I was scared to death. They’d just play and beat on me all the time and make me cry.”

It was an odd reaction, considering he had older brothers, but the pattern had been established for his formative years—always playing against older, better talent at virtually each stage of his development.

“I got beat up pretty good, but I learned,” Johnson once explained.

The school’s playground was hard by the busy roadway, and the atmosphere included the seemingly constant roar of trucks rolling down nearby I-496, the Lansing State Journal would later report. “A cracked asphalt basketball court not much bigger than a patio. The nets sagged, the rims wobbled and a bad pass meant you’d be dancing with traffic passing by the Main Street School.”

On some occasions, Earvin Sr. found a little time to slip away there for a game of one-on-one, his son once recalled. “I’d never beat him. … Look, he taught me a valuable lesson: Don’t play your father! ’Cause … it’s no fouls unless he calls them. And he’s got all the tricks—holding you with one arm, then shooting with the other one. He’ll hit you, then shoot, then foul on you. But I’ll tell you what, I loved him for it, because that made me tough. I knew I couldn’t beat him crying and whining, and that was his whole purpose.”

Junebug could also coax brother Larry or even Quincy or younger sister Evelyn there to play, and that was what passersby from the neighborhood would often see, Earvin and brother Larry going at each other. Yet if one of his siblings wasn’t available, it didn’t matter.

“When I was a kid, I would play myself, one on one, full court during the summer,” Johnson explained.

His world came fully alive for the 1966–67 NBA season when the family watched rookie guard Dave Bing breathe life into the moribund Detroit Pistons. Earvin, like all the other boys, wanted to be somebody on the court down on Main Street.

“I’d be Dave Bing on Detroit and then maybe Wilt on the Lakers,” he recalled. “I’d be saying to myself, ‘Here comes Dave. He shoots the jumper. Good!’ Then I’d be Wilt and, ‘There he goes with the finger roll. Yeah!’ I’d always hit the last shot for the team I wanted to win. It helped me learn a lot of different things. How to dribble and rebound and shoot the ball. I’d watch a game on TV and I couldn’t wait to try new things out.”

“He liked Wilt, you know,” his father recalled of his son’s grade school days. “Wilt was who he wanted to be.” Wilt, the tallest, most powerful and dominant figure in the world of the basketball gods on TV.

Main Street School wasn’t just Johnson’s basketball court. It was the place where he first engaged with the world, as both the school and Lansing in general offered him fascinating opportunities as the 1960s wore on.

Eaton himself was half of a pair of older mentors, who soon caught young Earvin’s eye due to the example they set as aspiring young businessmen and community figures.

Johnson also met the other half of that duo of young Black businessmen, Joel Ferguson, at Main Street School. In time, Ferguson would go on to become a prominent civic leader in Lansing and a longtime trustee at Michigan State University. But back then, in the 1960s, he was merely the young man in charge of the playground and summer activities at Main Street School.

“That’s where Earvin learned to play basketball,” Ferguson said proudly in 2020.

The circumstances sound almost made-up, as if someone might be trying to concoct in retrospect a seemingly perfect, revisionist youth for Earvin Johnson, but closer examination confirms that his formative years were amazingly organic, from Main Street School to his many hours at the local Boys Club.

They weren’t drama-free, however, nor short on good fortune. At age nine he nearly drowned until a lifeguard pulled him unconscious from a swimming pool, an incident that left him with a lifelong fear of wading beyond waist deep in any water.

Yet beyond that, most of the contrary incidents in his young life seemed mild and familiar. His father, for example, once discovered Junebug had pilfered some candy from a nearby store, paddled him, and sent him back to confess his crime. And as Earvin moved into adolescence he became practiced in the art of slipping away from his lawn-mowing chores to play yet more basketball, the typical deception of youth.

Both mother and father frequently declared over the years that their son hardly ever gave them any trouble or concern, so much so that Johnson sometimes seemed too good.

“He wasn’t perfect,” Charles Tucker would offer, but it would be hard to prove it from the recollections of Tucker himself and many others from Lansing who witnessed the era.

Early in his grade school experience he encountered his first true rival, Jay Vincent, a large child in his own grade in a school from the east side of Lansing, presaging Johnson’s career blessed by a run of extraordinary competitive relationships, from Larry Bird to Isiah Thomas to Michael Jordan. But after his own brothers, the first rival was the tall boy from across town.

“I met Earvin Johnson way back in third grade,” Vincent recalled in a 2019 interview. “He was playing for Main Street. He was nine years old and I was nine years old. I was playing for Holmes Street, and they came over and they played us in a game, which I still tell to this day. We ended up winning the game by one point and then Magic went over there and talked to the scorekeeper, and just like that, it was a magic trick or something. Because they changed the score and they won. So I tell that story all the time. We just laugh about it and laugh about it. But that happened before he was Magic, he did that magic trick.”

Those early contests proved to be a preview, in small scale, of a rivalry that would carry through high school, right up to the point they became college teammates.

In third grade, Junebug was already showing a penchant for peeling the rebound off the boards and heading upcourt, Vincent recalled. “We were about the same height. We were pretty young, almost nine years old, maybe a little bit under five foot. We were pretty tall for our age. But he was a really skinny guy. I always had more meat than he had, you know.”

Taken together, these things reinforced the fact that, more than anything, Main Street was the place where he began to display character and deep emotional intelligence and cunning, traits that came back again and again to his mother in narrative, just about everywhere she would go in Lansing.

Christine Johnson recalled running into one of Earvin’s grade school teachers in 1992 who had a tale about his time in a class that had descended into mayhem. “She laughed and started telling me a story about him,” the mother recalled. “It was the first day of school in her first year of
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