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hree teams dominated the ."! ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωψπȭÓ: the Los Angeles Lakers, Boston Celtics 

and Philadelphia 76ers. They combined to win nine championships and appeared in 

the NBA Finals sixteen times during the decade. Their power was at its peak during 

the first eight years of that period; the three franchises combined to win every championship, 

and with the exception of the Houston Rockets in 1981 and 1986, no other team reached the 

&ÉÎÁÌÓȢ 4Ï ÍÅȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÅÉÇÈÔ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ȰψπÓ %ÒÁȱȡ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ,ÁËÅÒÓȭ selection of 

Magic Johnson in the June 1979 draft, and ending with their defeat of the Celtics in the 1987 

Finals. 

 

ÎÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ Á ÂÏÏË ÃÏÍÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÁÎÙ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ȰÂÏÒÒÏ×ÉÎÇȱ 

a general concept from a book that is already on the shelves. In 1987 I bought Forty-Eight 

Minutes by Bob Ryan and Terry Pluto; iÔ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ Á ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ ȰÎÉÇÈÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ."!ȱ ÂÙ 

using a January 1987 game between the Celtics and the Cleveland Cavaliers as a backdrop. It 

was not until years later, after reading and enjoying the book several times, that I found a 

ÃÏÐÙ ÏÆ $ÁÎÉÅÌ /ËÒÅÎÔȭÓ Nine Innings, published in 1985, which explained ÔÈÅ ȰÁÎÁÔÏÍÙ ÏÆ 

ÂÁÓÅÂÁÌÌȱ ÂÙ ÄÉÓÓÅÃÔÉÎÇ Á June 1982 game between the Milwaukee Brewers and the Baltimore 

Orioles. Some ideas are worth emulating. 

 This book also has a high-ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÆÏÒÅÒÕÎÎÅÒȢ 2ÏÇÅÒ +ÁÈÎȭÓ The Era: 1947-1957, When the 

Yankees, the Giants, and the Dodgers Ruled the World, is also the story of three teams and their 

dominance of a decade. Our perspectives are much differentɂKahn was a New York 

sportswriter during his Era and thus has intimate knowledge of his subject, while I was a 

young Celtics fan in Rhode Island during my Era and have had to rely on my childhood 

memories and the writings of othersɂbut our nostalgia for the events that took place and 

our interest in writing about them is similar. Kahn opened his book by remarking that the 

ÙÅÁÒÓ ρωτχ ÔÏ ρωυχ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÅØÃÉÔÉÎÇ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 

ÓÐÏÒÔȱ; I would argue that the years 1979 to 1987 were the most exciting years in the history 

T 
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of the NBA, and second in importance only to the Bill Russell Era which transformed the game 

from a floor-bound, white-dominated sport into the fast-paced, integrated NBA that laid the 

foundation for the game we still enjoy today. This is not to say that the 80s Era was perfect. 

The NBA endured some significant problems in this period, including: recreational drug use 

that ended the careers of many players prematurely, tape delayed television coverage, 

especially in the early years, and the shaky financial status of many franchises even after 

Larry Bird and Magic Johnson began suiting up. However, the NBA did set a league attendance 

record during the 1979-80 season, and CBS reported that ratings were up by fourteen 

percentɂsigns that the tide was turning. 

 /ÎÅ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ %ÒÁÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ρωυπȭÓ ÂÁÓeball the spotlight was 

focused on three teams that all played in the same city, while in the 80s Era the three kingpins 

were spread from coast-to-coast. But the level of dominance was similar. 

 

80s Era Lakers, Celtics and 76ers  

 

Season Champion Lost in Finals Lost C. Finals Lost C. Finals  

1979-80 Lakers 76ers SuperSonics Celtics  

1980-81 Celtics Rockets 76ers Kings  

1981-82 Lakers 76ers Spurs Celtics  

1982-83 76ers Lakers Bucks Spurs  

1983-84 Celtics Lakers Bucks Suns  

1984-85 Lakers Celtics Nuggets 76ers  

1985-86 Celtics Rockets Bucks Lakers  

1986-87 Lakers Celtics SuperSonics Pistons  

 

 

The Era Yankees, Giants and Dodgers 

 

Season Champion Runner-up 

1947 Yankees Dodgers 

1948 Indians Braves 

1949 Yankees Dodgers 

1950 Yankees Phillies 

1951 Yankees Giants 
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1952 Yankees Dodgers 

1953 Yankees Dodgers 

1954 Giants Indians 

1955 Dodgers Yankees 

1956 Yankees Dodgers 

1957 Braves Yankees 

 

 

In the 80s Era, three teams combined to win eight of eight championships and fourteen out 

of sixteen possible appearances in the Finals. In the 1947-1957 Era, three teams collected 

nine of eleven championships and seventeen out of twenty-two World Series berths. 

 

he rivalry between the Celtics and Lakers stretches back to 1959, when Boston and 

Minneapolis squared off in the Finals for the first playoff meeting between the two 

franchises. Bill Russell and the Celtics swept rookie Elgin Baylor and the Lakers in four games. 

It was a meeting of old and new dynasties. The Lakers had won an NBL title in 1948 and five 

NBA championships over the next six years in the pre-shot clock era with George Mikan at 

center.  The Celtics had won their first championship in 1957, lost in the Finals the next year 

after Russell suffered an ankle injury, and in 1959 began a streak of eight titles in a row. From 

1959 through 1969, the Celtics played the Lakers, who moved to Los Angeles in 1960, in the 

Finals seven times and won every series.  

 "ÏÓÔÏÎȭÓ ÂÁÓËÅÔÂÁÌÌ ÒÉÖÁÌÒÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ 0ÈÉÌÁÄÅÌÐÈÉÁ also began in 1959, with the pro 

debut of Wilt Chamberlain that fall. The competition between Russell and Chamberlain was 

an instant sensation, and persevered as Wilt traveled between three different franchises. But 

in 1959 the 76ers did not yet exist. Chamberlain began his career with the Philadelphia 

Warriors, who lost to the Celtics in the Eastern Finals in both 1960 and 1962. The Warriors 

moved to San Francisco after the latter series, and a year later, Irv Kosloff and Ike Richman 

bought the Syracuse Nationals and moved them to Philadelphia, where they were re-

christened as the 76ers. In January 1965, the 76ers traded for Chamberlain, who made a 

triumphant return to the city. With Wilt in the fold, Philadelphia reached the Eastern Finals 

four years in a row, and won the NBA championship in 1967. But Chamberlain wore out his 

welcome with Sixers management, and in July 1968 he was traded to the Lakers to join Baylor 

and Jerry West who had been defeated by the Celtics in the Finals the previous spring. The 

Lakers reached the Finals again that season but met the same fate, a loss to the Celtics, this 

time in seven games. Overall, the three teams faced each other in the playoffs nine times in 

the ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωφπȭÓȟ ÁÎÄ made the playoffs every year from 1964 through 1969. 

T 
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ρωφπȭÓ The Rivalry  

 
 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
Boston Champions Champions Champions East Finals Champions Champions 
Los Angeles First round Finals Finals First round Finals Finals 
Philadelphia First round East Finals East Finals Champions East Finals First round 

Note:  Table lists how far team advanced in playoffs; for example, the 1964 Lakers and 76ers both lost in the first 
round.  

 
Season BOS LA PHI Playoff Results 

1964-65 62-18 49-31 40-40 
East Finals: Boston def. Philadelphia 4-3 
Finals: Boston def. Los Angeles 4-1 

1965-66 54-26 45-35 55-25 
East Finals: Boston def. Philadelphia 4-1 
Finals: Boston def. Los Angeles 4-3 

1966-67 60-21 36-45 68-13 East Finals: Philadelphia def. Boston 4-1 

1967-68 54-28 52-30 62-20 
East Finals: Boston def. Philadelphia 4-3 
Finals: Boston def. Los Angeles 4-2 

1968-69 48-34 55-27 55-27 
East Semifinals: Boston def. Philadelphia 4 -1 
Finals: Boston def. Los Angeles 4-3 

 
 Success came less frequently for the three franchises in the next decade. Expansion had 

reduced the odds of all three clubs being good at the same time; in 1965 the NBA was a nine-

team circuit, but by 1975 the league had doubled in size to eighteen teams, and the merger 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ !"! ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÁÄÄ ÆÏÕÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÌÕÂÓȢ 3ÔÉÌÌȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÒÅÍÁÒËÁÂÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ρωχπȭÓ ÁÌÌ 

three teams made the playoffs in the same season only once, in 1977. That was also the only 

year that featured a playoff series between the rivals, as Philadelphia defeated Boston in the 

Eastern Conference Semifinals in seven games to end the Celtics one-year reign as champions. 

 

ρωχπȭÓ The Rivalry  (?) 

 

 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 

BOS   
East 

Finals 
East 

Finals 
Champ 

 
East 

Finals 
Champ 

 
Semi-
finals 

  

LA Finals 
 

West 
Finals 

Champ 
 

Finals 
 

First 
round 

  
West 
Finals 

First 
round 

Semi-
finals 

PHI First 
round 

First 
round 

    
First 

round 
Finals 

 
East 

Finals 
Semi-
finals 

Note: Blank indicates team missed playoffs.  

 

 In the 80s Era these dormant rivalries re-emerged. By 1984 former players K.C. Jones, 

Billy Cunningham and Pat Riley were the head coaches, and throughout this period the men 

in charge of the front office of each team had had long-time associations with their respective 
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franchises (Red Auerbach, Jerry West/Bill Sharman, Pat Williams), which added some extra 

spice to their encounters. Not only did the three teams win all eight championships, they each 

made the playoffs every year, and faced each other in the playoffs ten times, all while playing 

in a 22- or 23-team league that had enacted new rules, such as free agency, and in 1983, a 

salary cap, that increasingly favored parity over continued success. 
 
80s Era The Rivalry  
 

Season BOS LA PHI Playoff Results 

1979-80 61-21 60-22 59-23 
East Finals: Philadelphia def. Boston 4-1 
Finals: Los Angeles def. Philadelphia 4 -2 

1980-81 62-20 54-28 62-20 East Finals: Boston def. Philadelphia 4-3 

1981-82 63-19 57-25 58-24 
East Finals: Philadelphia def. Boston 4 -3 
Finals: Los Angeles def. Philadelphia 4-2 

1982-83 56-26 58-24 65-17 Finals: Philadelphia def. Los Angeles 4-0 

1983-84 62-20 54-28 52-30 Finals: Boston def. Los Angeles 4-3 

1984-85 63-19 62-20 58-24 
East Finals: Boston def. Philadelphia 4-1 
Finals: Los Angeles def. Boston 4-2 

1985-86 67-15 62-20 54-28  

1986-87 59-23 65-17 45-37 Finals: Los Angeles def. Boston 4-2 

 

 The level of concentration of dominance in the 80s Era was not entirely unprecedented, 

but consider that in the previous eight years, 1972 through 1979, seven different teams won 

championships, and only the Washington Bullets reached the Finals more than twice. You 

would have to go back to the Russell Era, when the Celtics won eight championships in a row, 

and defeated the Lakers five times and the Hawks twice (for a total of fifteen Finals 

appearances between these three teams), to find another such eight-year spanɂand that was 

in an eight- or nine-team league. But the Celtics, Lakers and 76ers did dominate in the 80s 

Era, and were regularly at the top of the regular season standings as well: 

 

80s Era Regular Season Winning Percentages 

 
Team W L Pct.  
Boston Celtics 641 244 .724 
Los Angeles Lakers 634 248 .719 
Philadelphia 76ers 552 289 .656 
Milwaukee Bucks 512 310 .623 
Portland Trail Blazers 417 360 .537 
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Atlanta  Hawks 415 368 .530 
Denver Nuggets 410 383 .517 
Phoenix Suns 402 381 .513 
Seattle SuperSonics 398 389 .506 
Detroit  Pistons 392 402 .494 
San Antonio Spurs 382 397 .490 
Dallas Mavericks 341 360 .486 
Houston Rockets 393 415 .486 
Washington Bullets 366 402 .477 
Utah Jazz 344 435 .442 
New York Knicks 331 431 .434 
KC-Sacramento Kings 329 433 .432 
Chicago Bulls 329 435 .431 
New Jersey Nets 325 434 .428 
Golden State Warriors 293 455 .392 
Indiana Pacers 290 454 .390 
Cleveland Cavaliers 272 475 .364 
SD-Los Angeles Clippers 235 503 .318 

 

The Celtics, Lakers and 76ers also dominated individual awards from 1980 through 1987: 
 
 

 

MVPs 
 
 

All-NBA 
First Team 

 
 

All-NBA 
Second Team 

 
 

All-Stars 
 
 
 

 

 

Legend: Boston / Los Angeles / Philadelphia  

 

he 80s Era also saw the NBA rise from a chaotic struggle with the ABA in the ρωχπȭÓ, as 

the subsequent merger and the dawn of (limite d) free agency dramatically reshaped the 

process of building and maintaining a championship team. The arrival of Larry Bird and Magic 

Johnson, and their fortunate placement with two of ÔÈÅ ."!ȭÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÃ ÆÒÁÎÃÈÉÓÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÏÎÅ 

T 
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factor. The growth of cable television, which brought increased coverage and millions of 

dollars in rights fees, was another. But the style of play, wide-open, fast-break basketball 

inspired by Magic and the Lakers, and complimented by the half-court, physically intense 

brand of basketball more commonly seen in the Eastern Conference and throughout the 

playoffs, created a game that was truly fun to watch. Bird and Magic were the centerpieces, 

seemingly able to do it all: score, rebound effectively, and ignite the fast break or find the 

open man in the half-court game with a sizzling pass. The rivalries between these three 

teamsɂCeltics, 76ers, Lakers; your favorite team was always listed first when you recited 

their namesɂraised the level of play even higher. The 76ers peaked in the first half of the 80s 

Era, playing the Celtics three years in a row in the Eastern Conference Finals, while the Lakers 

were dominant throughout, facing the 76ers in three bruising matchups in the Finals followed 

by three classics against the Celtics. 

 Bird and Magic also fit seamlessly into their surroundings, just as Julius Erving and Billy 

Cunningham, and later, the physically imposing Moses Malone, were tailor -made for the 

blood-ÒÅÄ Ȱ3ÉØÅÒÓȱ ÕÎÉÆÏÒÍÓ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÒÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÁÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÌÕÅ ÃÏÌÌÁÒ "ÉÒÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ boy who 

shied away from publicity, and who focused on his game with a fierce determination befitting 

the decades of legends who had worn the Celtics simple green-and-white uniforms on the 

bruised and battered Boston Garden parquet inside a gritty, pre-Depression-era building. 

And the ever-ebullient Magic, whose name alone drew attention, just as hard-working as Bird 

(and from a similar blue collar background) but appearing to have a lot more fun, surrounded 

by movie stars, Laker Girls, and plenty of splasheÓ ÏÆ ÐÕÒÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÌÄȢ 4ÈÅ ,ÁËÅÒÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ 

play in an arena, they took the court at the Forum, the Fabulous Forum, ringed by eighty 

Roman columns and filled with so many amenities by then-owner Jack Kent Cooke (who 

ÄÉÓÌÉËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȰÐÕÒÐÌÅȱ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ he decreed that the teamȭÓ ÃÏÌÏÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ Ȱ&ÏÒÕÍ "ÌÕÅ 

ÁÎÄ 'ÏÌÄȱɊ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÃÏÓÔ σσ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ ÔÈÁÎ 0ÈÉÌÁÄÅÌÐÈÉÁȭÓ 3ÐÅÃÔÒÕÍȟ 

which also opened in 1967. The Garden was surrounded by other buildings, utilitarian train 

tr acks, and elevated highway lanes. The Forum had trees and plentiful parking on a spacious 

twenty-nine-and-a-half acre site under the Inglewood, California sun. "ÉÒÄ ÁÎÄ -ÁÇÉÃȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

appearances on the cover of Sports Illustrated played off their respective images. In 

November 1977 Bird was photographed with two Indiana State cheerleaders holding a finger 

ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÏÕÔÈÓ ÍÁËÉÎÇ Ȱ3ÈÈÈȦȱ ÇÅÓÔÕÒÅÓȟ ÑÕÉÅÔÌÙ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ "ÉÒÄ ×ÁÓ Ȱ#ÏÌÌÅÇÅ 

"ÁÓËÅÔÂÁÌÌȭÓ 3ÅÃÒÅÔ 7ÅÁÐÏÎȱȠ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÌÁÔÅÒȟ -ÁÇÉÃ ×ÁÓ ÓÈÏ×Î on the cover making a reverse 

layup while wearing a large smile and a tuxedo, complete with top hat. 

 A central debate of the 80s Era was who was better, Bird or Magic? (The 80s equivalent 

ÏÆ Ȱ-ÉÃËÅÙȟ 7ÉÌÌÉÅ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ $ÕËÅȩȱɊ Bird was better at his peak, and within the eight years of the 

80s Era was the more decorated athleÔÅȟ ÂÕÔ -ÁÇÉÃȭÓ ÏÖÅÒÁÌÌ ÒÅÓÕÍÅ ×Ás better. Part of this 

can be explained by their age difference. Both entered the NBA in 1979, but Bird had 

essentially been in college for five years counting his brief stay at Indiana University , while 
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Magic left Michigan State after his sophomore season. However, Bird suffered from more 

injuries late in his career, and was never the same after missing most of the 1988-89 season 

due to double heel spur surgery, along with a congenital back condition that continued to 

ÄÅÔÅÒÉÏÒÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωωπȭÓȢ -ÁÇÉÃȭÓ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÃÕÔ Óhort because he contracted HIV. It is ironic 

that for both players, their off-court lifestyle directly contributed to the demise of their 

ÂÁÓËÅÔÂÁÌÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ "ÉÒÄȭÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÒÏÕble began when he spent a day in the summer of 1985 

shoveling gravel for drainage for the basketball court in his yard (when he certainly had the 

means to pay someone else to do it), and his tendency to get into trouble when he was 

drinking, such as a bar fight earlier that year in Chelsea, Massachusetts during the Eastern 

Conference Finals, did not help his career performance either. It was rumored that one reason 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ #ÅÌÔÉÃÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÏ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÄÅ Á×ÁÙ 2ÉÃË 2ÏÂÅÙ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ "ÉÒÄȭÓ ÂÕÄÄÙ ÏÕÔ 

on the town. But Robey had been traded in 1983, showing that Bird did not need his favorite 

running mate to find trouble. Magic found trouble of a more serious nature while enjoying 

the pleasures that the Los Angeles nightlife offered him.  

 Ultimately, MagiÃȭÓ ÆÉÖÅ ÔÉÔÌÅs (the Lakers won again in 1988) rank him ahead of Bird in 

most ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒÓȭ ÅÙÅÓȟ ÔÈÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÉÓ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÃÁÒÅÆÕÌÌÙȢ 7ÈÁÔ ÉÆ #ÅÄÒÉÃ -ÁØ×ÅÌÌ 

did not tear up his knee in 1985 or Bird avoided injuring his shooting hand in that bar fight? 

The 1985 Finals could have been won by Boston which would even up the number of 

championships for Bird and Magic at four apiece. And perhaps that loss, which would have 

been the Lakers third Finals defeat in a row, would have persuaded Jerry West to break up 

the team (a year later, after losing to the Rockets, the Lakers explored swapping James 

Worthy and Byron Scott for Mark Aguirre and Roy Tarpley) which could have derailed Los 

!ÎÇÅÌÅÓȭÓ 1987 and 1988 title runs? But on the other hand, the Celtics needed a miracle steal 

by Gerald Henderson and two overtime victories to defeat the Lakers in 1984. Using 

championships as the only barometer can allow seemingly random events to become 

ȰÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÉÎÇȱ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓȢ 4ÈÁÔ ÓÁÉÄȟ ÔÏ ÍÅ ɉÁ ÌÉÆÅÌÏÎÇ #ÅÌÔÉÃ ÆÁÎɊ Magic wins out due to his 

longevity, his ability on defenseɂBird usually guarded the least productive frontcourt player 

on the opposing teamɂand the fact that he was much harder for opponents to shutdown than 

Bird was. Put a good defensive forward with decent quickness on Bird (e.g. Robert Reid, 

Michael Cooper, Bobby Jones) and you could hope to contain him. Guarding Magic was so 

ÍÕÃÈ ÈÁÒÄÅÒ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÈÉÓ ÓÉÚÅ ɉφȭψȱɊ ×ÁÓ ÕÎÌÉËÅ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅ ÈÁÄ ÓÅÅÎ ÉÎ Á ÔÒÕÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ 

guard. And perhaps that is the best measuring stick of all. Magic could play three or four 

different positions both offensively and defensively due to his unique skill set; Bird could not. 

 

comment about the selection of 1979 through 1987 as the focus of this book. Declaring 

that the 80s Era began wi th the arrival of Bird and Magic in the 1979-80 season is easy, 

but deciding when the 80s Era concluded is more difficult. 1987 fits best for three reasons. 

First, the Magic-led Lakers and the Bird-led Celtics played their last Finals series against each 

A 
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other that season; the two franchises would not meet again for the championship until 2008. 

(It would be up to the Pistons to face the Lakers in 1988 and 1989.) Second, Michael Jordan 

won his first MVP award in 1988, an early turning ÐÏÉÎÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ*ÏÒÄÁÎ %rÁȱ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ 

precedence. Lastly, it is important to acknowledge the achievements of the 76ers in this 

period; too often the Celtics and Lakers take all of the attention away from the excellent teams 

in Philadelphia that gave both of them all they could handle. The 76ers faded after head coach 

Billy Cunningham resigned following their defeat in the Eastern Conference Finals in 1985, 

and two years later they ×ÅÒÅ ÂÁÒÅÌÙ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÉÎ *ÕÌÉÕÓ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÆÁÒÅ×ÅÌÌ ÓÅÁÓÏÎȢ )Î ρωψψ ÔÈÅÙ 

missed the playoffs for the ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÒÔÅÅÎ ÙÅÁÒÓȠ ÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ψπÓ %ÒÁ ×ÉÔÈ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ 

retirement is a more fitting conclusion. 

 Many books have been written about aspects of the 80Ó %ÒÁȢ 2ÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÆÏÌÌÏ× +ÁÈÎȭÓ 

model of relating first-hand stories which would be impossible for me to replicate, I drew 

inspiration from several other books, including The Football Abstract by Bob Carroll, Pete 

Palmer and John Thorn (1989), The New Bill James Historical Baseball Abstract (2003), The 

Book of Basketball by Bill Simmons (2009), and even the Rotisserie League Baseball annuals 

ÔÈÁÔ $ÁÎÉÅÌ /ËÒÅÎÔ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÅÄÉÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωψπȭÓȢ -Ù ÇÏÁÌ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ Á ÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ×ÈÉÌÅ 

revisiting the 80s Era, focusing on the Celtics, Lakers and 76ers, while using enough tables 

and charts to present supplemental information in unique and thought-provoking ways 

without  overwhelming the reader with pages of basic statistics that are already freely 

available online. 

 

 Enjoy. 



 
 

Chapter One 

 

Flashback: 1974 
 

 

 

areem Abdul-Jabbar sat in front of his locker before Game 7 of the NBA Finals, 

preparing to play the Boston Celtics to settle the championship series. He would face 

an underrated opposing center, a superb all-around forward who could score, pass 

and rebound, and an opposing coach who had been a member of eight world championship 

teams as a player. But Abdul-Jabbar had a Hall of Fame point guard on his side, and along with 

much of his supporting cast, including the head coach, had won a championship before, which 

all provided an extra measure of confidence. 

 The year was 1974. Or was it 1984? 

 One of the great storylines in NBA history is how Kareem Abdul-Jabbar managed to be a 

dominant playoff center for two different teams over a decade apart. Since the NBA began 

awarding a Finals MVP award in 1969, several players have won multiple awards, including 

Magic Johnson and Michael Jordan, who both won their last trophy seven years after their 

first. But Abdul-Jabbar was the Finals MVP in 1971 and again in 1985, fourteen years later. He 

had forced his way from Milwaukee to Los Angeles by then, and had expanded his collection 

of regular season MVP awards, now evenly split between his time with the Bucks (1971, 1972 

and 1974) and the Lakers (1976, 1977 and 1980). Just his longevity was a rarity: Abdul-

Jabbar was one of only eleven players who played in the NBA or ABA in 1974 who was still in 

the NBA in 1985. 

 1974 serves as an interesting prologue for our story about the 80s Era because there are 

so many parallels with 1984 and many entertaining coincidences to consider. 

 

n 1974, the Milwaukee Bucks were finishing up a dominant five year run in which they had 

averaged 60 wins a season. It was an incredible record for an expansion franchise that won 

just 27 games in 1968-69, their debut season. Larry Costello, a former six-time All-Star point 

guard whose playing career had abruptly ended in the fall of 1967 when he ruptured his left 

Achilles tendon while playing for the Philadelphia 76ers, had been the Bucks only head coach 

K 
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in their history. Costello had the good fortune to be in position to draft Lew Alcindor in 1969 

(he would not change his name until 1971) and the addition of the rookie center transformed 

the team into title contenders. The Bucks reached the Eastern Finals in 1970, and then, after 

acquiring Oscar Robertson from the Royals, Milwaukee won the championship in 1971. An 

additional round of expansion and realignment had placed the Bucks in the Western 

Conference, and 1971 was the first of four consecutive Midwest Division titles  for Milwaukee. 

In the 1972 playoffs they lost to the eventual champion Lakers, who had won 69 games that 

season, but the following year they were upset by an inferior Golden State Warriors team in 

the first round after Robertson ruptured an Achilles tendon, providing extra motivation for 

the upcoming campaign. 

 The Boston Celtics had a similar hunger heading into the 1973-74 season. They had won 

68 games the previous year, the most in their storied history, and were on the cusp of 

regaining their perch as NBA champions when John Havlicek suffered a hyperextended 

shoulder injury in Game 3 of the Eastern Conference Finals against the Knicks. Havlicek 

missed the next game, returned to score 18 points in Game 5, but struggled through the rest 

of the series as the Celtics were eliminated in seven games.  

 Both the Bucks and the Celtics cruised to the 1974 Finals. Milwaukee crushed Los Angeles 

in the first round, as Jerry West played in just one game (and scored just four points) due to 

an injury; Lakers backup guard Pat Riley would score 17 points in the finale as the Bucks won 

in five games. A four-game sweep of Chicago put Milwaukee in the Finals. Boston defeated the 

Buffalo Braves in a tougher-than-expected six game series, then got revenge on the Knicks 

with a 4-1 drubbing that included three wins by double-digit margins. 

 

en years later, when the Celtics and Lakers met in the Finals, there were similar feelings 

of unfinished business on both sides. Each team had seen their 1982-83 season end in a 

disappointing playoff sweep: the Celtics lost to the Bucks in the Eastern Conference 

Semifinals, while the Lakers lost to the 76ers in the Finals. Boston and Los Angeles both 

reacted by making a significant trade in the offseason; the Celtics acquired former Finals MVP 

Dennis Johnson while the Lakers picked up rookie Byron Scott in a trade for former All-Star 

Norm Nixon. Just as the 1974 Finals matchup was attractive to fans as a battle of Abdul-Jabbar 

versus a resurgent Celtics team led by their (even younger) undersized center Dave Cowens 

and the veteran John Havlicek, the 1984 Finals were framed as a rematch of the 1979 NCAA 

Championship game: Magic vs. Bird. 

 Comparing the 1974 Celtics with the 1984 Celtics is slightly unfair, given that the 1984 

team had won a title just three years earlier, but consider: 
  

T 
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The Head Coaches 

 

 In 1974 Tom Heinsohn was in his fifth season as the Celtics head coach. Heinsohn had 

worked as a broadcaster for Celtics games on television after his retirement in 1965, while 

continuing to rise through the ranks as an insÕÒÁÎÃÅ ÍÁÎȢ (Å ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ !ÕÅÒÂÁÃÈȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ 

to replace Bill Russell as coach (Frank Ramsey turned down the position, as he had years 

earlier when Auerbach himself stepped down from coaching), but eventually accepted 

(ÅÉÎÓÏÈÎȭÓ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÉal experience in business offset his lack of coaching 

experience. Heinsohn relentlessly pushed his fast-break style on his players, while also taking 

the time to break down films and provide individual instruction to players, all while serving 

as an advocate for the Celtics organization. But he was also known to pick fights with officials 

unnecessarily, indulge in over-analysis, and frustrate players with his substitution patterns 

and his tendency to always get the last word in conversations. Many of these qualities would 

serve Heinsohn well when he eventually returned to the broadcast booth; in 1984 he was 

preparing to serve as color commentator for his first NBA Finals for CBS. 

 K.C. Jones had a much different style and a very different pedigree, aside from the fact 

that he and Heinsohn had both won eight championship rings as Celtics players (Heinsohn 

1957, 59-65; K.C. 1959-66). 1983-84 was his first season as head coach, inheriting a team that 

was tired of ex--ÁÒÉÎÅ "ÉÌÌ &ÉÔÃÈȭÓ ÈÅÁÖÙ-handed style that bordered on the militaristic. Unlike 

Heinsohn, K.C. Jones had paid his coaching dues: unofficial assistant coach for Bill Russell on 

the 1967 Celtics, head coach at Brandeis University for three years from 1968-1970, assistant 

coach at Harvard for one season, assistant to former teammate Bill Sharman with the 

ÃÈÁÍÐÉÏÎ ,ÁËÅÒÓ ÉÎ ρωχςȟ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÁÓ ÈÅÁÄ ÃÏÁÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ !"!ȭÓ 3ÁÎ $ÉÅÇÏ #ÏÎÑÕÉÓÔÁÄÏÒÓȟ ÔÈÅÎ 

ÔÈÒÅÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ."!ȭÓ "ÕÌÌÅÔÓȢ )Î ρωχυ *ÏÎÅÓȭÓ "ÕÌÌÅÔÓ ÄÅÆÅÁÔÅÄ (ÅÉÎÓÏÈÎȭÓ #ÅÌÔÉÃÓ τ-2 in 

the Eastern Conference Finals to eliminate the defending champs. But critics charged that 

assistant Bernie Bickerstaff was the brains of the coaching staff, and Jones was let go a year 

later. He got back into the league during the 1976-77 season when Don Nelson (a member of 

the 1974 Celtics and a former teammate of Jones) was elevated by Milwaukee Bucks general 

manager Wayne Embry to replace Larry Costello as head coach. Nelson needed an assistant, 

so Jones was hired, but when the arrangement did not work out, Jones was again looking for 

a new job.  

 Jones returned to Boston when another former teammate, Satch Sanders, was tapped to 

replace Tom Heinsohn midway through the 1977-78 season. He stayed on as an assistant 

when Sanders was replaced a year later by Cowens in a player-coach role, and then endured 

a difficult relationship with Bill Fitch . Fitch largely ignored him, especially during the 1979-

ψπ ÓÅÁÓÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ &ÉÔÃÈȭÓ ÌÏÎÇ-time assistant Jimmy Rodgers remained behind in Cleveland as 

player personnel director for a year before rejoining Fitch in Boston. 



 Flashback: 1974          15 
 

 Heinsohn had been known as a smart technicianɂthough assistant coach *ÏÈÎ +ÉÌÌÉÌÅÁȭÓ 

scouting reports were essential for game planningɂwhile K.C. Jones would never be given 

credit for strategy, as Rodgers would generally be kÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȱ8-and-/ ÍÁÎȱ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ 

time in Boston. (ÅÉÎÓÏÈÎȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁ ×ÁÓ ÏÕÔÇÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÁÌËÁÔÉÖÅȠ +Ȣ#Ȣ *ÏÎÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÑÕÉÅÔ 

and reserved, surprising people when he occasionally dropped into a local nightclub to sing 

with a jazz band. Heinsohn was more likely to draw technical fouls for berating officials, but 

K.C. Jones could be just as fiery off the court; when Fitch once complained that Jones had 

missed a pre-draft meeting to which he had never been invited, the ensuing argument 

escalated until Jones had to be physically restrained. 

 

The Players 

 

1974 Celtics in the Hall of Fame: Dave Cowens, John Havlicek 

1984 Celtics in the Hall of Fame: Larry Bird, Dennis Johnson, Kevin McHale, Robert Parish 

 

 A comparison of the two rosters starts with these players, the greatest Celtics of the post-

Russell Era. Cowens had won the 1973 MVP, finished a distant fourth in the 1974 voting 

behind Abdul-Jabbar (Havlicek was ninth) and had become surprisingly effective against him 

despite (at least) a five-inch height disaÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅȢ 2ÅÄ !ÕÅÒÂÁÃÈ ÌÁÔÅÒ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ#Ï×ÅÎÓ 

ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÔÏÒÓ ÏÆ ÁÌÌ ÔÉÍÅȢ (Å ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÐÌÁÙ ÔÈÅ ÇÁÍÅȟ ÈÅ attacked ÉÔȢȱ 

And he loved to attack Abdul-Jabbar, driving to the basket to take advantage of his speed or 

remaining outside and shooting jumpers as Abdul-Jabbar preferred to linger closer to the 

basket. *ÁÂÂÁÒ ÈÁÄ ÔÏÒÃÈÅÄ ÔÈÅ #ÅÌÔÉÃÓ ÁÓ Á ÒÏÏËÉÅ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ #Ï×ÅÎÓȭÓ ÁÒÒÉÖÁÌȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒ 

the next two seasons Jabbar frequently had the upper hand, scoring 40 or more points in eight 

of the ten games between the teams, including three 50-point efforts.  But over the next two 

ÓÅÁÓÏÎÓ *ÁÂÂÁÒȭÓ ÈÉÇÈ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ #ÅÌÔÉÃÓ ×ÁÓ 37 points, despite posting season averages that 

were similar to the previous two years, and Cowens would even outscore him at times. In 

Game 7 of the 1974 Finals, Jabbar scored 26 points and added 13 rebounds; Cowens 

countered with 28 points and 14 rebounds. 

 John Havlicek and Larry Bird were both First Team All-NBA selections in their respective 

seasons, but Bird earned his first MVP award in 1984 after three consecutive second-place 

finishes, an award that Havlicek would never win. Havlicek would end his career as the Celtics 

all-time leading scorer, with a longer resume of high-caliber seasons, but in 1984 Bird was 

regularly discussed as the best player in the game and possibly one of the best of all time. 

 The supporting casts were superb, though the 1974 squad suffers in comparison due to 

having played in a period where the ABA was arguably at its strongest and had watered down 

the NBA by taking away several star players. In 1984 McHale came off the bench but played 

more minutes than starter Cedric Maxwell, while Parish was selected to his fourth straight 
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All-Star team that season. The backcourt of Johnson and Gerald Henderson was maligned for 

poor shooting on a team whose frontcourt averaged over seventy-three points a game, while 

their defense went largÅÌÙ ÕÎÎÏÔÉÃÅÄ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ *ÏÈÎÓÏÎȭÓ NBA All-Defensive Second Team nod. 

Similarly, while Jo Jo White ran the break and was the Celtics third-leading scorer in 1974, it 

×ÁÓ $ÏÎ #ÈÁÎÅÙȭÓ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÅ ÁÎÄ 0ÁÕÌ 3ÉÌÁÓȭÓ ÒÅÂÏÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅÌÐÅÄ ÉÇÎÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ "ÏÓÔÏÎ ÏÆÆÅÎÓÅȢ 

Both squads also featured fan favorites who played little but were nonetheless memorable. 

In 1974 it was Hank Finkel, a thin seven-foot center whose attempt to replace Bill Russell led 

to universal mocking by fans five years earlier, but now his hard work as a backup ennobled 

him, earning him ovations from the Garden crowd despite pedestrian statistics (fewer than 

three points and three rebounds a game). Ten years later, it was the towel-waving M.L. Carr, 

who could still play defense and inject energy (or annoyance, depending on your point of 

view) on the court, but whose career was on the downslide. Carr had been the Celtics sixth 

man in 1980, and a starter for part of the 1982 campaign, but was limited to  a handful of 

minutes a night by the start of the 1984 playoffs. 

  

The Finals 

 

 A few coincidences stand out: The 1974 and 1984 Finals both went seven games, both 

were tied after four games (with the road team winning games one and four), and both 

featured a pair of overtime games won by the same team (Bucks in 1974, Celtics in 1984). In 

each series, the Celtics played a team with an ex-Celtic in a prominent front-office role on the 

opposing side: Milwaukee general manager Wayne Embry and Los Angeles team president 

Bill Sharman. In 1974 the Celtics defeated the Bucks and Abdul-Jabbar in the Finals; in 1984 

the Celtics also defeated the Bucks, and Abdul-Jabbar in the Finals, but in separate series, 

avenging their sweep at the hands of Milwaukee the year before by disposing of them in five 

games in the Eastern Conference Finals. 

 Television coverage of the two series was also quite similar. Both were broadcast live in 

their entirety by CBS, including three Sunday afternoon games and four weeknight games in 

prime time. The 1974 series earned a 13.5 rating, higher than the 12.1 posted in 1984, but 

ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ÄÏÕÂÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÔÉÎÇÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ρωχπȭÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωψπȭÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÍÐÔÅÄ #"3 ÔÏ broadcast 

a significant number of Finals and playoffs games on tape delay. (The arrival of Bird and Magic 

did not initially reverse the tape delay trend. CBS continued the practice when the NBA 

decided to move up the start of the 1979-80 and 1980-81 seasons, which resulted in the 

Finals being played in early-to-mid-May, right in the middle of the May sweeps period that 

was critical for setting advertising rates based on network ratings. The NBA then changed 

course and pushed back their opening night; by 1984, the Finals were no longer shown on 

tape delay.) 
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 But most of all, the two series were immediately considered classics and have remained 

highly ranked by basketball experts. Only once in either series did a team win back-to-back 

games (1984 Celtics, Games 4 and 5). In 1974, even with starting shooting guard Lucius Allen 

out due to a freak knee injury suffered in March when he slipped on a warmup jacket while 

chasing a ball that had gone out of bounds, the Bucks were slight favorites; the Lakers were 

favoÒÅÄ ÉÎ ρωψτȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒÅÄ ÐÌÁÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωψτ ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÉÓ +ÅÖÉÎ -Ã(ÁÌÅȭÓ ÃÌÏÔÈÅÓÌÉÎÅ 

of Kurt Rambis in Los Angeles in Game 4, won by Boston to tie the series. The signature 

moment of the 1974 series was a sky hook by Abdul-Jabbar in double-overtime in Game 6, 

also on the road, at the Garden, with three seconds left to give Milwaukee a 102-101 lead; the 

Bucks held on to tie that series. Pat Summerall, calling the game for CBS, said on the air that 

ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ ÓÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÅÖÅÎÔ ÈÅ ÈÁÄ ÅÖÅÒ ÓÅÅÎȱȠ ÐÅÒÈaps he was exaggerating in the heat 

of the moment, but since Summerall had played in the legendary 1958 NFL Championship 

game, he knew greatness when he saw it. 

 Both series were ultimately Boston victories: in 1984, the series ended with a 111-102 

Celtics win at home, while in 1974, they won it on the road, 102-87. The 1974 championship 

×ÁÓ ÒÅÄÅÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÄ !ÕÅÒÂÁÃÈȟ ÁÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÈÉÍ ÔÏ ÒÅÍÏÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÖÅÁÔ ȰÈÅ ÈÁÓÎȭÔ ×ÏÎ Á ÔÉÔÌÅ 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ 2ÕÓÓÅÌÌȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ Òesume, and in his words, served ÁÓ Á ȰÔÕÒÎÉÎÇ ÐÏÉÎÔȱ ÉÎ Celtics 

history. Celtics fans who had grown accustomed to winning the title nearly every year during 

ÔÈÅ ρωφπȭÓȟ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÍ ÈÕÍÂÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ρωχπȭÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ 2ÕÓÓÅÌÌȭÓ ÒÅÔÉÒÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÎÏ× 

knew the pleasure of watching a rebuilt team grow and recapture the crown. A loss in the 

1974 finals might have precipitated !ÕÅÒÂÁÃÈȭÓ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÕÒÅ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωχπȭÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ #ÅÌÔÉÃÓ 

unstable ownership situation led to one unreliable custodian of the franchise after another. 

But that title, along with the subsequent 1976 banner, ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÅÍÅÎÔ !ÕÅÒÂÁÃÈȭÓ ÒÅÐÕÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

as a winner. Auerbach was still with the Celtics in 1984, accepting another championship 

trophy, an accomplishment that was especially rewarding for K.C. Jones and yet another new 

ownership group that had bought the team the previous offseason.  

  

s noted earlier, the NBA had a challenger to contend with in 1974 that was long gone by 

1984. Two days before the Bucks met the Celtics in Milwaukee for Game 7 of the 1974 

Finals, Julius Erving, the reigning ABA MVP, led the New York Nets to their first ABA 

championship with a 111-100 win over the Utah Stars, scoring 20 points and grabbing 16 

rebounds. Unfortunately, not many fans across the country saw his exploitsɂhe averaged 

27.5 points per game in the seriesɂbecause only Game 2 was nationally televised, and that 

Saturday contest was blacked out in New York. It was an example of one of the challenges 

that the ABA faced. Players, coaches and referees who jumped to the ABA knew they would 

be working in obscurity, but were lured by promises of higher pay, or, in the case of Kevin 

Loughery, the coach of the Nets, a better career opportunity. Loughery had suffered a major 

knee injury while playing for the 76ers during their wretched 9-73 season in 1972-73. When 

A 
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owner Irv  Kosloff fired head coach Roy Rubin after a 4-47 start, he asked Loughery to coach 

the team the rest of the season. Kosloff was interested in keeping Loughery on for the 1973-

74 season, but as a player-coach. Loughery felt that coaching would be a full time job, and 

instead took the Nets offer. 

 A decade later, with the NBA-ABA merger in the past, limited free agency providing 

increased rights for players, and a single 23-team league that was gaining financial stability 

with new broadcast and cable television deals, the ."! ×ÁÓ ÒÅÁÄÙ ÔÏ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ Á ÔÒÕÅ ȰÍÁÊÏÒȱ 

league. And it was in this environment that the NBA would flourish in the 80s Era. 



 
 

Chapter Two  

 

Agents of Change 
 

 

 

he NBA-ABA conflict ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρωχπȭÓ allowed the NBA Players Association to gain power, 

and caused owners to lose their iron grip over the rights of players. Increased freedom 

for players meant that teams needed to be more creative to maintain a good team, but 

also provided more options for turning around a losing club. The career paths of the five 

greatest players of the 80s EraɂKareem Abdul-Jabbar, Larry Bird, Julius Erving, Magic 

Johnson and Moses Maloneɂwere all heavily influenced by the changing relationship 

between players and management. 

  

n January 15, 1967 the Los Angeles Lakers visited Detroit and defeated the Pistons 127-

116 in Cobo Arena, as Jerry West outscored rookie Dave Bing 39 to 31. With the victory, 

the Lakers moved into a third-place tie with the Pistons in the Western Division; the two 

teams shared unimpressive 18-27 records, ten-and-a-half games behind the first place San 

Francisco Warriors. For the Pistons this was actually an improvement over recent seasons, 

but for the Lakers, it represented a swift collapse. The previous spring, Los Angeles had 

pushed the Boston Celtics to seven games in the NBA Finals before succumbing. Now, after 

West and Elgin Baylor had both missed time earlier in the season with injuries, the Lakers 

continued weakness at center threatened to ruin this campaign.  

 In 1966 the Lakers had used Leroy Ellis, Darrall Imhoff and Gene Wiley at center. Ellis 

averaged nearly a double-double (12 points, 9 rebounds), but injuries limited Wiley to sixty-

seven games in the regular season and just five minutes in the playoffs. Wiley retired after 

the season, and General Manager Lou Mohs and coach Fred Schaus decided to trade Ellis to 

Baltimore for Jim Barnes, a player with better statistics but already gaining a reputation as a 

habitual underachiever. Imhoff became the starter, but the game against the Pistons was an 

example of why the Lakers were in trouble at the center position. Despite facing a struggling 

Ray Scott (who scored just five points, the fourth time in five games he had been held to single 

T 
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digits) and journeymen Joe Strawder and Reggie Harding, both Imhoff and Barnes had fouled 

out. 

 The next day, the Lakers believed they had ÆÏÕÎÄ Á ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÔÒÁÄÉÎÇ φȭχȱ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ 2ÕÄÙ 

LaRusso, who was just ςω ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÌÄ ÂÕÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ȰÏÎÌÙ Á ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÙÅÁÒÓ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ 

ÒÅÔÉÒÅÍÅÎÔȱ ÂÙ 3ÃÈÁÕÓȢ It was a three-team deal: LaRusso was sent to the Baltimore Bullets, 

who then flipped him to the Pistons for Scott. Meanwhile, Baltimore sent seven-footer Mel 

Counts to the Lakers. Counts was not known as a tough defender, but the Lakers were happy 

to add some size. 

 However, LaRusso refused to accept the trade and retired, citing his family and business 

ties in Los Angeles. Lakers owner Jack Kent Cooke initially suspended LaRusso, and neither 

Counts nor Scott began to play for their new teams. Cooke then tried to rescind the trade, but 

during a five ÈÏÕÒ ."! "ÏÁÒÄ ÏÆ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÏÒÓȭ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÏÎ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ςφȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅ ÒÕÌÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

trade was valid and that LaRusso was a Piston. LaRusso threatened to sue the NBA, but there 

was little he could do. The Pistons now owned his rights, and the ÌÅÁÇÕÅȭÓ ÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÃÌÁÕÓÅ ÍÅÁÎÔ 

that Detroit owned those rights for at least another year. By March, the Board of Governors 

awarded the Pistons the Lakers first-round pick in the 1967 draft as compensation for 

,Á2ÕÓÓÏȭÓ ÒÅÆÕÓÁÌ ÔÏ ÒÅÐÏÒÔȢ 

 The LaRusso case showed the power that the NBA owners, and Commissioner Walter 

Kennedy, had over their players. There had always been exceptions, superstars like Wilt 

Chamberlain, who could force their way to new teams, but the average player had limited 

rights. Now this relationship was about to change. When The Sporting News reported on the 

LaRusso trade in Februrary, they placed the story directly below a larger article ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȱ.Å× 

0ÒÏ #ÁÇÅ ,ÏÏÐ 7ÁÒÍÓ 5Ð ÉÎ ρπ #ÉÔÉÅÓȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÅÒÁÌÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÉÒÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ "ÁÓËÅÔÂÁÌÌ 

Association. In June, San Francisco Warriors star forward Rick Barry signed with the !"!ȭÓ 

Oakland Oaks, and while a judge subsequently ruled that Barry had to sit out the 1967-68 

season until his option clause with San Francisco expired, the Warriors stil l needed a new 

forward. In August, Franklin Mieuli found one: Rudy LaRusso, whom he purchased from the 

Pistons and signed to a new contract. LaRusso had sat out half a season, but he ended up 

playing in California like he wanted, winning an early victory fÏÒ ÐÌÁÙÅÒȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔÓȢ 

 

his incident was just a prelude to the chaos that was to come. From its inception, the ABA 

ÁÇÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÐÕÒÓÕÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÔÏÐ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÐÒÏÓÐÅÃÔÓȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÉØÅÄ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȢ ρωφω ×ÁÓ ÎÏ 

different. In the spring, Commissioner George Mikan and New York Nets owner Arthur Brown 

ÍÁÄÅ Á ÈÁÒÄ ÐÕÓÈ ÔÏ ÓÉÇÎ 5#,!ȭÓ ,Å× !ÌÃÉÎÄÏÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÈÉÇÈÌÙ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÉÁÎ ÉÎ ÙÅÁÒÓȢ 

4ÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ/ÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ +ÉÎÇÆÉÓÈȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÏÒÏÕÇÈÌÙ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ 

young star. Mike Storen was later quoted in the book Loose Balls ÁÓ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȡ Ȱ7Å ÓÔÕÄÉÅÄ ÈÉÓ 

activities at UCLA, talked to people from UCLA and people he knew from New York. We even 

ÈÉÒÅÄ Á ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÄÅÔÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÉÇÁÔÅ ÈÉÍ ÉÎ #ÁÌÉÆÏÒÎÉÁȢȱ It became clear that Alcindor was a 

T 
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serious young man who would make a decision and stick to it; he and representatives were 

not interested in a bidding war. Alcindor, a native New Yorker, wanted to play in New York, 

and had just seen Jets quarterback Joe Namath win a titleɂand the hearts of millions of 

fansɂfor a team in an upstart league. The negotiation process would be simple. The Nets and 

the Milwaukee Bucks, who had the first pick in the NBA draft, would each submit one offer 

and Alcindor would make a decision. But Mikan and Brown stunned their ABA colleagues by 

declining to offer a $1 million bonus that the ÌÅÁÇÕÅȭÓ owners had agreed to; Mikan and Brown 

wrongly assumed, despite the announced ground rules, that the bonus could be put forth as 

part of a second round of negotiations. Alcindor chose to accept the Bucks five-year, $1.4 

million contract offer instead. 

  

he ABA was more successful in its pursuit of Spencer Haywood, who challenged the long-

standing rules that prohibited college underclassmen from turning pro. Haywood had led 

the United States Olympic team to a Gold Medal in 1968 despite a boycott by several black 

stars, including Alcindor. Now, after a spectacular sophomore year (32 points, 22 rebounds 

per game) at the University of Detroit, the Denver Rockets signed him to a three-year, 

$450,000 contract in 1969. To justify the move, the ABA invented a new termɂȰ(ÁÒÄÓÈÉÐ 

#ÁÓÅȱɂto describe players talented enough to play pro ball but too poor to wait for a pro 

contract. However, a year later, Haywood jumped to the NBA, signing with the Seattle 

SuperSonics. This triggered a lawsuit by the NBA against Seattle due to their violation of the 

so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÆÏÕÒ-ÙÅÁÒ ÒÕÌÅȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÐÒÏÈÉÂÉÔÅÄ ÓÉÇÎÉÎÇ ÕÎÄÅÒÃÌÁÓÓÍÅÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÒÕÌÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÔÒÕÃË ÄÏ×Î 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÒÔÓ ÉÎ -ÁÒÃÈ ρωχρ ÊÕÓÔ ÄÁÙÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ ÄÒÁÆÔȢ )Î Á bizarre footnote, the Buffalo 

Braves then selected Haywood in the second round, despite the fact that Haywood had played 

for Seattle in 1970-71 and had a valid long-term contract. Ultimately, Haywood would remain 

with the SuperSonics. 

 The Haywood case was ÆÒÅÓÈ ÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅȭÓ ÍÉÎÄÓ ×ÈÅÎ *ÕÌÉÕÓ %ÒÖÉÎÇ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÄ ÈÉÓ ÊÕÎÉÏÒ 

season at the University of Massachusetts in 1971. Erving was not as widely heralded, but 

had piqued the interest of agent Steve Arnold, who had been employed briefly by the ABA. 

The Nets LÏÕ #ÁÒÎÅÓÅÃÃÁ ÈÁÄ ÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÄÏ×Î ÁÎ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÏÖÅÒÔÕÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÃÁÍÐȟ ÂÕÔ 

Arnold found a willing employer in 6ÉÒÇÉÎÉÁ 3ÑÕÉÒÅÓȭ Ï×ÎÅÒ %ÁÒÌ &ÏÒÅÍÁÎȟ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÄ ÂÏÕÇÈÔ 

the Oakland Oaks two years earlier and moved the club to Washington, D.C., and then to 

VirginiÁ ÁÓ Á ȰÒÅÇÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÒÁÎÃÈÉÓÅȱ ÉÎ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ ÆÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÆÉÔÓȢ  /Î !ÐÒÉÌ τȟ Arnold brokered a 

meeting in Philadelphia between the Squires, represented by Foreman, General Manager 

Johnny Kerr, and head coach Al Bianchi, and Erving, who was accompanied by agent Bob 

7ÏÏÌÆ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÆÏÒÍÅÒ ÈÉÇÈ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÃÏÁÃÈ 2ÁÙ 7ÉÌÓÏÎȢ 7ÏÏÌÆȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÖÉÎÃÅ %ÒÖÉÎÇ 

to stay in school since he had agreed to attend the meeting at the urging of Massachusetts 

head coach Jack Leaman, and because Woolf believed in the four-year rule. As it became clear 

during the daylong negotiations that Erving wanted to sign with Virginia, Woolf arranged 

T 
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ÐÈÏÎÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ ÔÏ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ #ÁÌÌÉÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ."! #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÅÒ 7ÁÌÔÅÒ +ÅÎÎÅÄÙȢ "ÕÔ #ÁÌÌÉÅ 

ÄÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÅÒ ÓÏÎȭÓ ×ÉÓÈÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ +ÅÎÎÅÄÙȭÓ ÐÉÔÃÈɂstay in school and an Alcindor-like 

bidding process between the two leagues would developɂfailed to sway him. Woolf later 

×ÒÏÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ[a]t that time it was scandalous to be involved in any deal in which a young player 

ÊÕÍÐÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÔÅÁÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÓȟȱ but once Erving had made up his mind, Woolf was 

determined to get him a good contract. The next morning, Erving signed a four-year deal 

worth $500,000. 

 Erving averaged 27 points and 15 rebounds as a rookie, and then, knowing that the NBA 

would now consider him eligible since his college class had graduated, hired Irwin Wiener as 

his new agent and demanded a new contract with less deferred money. The result was a year 

of legal maneuvers which pitted Erving against the Squires, and the NBA against two of its 

own teams. The day before the 1972 NBA draft, the Atlanta Hawks signed Erving to a five-

ÙÅÁÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ Á Αςυπȟπππ ÓÉÇÎÉÎÇ ÂÏÎÕÓ ÕÐ ÆÒÏÎÔ ɉÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 3ÑÕÉÒÅÓȭ 

mostly back-loaded deal would eventually pay him). However, the Hawks did not have a first-

round pick that year, while the Bucks had two; general manager Wayne Embry, who had 

played one-on-one games against Erving during a summer camp, eagerly spent his second 

choice, at number eleven, on him. While NBA observers salivated at the possibility of Erving 

joining Lew Alcindor in Milwaukee or Pete Maravich in Atlanta, Foreman and Erving battled 

in court.  

 )ÎÉÔÉÁÌÌÙȟ Á 'ÅÏÒÇÉÁ 3ÕÐÅÒÉÏÒ ÃÏÕÒÔ ÊÕÄÇÅ ÒÕÌÅÄ ÉÎ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÆÁÖÏÒȟ ÁÇÒÅÅÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ ÄÕÂÉÏÕÓ 

claim that Steve Arnold had negotiated hÉÓ 3ÑÕÉÒÅÓȭ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ !ÒÎÏÌÄ ÈÁÄ Á ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔ ÏÆ 

interest with the ABA. Foreman then appealed to Federal District Court. Meanwhile, the 

"ÕÃËÓ ÁÎÄ (Á×ËÓ ÆÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÖÅÒ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ."! ÒÉÇÈÔÓȢ /Î 3ÅÐÔÅÍÂÅÒ ςπȟ ρωχςȟ ÔÈÅ ."! "ÏÁÒÄ ÏÆ 

Governors awarded Erving to the Bucks, but Erving remained with the Hawks and played in 

Ô×Ï ÅØÈÉÂÉÔÉÏÎ ÇÁÍÅÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ !"!ȭÓ +ÅÎÔÕÃËÙ #ÏÌÏÎÅÌÓ ÏÎ 3ÅÐÔÅÍÂÅÒ ςσ ÁÎÄ ςτ ×ÈÉÌÅ 

!ÔÌÁÎÔÁȭÓ ÌÁ×ÙÅÒÓ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÁÎ ÁÎÔÉ-trust suit against Kennedy and the NBA. Kennedy then 

fined the Hawks $50,000 for illegally using Erving in the two exhibition games.  

 Federal District Court Judge Edward .ÅÁÈÅÒ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÅÄ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ 3ÑÕÉÒÅÓȟ 

and on October 19 Erving and Foreman announced that, despite an on-going appeal, Erving 

would return to ÔÈÅ 3ÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÎÉÇÈÔ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ .Å× 9ÏÒË .ÅÔÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÍÉÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÍȭÓ 

ÆÉÒÓÔ ÆÏÕÒ ÇÁÍÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ×ÁÉÔ ÌÏÎÇ ÆÏÒ Á ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎȢ /Î /ÃÔÏÂÅÒ ςτȟ ÔÈÅ 3ÅÃÏÎÄ 

Circuit Court of Appeals sided with Foreman; Erving was declared the property of the Squires 

ÁÎÄ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÓÕÂÍÉÔ ÔÏ ÁÒÂÉÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÖÅÒ ÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔȢ Ȱ) ÁÄÍÉÒÅÄ *ÕÌÉÕÓȭÓ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅȟȱ &ÏÒÅÍÁÎ ÌÁÔÅÒ 

ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ)Î ÅÆÆÅÃÔȟ ÈÅ ÌÏÓÔȢ "ÕÔ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÍÁÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÉÔȣ *ÕÌÉÕÓ ÈÁÄ Á ÇÒÅÁÔ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÙÅÁÒ ÆÏÒ ÕÓ ×ÈÉÌÅ 

his case went to arbitration. The off-the-court stuff never bothered him. He was classy in 

ÅÖÅÒÙ ×ÁÙȢȱ 

 The arbitration case stretched into the summer of 1972, and when Bob Woolf testified 

ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅȟ ÎÏÔ 3ÔÅÖÅ !ÒÎÏÌÄȟ ÈÁÄ ÎÅÇÏÔÉÁÔÅÄ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 3ÑÕÉÒÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÆÅÌÌ ÁÐÁÒÔȢ 
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Foreman had won, but desperate for cash, he traded Erving to the Nets on August 1. Roy Boe 

ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ &ÏÒÅÍÁÎ Αρ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÐÌÕÓ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ #ÁÒÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÅØÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ !"!ȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ 

desirable player and Willie Sojourner. Boe then gave Erving a new five-year, $2 million 

contract, and gave ÔÈÅ (Á×ËÓ ÔÈÅ Αςυπȟπππ ÔÈÅÙ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÁÙ ÏÆÆ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ÓÉÇÎÉÎÇ ÂÏÎÕÓȢ 

Meanwhile, it took nearly three years to settle the dispute between the Hawks and the Bucks. 

On June 5, 1975, the NBA Board of Governors and new cÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÅÒ ,ÁÒÒÙ /ȭ"ÒÉÅÎ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄ 

the Hawks to trade two 1976 second-round picks to the Bucks, and pay $400,000 in finesɂ

Αςυπȟπππ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅ ÁÎÄ Αρυπȟπππ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ "ÕÃËÓȢ -ÉÌ×ÁÕËÅÅ ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÅÄ %ÒÖÉÎÇȭÓ ."! 

rights, but a year later, as part of the NBA-ABA merger, those rights transferred to the Nets. 

 

s more underclassmen were signed by the ABA, it was natural that signing a high school 

player would be the next step. In 1974, tÈÅ 5ÔÁÈ 3ÔÁÒÓ ÄÒÁÆÔÅÄ -ÏÓÅÓ -ÁÌÏÎÅȟ Á φȭρπȱ 

center from Petersburg, Virginia. Four months later, after extensive lobbying efforts by 

assistant coach Larry Creger, the Stars signed Malone to a $3 million contact on the same 

week that he was scheduled to begin classes at the University of Maryland, and two days 

before the September 1 deadline established by the ABA to sign draftees. Had the deadline 

passed, the Stars would have been unable to sign Malone until after his freshman season in 

ÃÏÌÌÅÇÅȢ -ÁÌÏÎÅȭÓ ÈÉÇÈ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÓÔÁÔs were eye-popping (39 points, 26 rebounds and 12 blocks 

a game), but many wondered if a skinny 19-year-old could play professional basketball. 

Malone responded by averaging 18 points and 14 rebounds as a rookie, but then broke his 

right foot during training camp the following October. Before he could recover, the Stars 

folded, and Malone was sold to the Spirits of St. Louis on December 2. 

 Meanwhile, the war between the NBA and ABA had reached a new level of insanity. The 

."! ×ÁÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÎÃÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ Ȱ/ÓÃÁÒ 2ÏÂÅÒÔÓÏÎ ÓÕÉÔ,ȱ which had been filed by the NBA 

Players Association to block a merger of the two leagues, would be settled soon and that a 

merger would follow. It was expected that the settlement would include the legalization of 

ÄÒÁÆÔÉÎÇ ÕÎÄÅÒÃÌÁÓÓÍÅÎȢ 3Ï ÉÎ $ÅÃÅÍÂÅÒ ρωχυȟ ÔÈÅ ."! ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÏÌÄ Á ȰÓÕÐÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

ÄÒÁÆÔȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÖÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÃÌÁÓÓÍÅÎ ×ÈÏ were playing in the ABA but had not yet been drafted 

by the NBA. The draft was originally scheduled for December 9, but was delayed when the 

ABA Players Association filed a request for a temporary injunction. 4ÈÅ !"!0!ȭÓ ÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÅ 

was that the draft would further destabilize the ABA by providing an incentive to the drafted 

players to switch leagues, and that those players deserved to be free agents if a merger 

agreement excluded their particular team. But a Manhattan Federal Court judge eventually 

sided with the NBA, and the draft was held on December 30. Each NBA team that selected a 

player would be required to surrender a draft pick in the corresponding round in the 

upcoming college draft. 
  

A 
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1975  NBA Supplemental Draft  
 

Round Player  ABA Team Drafted by NBA  Team 
1 Moses Malone St. Louis New Orleans 
1 Mark Olberding San Antonio Los Angeles 
2 Mel Bennett Virginia Philadelphia 
3 Skip Wise San Antonio Golden State 
4 Charlie Jordan Indiana Buffalo 

 

The New Orleans Jazz selected Malone, surrendering their first round pick in the 1977 college 

draft, since they had already traded their 1976 first-rounder to Phoenix in a deal for Neal 

Walk back in September. 7ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÓÔÁÒ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÉÎÊÕÒÅÄȟ -ÁÌÏÎÅȭÓ ÁÔÔÏÒÎÅÙ ,ÅÅ &ÅÎÔÒÅÓÓ 

began to negotiate with the Jazz, but by early January those talks ended unsuccessfully.  

 Meanwhile, Malone returned to the Spirits and had a solid season for St. Louis as the ABA 

staggered towards a merger with the NBA after the Oscar Robertson suit was settled in 

February 1976. Four months later, the merger became official during meetings in Hyannis, 

Massachusetts. While four ABA teams were accepted into the NBA, players from the rejected 

franchises in St. Louis, Virginia and Kentucky were dumped into a dispersal draft. The NBA 

teams would draft in the same order as in the college draft, and ABA players with guaranteed 

contracts would still get paid, either by their new NBA team, or by their former ABA clubs. 

But the Jazz had drafted Malone in the supplemental draft, and were still attempting to sign 

ÈÉÍȢ Ȱ)Æ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÃÏÍÅ ÔÏ Á ÄÏÌÌÁÒ ÆÉÇÕÒÅ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÒ ÁÐÁÒÔȟ )ȭÍ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÓÉÇÎ 

-ÏÓÅÓȟȱ 3ÈÅÌÄÏÎ "ÅÙÃÈÏÃË ÏÆ ÔÈÅ *ÁÚÚ ÓÁÉÄȢ Ȱ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ×Å ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÅÁÍ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÉÇÎ 

ÐÌÁÙÅÒÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÒÁÆÔȢȱ "ÕÔ #ÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÅÒ ,ÁÒÒÙ /ȭ"ÒÉÅn abruptly ended those negotiations 

a few days later by saying that Malone was already in the dispersal draft pool as a result of 

the merger agreement, and restored the draft choice that the Jazz had surrendered.  

 The NBA then assigned price tags to the top players in the draft pool, such as Malone 

($350,000) and Artis Gilmore ($1.1 million), to raise money for the league, partly to pay off 

the owners of the former Kentucky Colonels and Spirits of St. Louis who had been shutout of 

the merger. Gilmore went first, to the Bulls, followed by Maurice Lucas, Ron Boone and 

Marvin Barnes. Malone was selected fifth by the Portland Trail Blazers, but the Blazers 

already had Bill Walton and a handful of other talented inside players, including Lucas, who 

Portland had selected using a pick obtained from Atlanta for Geoff Petrie and Steve Hawes. 

Therefore, they were willing to trade Malone; as Blazers executive Harry Glickman told Barry 

McDermott of Sports Illustrated ÉÎ !ÕÇÕÓÔȟ Ȱ7ÅͻÒÅ ÏÐÅÎ ÆÏÒ Á ÄÅÁÌȢ 7ÅͻÄ ÂÅ ÉÄÉÏÔÓ ÉÆ we 

×ÅÒÅÎͻÔȢȱ $ÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÃÁÍÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÌÌ "ÌÁÚÅÒÓ ÈÅÁÄ ÃÏÁÃÈ *ÁÃË 2ÁÍÓÁÙ ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ -ÁÌÏÎÅ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÆÉÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÍȭÓ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ style and Glickman dealt him to Buffalo for their 1978 

first -round pick and $232,000 in cash. Portland went on to win the NBA title that year, led by 

Walton and Lucas, but their return from the  trade was suspect from the beginning; six days 
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after acquiring him, the Braves sent Malone to the Houston Rockets for two first round picks, 

one in 1977 and one in 1978. 

 

rading of first-round picks used to be rare. The practice was originally against NBA rules, 

and just three picks were traded from 1950 through 1969. From 1970 through 1976, the 

usage of picks in trades accelerated and twenty-seven of them were dealt. Now, after the NBA-

ABA merger, first-round picks became active commodities; in 1978 alone sixteen of the 

twenty-two picks changed hands, in twenty-three different transactions. 
 

Year Selections  Traded  Transactions  
1977 22 11 16 
1978 22 16 23 
1979 22 15 21 
1980 23 11 16 
1981 23 11 17 

 

This spike was partly due to a side effect of the settlement of the Robertson suit. The option 

clause was now dead (teams no longer had an automatic one-year option on a player after his 

contract expired) and limited free agency was instituted, but there was a big catch: in order 

to get the merger deal done, NBA Players Association head Jeff Mullins allowed the owners a 

four-year period where teams would be compensated if they lost a free agent. The 

compensation could be negotiated between the two teams or decided by the commissioner. 

Suddenly draft picks became important bargaining chips for free agents; thirteen of the 

selections traded from 1977 through 1980 were part of free agent compensation deals. 

 Four of those picks were exchanged as part of a fateful trade between the New Orleans 

Jazz and the Los Angeles Lakers in the summer of 1976. On July 19 the Jazz signed veteran 

Gail Goodrich from the Lakers.  New Orleans, about to enter just their third year of existence, 

was improving on the basketball court (38-44 in 1975-76) but still suffering financially, 

despite having the sixth-best attendance in the league. Therefore, the Jazz refused to include 

any cash as compensation. Instead, they sent their 1977 and 1979 first-round picks and a 

1980 second rounder to the Lakers; Los Angeles threw in a 1977 second-round pick and 

agreed to swap first rounders in 1978. Incredibly, the Lakers then offered the picks back to 

the Jazz for Sidney Wicks, which Utah declined to accept. Most of the selections ended up 

being forgettable, but two would help change basketball history. 

 

he NBA was continuing to tweak their draft rules. For years, the league had permitted the 

drafting of players who were completing their junior year if their original college class 

was graduating; for example, the Minneapolis Lakers took future Celtics Hall-of-Famer Sam 

Jones in 1956 on that basis. But if the player went back to school, the team lost his rights, 

which is what happened with Jones (Boston would then select him in 1957).  

T 

T 
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 In 1976, as part of the settlement of the Robertson suit, the rule was changed. A team that 

ÄÒÁÆÔÅÄ Á ȰÊÕÎÉÏÒ-ÅÌÉÇÉÂÌÅȱ would now Ï×Î ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÙÅÒȭÓ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ ÄÒÁÆÔȟ 

even if the player went back and played another year of college ball. In Boston, Red Auerbach 

and Jan Volk knew the rule, and knew who they wanted to select: Larry Bird, a junior at 

Indiana State. The Celtics were suffering through one of their worst seasons of AuerbachȭÓ 

tenure in Boston, just two years after winning their thirteenth championship. But in January, 

Auerbach pulled off a deal that significantly impacted the future of the franchise. Unhappy 

with Charlie Scott, Red shipped him off to the Lakers for Kermit Washington (recently 

suspended for nearly killing (ÏÕÓÔÏÎȭÓ 2ÕÄÙ 4ÏÍÊÁÎÏÖÉÃÈ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÖÉÃÉÏÕÓ ÐÕÎÃÈ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÁÄ 

during an on-court brawl), former Celtic Don Chaney, and the 1978 first-round pick that Los 

Angeles had acquired from the Jazz. When the season ended, the Celtics held both the sixth 

(their own) and eighth picks in the first round. 

 Bird was determined to return to Indiana State for his senior season and obtain a degree. 

Head coach Slick Leonard of the Indiana Pacers, who owned the first pick in the draft, did his 

best to change BirdȭÓ ÍÉÎÄȟ ÂÕÔ ×as unsuccessful. The Pacers then dealt their  pick the day 

before the draft to the Portland Trail Blazers for the third selection (acquired in the Malone 

trade) and guard Johnny Davis. Portland general manager Stu Inman had already failed to 

convince Bird to leave school early, and the Trail Blazers, who had failed to repeat as 

champions in 1977-78 when Bill Walton played just 58 games due to foot injuries, were 

looking for immediate help. Portland also had the seventh pick as a result of a trade with the 

SuperSonics back in November that sent Wally Walker to Seattle in exchange for the Detroit 

Pistons first-round pick. The Blazers were prepared to use their later selection to take Bird. 

Ȱ4ÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȟȱ *ÁÎ 6ÏÌË ÌÁÔÅÒ ÔÏÌÄ Boston Globe reporteÒ 0ÅÔÅÒ -ÁÙȟ Ȱ×ÁÓ ÔÏ 

get the better available player at six and go for Larry at eight. But we began to get a real strong 

ÆÅÅÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ 0ÏÒÔÌÁÎÄ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÁËÅ "ÉÒÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÖÅÎÔÈ ÐÉÃËȣȱ "ÏÓÔÏÎ ×ÁÉÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÆÉÖÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ 

picks came off the board, selected Bird, and took exactly one year to sign him. Even before the 

protracted negotiations with his agent, Bob Woolf, were completed on June 8, 1979, the NBA 

changed the junior-eligible rule again, effective for the 1980 draft, such that a player had to 

renounce his college eligibility in order to be eligible to selected in the draft. 

 Seventeen days after Bird signed with the Celtics, the Lakers used one of the other picks 

they obtained from the Jazz to select Magic Johnson, who had left Michigan State after his 

sophomore year. Magic made his decision to leave college after speaking with several people, 

including Julius Erving, and there was little to no controversy about the selection or his 

ȰÈÁÒÄÓÈÉÐȱ ÓÔÁÔÕÓȢ *ÅÒÒÙ 7ÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ,ÁËÅÒÓ ÈÉÅÒÁÒÃÈÙ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÁËÉÎg Sidney 

Moncrief, but incoming Lakers owner Dr. Jerry Buss wanted the Spartan playmaker who 

could make fantastic passes while flashing an electric smile, a player who was described in 

Sports Illustrated ÔÈÁÔ ÆÁÌÌ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÁÎ ȰÅØÕÂÅÒÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÇÉÓÔÅÒÓ ÁÎ ψȢυ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 2ÉÃÈÔÅÒ ÓÃÁÌÅȢȱ 

The Lakers, who had won the number one pick in a coin flip with the Chicago Bulls, signed 
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Magic to a contract in May and then officially selected him in the draft. Magic joined Kareem 

Abdul-Jabbar (formerly Lew Alcindor) in Los Angeles, as the former Bucks star had forced a 

trade in 1975 by declaring that he no longer wanted to live in Milwaukee, a maneuver that 

was ÒÅÍÉÎÉÓÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ 7ÉÌÔ #ÈÁÍÂÅÒÌÁÉÎȭÓ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ρωφπȭÓȢ 

 

s the free agency rules were loosenedȟ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÉÎ ρωψπ ÔÏ Á ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÏÆ Ȱ2ÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ &ÉÒÓÔ 2ÅÆÕÓÁÌȱ 

that allowed a team to match an offer instead of being awarded compensation, it was 

inevitable that a superstar would cash in.  In 1982 Philadelphia 76ers owner Harold Katz and 

general manager Pat Williams worked out a six-year, $13.2 million contract with reigning 

MVP Moses Malone. Malone had won that award as a member of the Houston Rockets, who 

had reached the NBA Finals in 1981 but then lost in the first round of the 1982 playoffs. Still, 

the Rockets planned to match the 76ers offer, but were prepared to negotiate a trade in 

exchange for not exercising their first refusal rights. While this sort of negotiation had been 

ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÆÒÅÅ ÁÇÅÎÔ ÃÏÍÐÅÎÓÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÎÅ× ÇÒÏÕÎÄȟ ÂÏÔÈ ÉÎ terms of the 

amount of money involved and the caliber of the player. Three days before the September 18 

deadline to match the offer, the Rockets agreed to trade Malone to the 76ers for Caldwell 

Jones and a 1983 first-round pick that originally belonged to the Cleveland Cavaliers. Malone 

then played a major role in the 76ers first championship season since 1967, winning both the 

MVP and Finals MVP awards, defying critics who claimed that Malone and Erving and the rest 

of the 76ers could not learn to play together.  
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Part Two  

 

The League 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



  
 

 



 
 

Chapter Three  

 

The 80s Era in Review 
 

 

 

he purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of each season of the 80s Era and 

a discussion of some of the major issues and incidents that helped shape this period. 

&ÏÒ ÅÁÃÈ ÓÅÁÓÏÎȟ Ô×Ï ÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÈÁÒÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÅÁÃÈ ÔÅÁÍȭÓ ÒÅÃÏÒÄ 

game-by-game throughout the season in terms of how many games above (or below) .500 the 

team was after each game, while the second provides a sparkline representation of the ÔÅÁÍȭÓ 

win-loss record, with the height of each bar showing whether the game was at home (taller) 

or on the road (shorter). The former illustrates the relative position of the teams throughout 

the season, while the latter is useful for visualizing winning and losing streaks by a specific 

team. There are separate charts for each division, which helps organize the data and makes 

it easier to follow division races. The dominant (non-white) team jersey color for the 

corresponding season is used throughout the charts to provide additional context. 

 In between the yearly charts, additional topics are explored. Some of the pieces are long 

essays that include their own charts and tables, while others are much shorter. Each of these 

topics is specifically linked to the season being discussed, though in many cases, especially in 

the longer pieces, the topic is relevant to the entire 80s Era. 
  

 
 
 

  

T 
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1979 -80 At a Glance 
 

1979 -80 Atlantic Division  
 

 

 

Boston +40 
Philadelphia +36 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Washington -4 
New York -4 
 
New Jersey -14 

 
 

 
 
 

21-5  
Philadelphia 76ers record in games 
settled by four points or less (the best 
winning percentage of 80s Era for a team 
with 20 or more such games in a season) 

3-18 
Golden State Warriors record in games 
settled by four points  or less (the worst  
winning percentage of 80s Era, regardless 
of the number of such games in a season) 

 

Oval Office T eam: Kermit Washington, Alvan Adams, Earl Monroe, Phil Jackson, 
Terry Tyler , Brian Taylor 

 

Boston 61-21

Philadelphia 59-23

Washington 39-43

New York 39-43

New Jersey 34-48
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1979 -80 Central Division  
 

 

 
Atlanta +18 
 
 
San Antonio 0 
Houston 0 
 
Indiana -8 
Cleveland -8 
 
 
 
 
Detroit -50 

 
 

 
 
 
Off the Court  
 

October Pirates rally from 3 -1 deficit to defeat Orioles in World Series  
November 90 hostages are seized at the US Embassy in Tehran, Nightline  debuts 

on ABC television to cover the events  
December Star Trek: The Motion Picture  premieres; USSR invades Afghanistan 
February US Olympic Hockey Team wins Gold at Lake Placid 
March -
May 

Ronald Reagan wraps up Republican nomination for President, winning 
15 of 19 primaries, def eating challengers George Bush and John 
Anderson 

April  US announces boycott of Summer Olympics in USSR (see December) 

 
  

Atlanta 50-32

Houston 41-41

San Antonio 41-41

Indiana 37-45

Cleveland 37-45

Detroit 16-66
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1979 -80 Midwest Division  
 

 

 
Milwaukee +16 
Kansas City +12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Denver -22 
Chicago -22 
 
Utah -34 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Home Improvement  
 
On June 4, 1979, a one-acre section of the roof of the Kemper Arena collapsed during a 
storm that dropped three inches of rain in less than an hour and brought 70 MPH winds 
that blew windows out of some nearby buildings. The facility had opened in November 
1974 to replace the smaller Kansas City Municipal Auditorium as the home of the Kings, 
and the teamõs owners suggested that returning to that arena while Kemper was being 
repaired could cost them up to $500,000 in lost ticket sales and concessions. But on 
June 29 the team turned down an offer from a Minneapolis -based group to buy the Kings 
and agreed to play in the Auditorium to start the 1979 -80 season. The Kings returned to 
Kemper on February 20, 1980. 

 
 

Milwaukee 49-33

Kansas City 47-35

Denver 30-52

Chicago 30-52

Utah 24-58
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1979 -80 Pacific Division  
 

 

Los Angeles +38 
 
Seattle +30 
Phoenix +28 
 
 
 
Portland -6 
San Diego -12 
 
 
 
Golden State -34 

 
 

 
 
 
Opening Tip:  Larry Bird, Bill Cartwright, Magic Johnson, Sidney Moncrief, Salt 

Lake City (as an NBA city), and the three -point shot (in the NBA)  
 

Final Buzzer:  Rick Barry, Dave Cowens, Walt Frazier, Phil Jackson, and Pete 
Maravich 
 

21,765  
Seattle SuperSonics average home 
attendance (new league record)  

21,972 
Average attendance for Cavaliers, Jazz 
and Nets combined (three weakest 
drawing teams) 

Los Angeles 60-22

Seattle 56-26

Phoenix 55-27

Portland 38-44

San Diego 35-47

Golden State 24-58
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Three -Point Range 
 

 
 

 
he 80s Era saw the introduction of the three-point shot to the NBA. The American 

Basketball League (ABL) had used the shot ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅȭÓ ÂÒÉÅÆ ÙÅÁÒ-and-a-half 

existence from 1961 to 1962, and to good effect. Of all the field goals attempted during regular 

season ABL gaÍÅÓȟ ψȢχτϷ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÒÅÅÓȟ ÁÔ Á ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÒÁÔÅ ÏÆ ȢσπρȠ ÂÙ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅȭÓ 

overall shooting percentage on two-pointers was .428, meaning that the three-point shot was 

arguably more efficient (.904 points per three-point attempt vs. .856 points for twos). 
 
ABL 1961-1962 Regular Season Totals 
 

Season FGM FGA FG% 3FGM 3FGA 3FG% 3/FGA 
1961-62 22792 54473 .418 1417 4664 .304 8.56% 

1962 6012 14633 .411 403 1379 .292 9.42% 
TOTALS 26984 63063 .417 1820 6043 .301 8.74% 

 

 
4ÏÎÙ *ÁÃËÓÏÎȟ Á φȭτȱ Ó×ÉÎÇÍÁÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈe New York Tapers and Chicago Majors, led the league 

in most three-pointers made (182) and attempted (527). Over thirty-six percent of his 

attempted field goals were from three-point range, for good reason: he made them at a .345 

clip, just 45 points lower than his two-point shooting percentage. Jackson led the Majors in 

scoring in his first season, then lost out to teammate Kelly Coleman the following year when 

the latter decided to shoot nearly as many threes as Jackson did. Barred from the NBA due to 

his involvement in a point shaving scandal while earning All-!ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÈÏÎÏÒÓ ÁÔ 3ÔȢ *ÏÈÎȭÓ 

University, Jackson would later play two seasons in the American Basketball Association 

(ABA) and continued to frequently hoist up threes, though at a reduced rate (twenty-five 

percent of his shots) and with less accuracy (.275). 

T 
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 The ABA adopted the three-point shot at its inception in 1967, but used it less frequently 

then their free-wheeling forerunners, topping out at 6.53% of all field goals attempted. The 

NBA took ÅÖÅÎ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÔÏ ×ÁÒÍ ÕÐ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÏÔȭÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌȢ 4ÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÌÅÁÇÕÅ ×ÁÓ ÌÅÅÒÙ 

of anything that would remind fans of their erstwhile competitors from the ABA, but after 

experimenting with the shot in the 1978-79 preseason, the NBA adopted the rule for the 

1979-ψπ ÓÅÁÓÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅÎÁ Ï×ÎÅÒÓ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÄÒÁ×ÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÁÒÃ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÌÏÏÒÓ ςσȭωȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓËÅÔ 

ÁÎÄ ςςȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÒÎÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÔÁÂÌÅÓ ÂÅÌÏ× ÓÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÇÕÅ-wide usage of the three-point shot; 

note that these numbers reflect team averages, since the NBA had 22 or 23 teams during the 

80s Era, while the ABA had only half that many teams at its peak. 
 
ABA 1968-1976 Regular Season Team Averages 
 

 
Season 

 
FGM 

 
FGA 

 
FG% 

 
3FGM 

 
3FGA 

 
3FG% 

 
3/FGA 

LL 
3FG% 

LL 
3/FGA 

1967-68 3177 7558 .420 111 390 .285 5.16% .308 10.49% 
1968-69 3321 7610 .436 138 460 .299 6.04% .353 12.45% 
1969-70 3617 8131 .445 155 531 .291 6.53% .358 11.02% 
1970-71 3824 8404 .455 154 516 .299 6.14% .344 12.48% 
1971-72 3690 8009 .461 131 442 .297 5.52% .356 9.61% 
1972-73 3610 7675 .470 91 316 .289 4.12% .330 6.93% 
1973-74 3606 7839 .460 100 351 .283 4.48% .329 8.34% 
1974-75 3713 7851 .473 91 311 .293 3.96% .356 8.58% 
1975-76 3062 6577 .466 78 266 .295 4.04% .335 9.04% 

 
NBA 1980-1988 Regular Season Team Averages 
 

 
Season 

 
FGM 

 
FGA 

 
FG% 

 
3FGM 

 
3FGA 

 
3FG% 

 
3/FGA 

LL 
3FG% 

LL 
3/FGA 

1979-80 3579 7433 .481 64 227 .280 3.05% .384 7.25% 
1980-81 3523 7251 .486 41 166 .245 2.29% .324 5.59% 
1981-82 3554 7236 .491 49 187 .262 2.58% .326 4.76% 
1982-83 3569 7352 .485 44 185 .238 2.52% .305 4.20% 
1983-84 3566 7245 .492 49 195 .250 2.69% .319 4.38% 
1984-85 3588 7306 .491 73 257 .282 3.52% .356 6.09% 
1985-86 3542 7268 .487 77 274 .282 3.77% .351 6.15% 
1986-87 3497 7281 .480 117 388 .301 5.33% .367 8.86% 
1987-88 3455 7193 .480 130 410 .316 5.70% .384 10.21% 

 
 
The ABA used the shot less often as the years went on, and shooting percentages remained 

flat. In the NBA, overall three-point shooting percentages went up considerably as the 80s 

Era proceeded (1987-88 is included above to provide a ninth year for consistency with the 

ABA table) but it took until the 1987-88 season for a team, the Celtics, featuring Danny Ainge 

and Larry Bird, who both placed in the top four in attempts, to shoot ten percent of their field 
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goals from beyond the arc. One reason was that the players in the NBA during this period had 

not used the three-point shot in college or high school; the NCAA began experimenting with 

the shot in the 1980-81 season, allowing the Southern Conference to use it, but did not adopt 

it universally until 1986, and even then, their three-ÐÏÉÎÔ ÌÉÎÅ ×ÁÓ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÁÔ ρωȭωȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

basket. American high schools adopted the same distance a year later. The NBA also 

employed few former ABA players experienced with using the shot under game conditions. 

Of the 49 former ABA players still in the NBA in the 1979-80 season, only 15 had made ten or 

more threes during their ABA careers, and just 10 of those players were proficient enough to 

make ten or more in the NBA. As a result, only three ex-ABA players would ever finish in the 

top five in NBA three-point shooting: John Roche (4) and Brian Taylor (5) in 1979-80; Taylor 

(1) again in 1980-81; and Don Buse (5) in 1981-82.  

 It was true that three-pointers were used more frequently in the playoffs, but not by 

much; the percentage of three-pointers taken was usually within 1 percent of the regular 

season mark: 
 
80s Era Team Averages 
 

 Regular Season Playoffs  
Season 3FGM 3FGA 3FG% 3/FGA 3FGM 3FGA 3FG% 3/FGA 
1979-80 64 227 .280 3.05% 8 29 .256 4.11% 
1980-81 41 166 .245 2.29% 4 19 .220 2.55% 
1981-82 49 187 .262 2.58% 4 18 .239 2.59% 
1982-83 44 185 .238 2.52% 5 19 .252 2.94% 
1983-84 49 195 .250 2.69% 10 35 .279 4.12% 
1984-85 73 257 .282 3.52% 10 35 .273 4.55% 
1985-86 77 274 .282 3.77% 12 37 .319 4.92% 
1986-87 117 388 .301 5.33% 15 49 .307 6.38% 

 

Three-point proficiency was hardly a predictor of championship success during the first half 

of the 80s Era. Not only did the 1982 Los Angeles Lakers finish last in the league in three-

point attempts and percentage, but their .138 percentage still stands as the third-worst in 

league history, behind only the 1981 Hawks (.122) and the 1983 Lakers, who reached the 

Finals while shooting a paltry .104 from behind the arc and nearly made more threes in the 

playoffs (7) than they did in the entire regular season (10). It is easy to understand why Los 

Angeles initially shunned the three: why shoot three-pointers when the Lakers fast break 

offense was so effective at creating layups and easy midrange jumpers?  

 But in 1983-84 their philosophy chÁÎÇÅÄȢ Ȱɍ)Î ρωψσɎ, I detested the three-ÐÏÉÎÔ ÓÈÏÔȟȱ 

ÈÅÁÄ ÃÏÁÃÈ 0ÁÔ 2ÉÌÅÙ ÌÁÔÅÒ ÓÁÉÄȢ ȰOur first options were to go to Kareem (Abdul-Jabbar) and 

James (Worthy) down lowɂwe never looked for the three. But Coop and Byron (Scott) and 
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80s Era Three -Point Shot usage by Championship Teams 
 

  Regular Season Playoffs  
Season Champ 3FGM 3FGA 3FG% Rank 3/FGA Rank 3FGM 3FGA 3FG% 3/FGA 
1979-80 Lakers 20 100 .200 19 1.36% 21 3 18 .167 1.22% 
1980-81 Celtics 65 241 .270 7 3.39% 2 10 45 .222 3.09% 
1981-82 Lakers 13 94 .138 23 1.24% 23 2 12 .167 0.94% 
1982-83 76ers 25 109 .229 14 1.51% 22 1 10 .100 0.91% 
1983-84 Celtics 55 229 .240 13 3.17% 8 21 62 .339 3.08% 
1984-85 Lakers 90 295 .305 8 4.07% 8 29 78 .372 4.44% 
1985-86 Celtics 138 393 .351 1 5.37% 5 45 115 .391 7.37% 
1986-87 Lakers 164 447 .367 1 6.17% 6 43 119 .361 7.70% 

 
Magic (Johnson) started practicing on their own. They'd shoot three-pointers for something 

like a dollar in practice. They did it for 15 minutes a day, then they started dropping them in 

ÇÁÍÅÓȢȱ The Lakers had made just 60 three-pointers over the first four seasons of the three- 

pointer, but hit 58 in1983-84, including 38 by Michael Cooper alone. His 121 attempts were 

more than any Lakers team had ever tried during a season. To grasp just how slowly the 

Lakers adopted the shot, consider this: in the 1979-80 season the San Diego Clippers made a 

league-high 177 three-pointers; it took the Lakers until February 26, 1985, when Cooper 

made a three-pointer in a game against the Rockets, for the Lakers to accumulate 177 regular 

season three-pointers in their history. The presence of the three-point adverse Lakers (and 

76ers) in the Finals created some statistics that would be unbelievable today. From 1980 

through 1983 just fifteen three-pointers were made in the Finals, a span of twenty-two 

games. By the end of the 80s Era the Lakers and Celtics would combine for thirty successful 

three-pointers in the 1987 Finals alone, but even that pales in comparison with the 2013 

Finals (which concluded a season in which over 24 percent of field goal attempts were from 

behind the arc), where the Heat and Spurs combined to make one hundred twenty-five. 

 It is undeniably true that the 1982-83 season was the nadir for the three-point shot. Only 

four players made the 25 shots required to qualify for the league lead, and only four others 

made more than 20. It was the worst season for average three-point shooting percentage, and 

not coincidentally, the worst for percentage of three-point attempts, during the 80s Era. 

Missed three-pointers frequently translated into long rebounds that led to fast breaks for the 

other team, so they needed to be used with care. The Spurs led the league in every three-

point-related category that year, making 94 of 308 as Mike Dunleavy shot a league-best 67 

for 194 (.345, the worst-ever leading mark) while his teammates were barely making 24 

percent of their attempts. San Antonio won 53 games, lost to Los Angeles in the Western 

Conference Finalsɂduring which Dunleavy made 4 of the Spurs 12 threes while the Lakers 

hit just 3 as a teamɂand let Dunleavy leave after the season as a free agent. The next year, 

the Spurs still finished in the top five in all three-point categories, but collapsed to 37 wins. It 

was hardly a ringing endorsement of the three-point shot. 
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 However, league-wide three-point shooting percentages continued to climb, and when 

the Celtics and Lakers, especially Larry Bird, turned the three-pointer into a psychological 

weapon, the shot gained more acceptance around the league. Bird later wrote in his 

autobiography Drive that timing was everything when choosing to take a three. Ȱ9ÏÕȭÒÅ ÔÈÅ 

ÒÏÁÄ ÔÅÁÍȟ ÙÏÕȭÖÅ ÇÏÔ ÍÁÙÂÅ Á ÆÉÖÅ-ÐÏÉÎÔ ÌÅÁÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÃÏÕÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕȭÒÅ ×ÉÄÅ 

ÏÐÅÎȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÌÏÖÅ ÔÏ ÃÒÁÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÂÅÃÁuse if you make it you simply destroy 

Á ÔÅÁÍ ÁÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÏÉÎÔȢȱ The NBA acknowledged its growing popularity by including a three-

point shooting contest as part of the 1986 All-Star Weekend festivities. By 1987, even the 

formerly skeptical Pat Riley was convinÃÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÏÔȭÓ ÖÁÌÕÅȠ ÁÆÔÅÒ -ÉÃÈÁÅÌ #ÏÏÐÅÒ ÓÅÔ ÁÎ 

NBA record with six three-ÐÏÉÎÔÅÒÓ ÉÎ 'ÁÍÅ ς ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ."! &ÉÎÁÌÓȟ 2ÉÌÅÙ ÔÏÌÄ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÒÓȟ ȰI think 

itȭs the second-biggest psychological advantageɂafter the offensive reboundɂin the game.ȱ 

 

80s Era .400+ Thr ee-Point Shooting Percentage  
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.443

.443

.451

.451
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.390 .410 .430 .450 .470 .490

1987 Larry Bird

1985 Trent Tucker

1980 Larry Bird

1985 Brad Davis

1986 Kyle Macy

1987 Kevin McKenna

1986 World Free

1987 Trent Tucker

1986 Larry Bird

1982 Andrew Toney

1986 Ernie Grunfeld

1980 Chris Ford

1985 Larry Bird

1985 Byron Scott

1987 Byron Scott

1982 Cazzie Russell

1980 Fred Brown

1987 Danny Ainge

1986 Trent Tucker

1986 Craig Hodges

1987 Detlef Schrempf

1987 Kiki Vanderweghe

3
2

4
6

7

1980

1982

1985

1986

1987
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1980 -81 At a Glance 
 
1980 -81 Atlantic Division  
 

 

Boston +42 
Philadelphia +42 
 
 
New York +18 
 
 
 
Washington -4 
 
 
 
New Jersey -34 

 
 

 
 
 

32-2 
Philadelphiaõs record from 10/15/1980 
through 12/26/1980, wh ich included a 12 
game winning streak and a pair of 10 
game streaks 
 

4-32 
The record of the expansion Dallas 
Mavericks during the same time period  
 

 

Feathered Friends T eam:  Larry Bird, Otis Birdsong, Tree Rollins, Rory Sparrow 

 

Boston 62-20

Philadelphia 62-20

New York 50-32

Washington 39-43

New Jersey 24-58
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1980 -81 Central Division  
 

 

Milwaukee +38 
 
 
 
 
Chicago +8 
Indiana +6 
 
 
Atlanta -20 
Cleveland -26 
 
Detroit -40 

 
 

 
 

Best of the Rest  
The Bucks became the only team during the 80s Era to fail to reach the Conference 
Finals after winning 60 games in the regular season, losing to the 6 2-win 76ers in the 
semifinals. Seven other teams with 55 or more wins would also fall short:  
 

1979-80 Phoenix Suns 55-27 Lost to Los Angeles (60 wins) in semifinals 
1980-81 Phoenix Suns 57-25 Lost to Kansas City (40) in semifinals 
1981-82 Milwaukee Bucks 55-27 Lost to Philadelphia (58) in semifinals  
1982-83 Boston Celtics 56-26 Lost to Milwaukee (51) in semifinals  
1984-85 Milwaukee Bucks 59-23 Lost to Philadelphia (58) in semifinals  
1986-87 Atlanta Hawks 57-25 Lost to Detroit (52) in semifinals  
1986-87 Dallas Mavericks 55-27 Lost to Seattle (39) in first round  

 
 

Milwaukee 60-22

Chicago 45-37

Indiana 44-38

Atlanta 31-51

Cleveland 28-54

Detroit 21-61
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1980 -81 Midwest Division  
 

 

San Antonio +22 
 
 
Kansas City -2 
Houston -2 
 
Denver -8 
 
Utah -26 
 
 
 
Dallas -52 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Off the Court  
 

November Ronald Reagan defeats incumbent President Jimmy Carter  
December John Lennon murdered in New York City 
January Lech Walesa visits Pope John Paul II at the Vatican; Iran Hostage Crisis 

ends with release of all 52 remaining hostages after Reagan takes oath 
of office  

March Reagan shot by John Hinckley in assassination attempt  
April  First launch of US Space Shuttle program (Columbia) 
May Pope John Paul II nearly assassinated in St. Peterõs Square 

 
 

San Antonio 52-30

Kansas City 40-42

Houston 40-42

Denver 37-45

Utah 28-54

Dallas 15-67
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1980 -81 Pacific Division  
 

 

 
Phoenix +32 
 
Los Angeles +26 
 
 
Portland +8 
 
 
 
Golden State -4 
San Diego -10 
Seattle -14 

 
 

 
 
 
Opening Tip:  Bill Laimbeer, Kevin McHale, Andrew Toney, and the Dallas 

Mavericks 
 

Final Buzzer:  Henry Bibby, Doug Collins, Gar Heard, Wes Unseld, and the Nuggets 
òMaxie the Mineró logo 
 

 

14-5 
Lakers record on November 18 when 
Magic Johnson suffers knee injury versus 
Kings 

43-22 
Lakers record on February 27 when Magic 
returns to play against the Nets (29 -17 in 
his absence) 

Phoenix 57-25

Los Angeles 54-28

Portland 45-37

Golden State 39-43

San Diego 36-46

Seattle 34-48
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80s Era Demographics  
 

he NBA of the 80s Era was still a mostly American game, with relatively few International 

players compared with the 21st century NBA. 

 

Percentage of American -born Players  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, the demographics of the NBA had changed quite a bit since the 1960ȭs, when the 

majority of players came from the Northeast and Midwestern United States. By the 80s Era 

there had been a surge of players from California, which had moved from sixth place to first 

as a producer of NBA players, and a rise in the number of the players from the Southeastern 

United States, reflecting increased integration and general population shifts. 

 

Percentage of NBA Players by Native State 
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As the table below shows, Illinois has been a remarkably consistent producer of NBA talent, 

while New York has seen its influence drop as the influx of talent from California, Texas and 

Florida has risen. 
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Top 5 Native States for NBA Players 
 

Rank 1960 % 80s Era % 2012 % 
1 New York 18.2 California  11.2 California  15.7 
2 Pennsylvania 12.1 New York 10.3 New York 7.7 
3 Ohio 11.1 Illinois  7.4 Texas 7.7 
4 Kentucky 8.1 Pennsylvania 5.6 Illinois  7.2 
5 Illinois  7.1 Michigan 4.5 Florida 4.9 

 

 
more significant change between 1960 and the 80s Era was the racial composition of the 

league, which had undergone nearly a 180 degree reversal in a generation. A milestone 

in that transition occurred just as the 80s Era was getting underway, when the New York 

Knicks and Detroit Pistons met at the Pontiac Silverdome on October 18, 1979. Neither team 

had a white player on their roster, the first time that had ever happened in NBA history. The 

Pistons later traded Bob Lanier for Kent Benson in February and signed Steve Malovic in 

March, but the Knicks roster would remain all-black for two seasons. No other team during 

the 80s Era would do the same. 

 
Racial Composition of the NBA  
 

Year Black % White  % 
1960 24.24 75.76 

1980-87 72.75 27.25 
2012 80.88 18.70 

 

One of the ongoing topics of conversation in the 80s Era centered on the Boston Celticsȭ use 

of white players in a much greater proportion than the rest of the league. Statistics certainly 

back up this contention. An examination of the years 1980 through 1987 shows that, on 

average, white players played 20 to 26 percent of the total minutes each season. 

 
Season % of Minutes 

(Whites)  
1979-80 25.11 
1980-81 26.09 
1981-82 24.70 
1982-83 23.75 
1983-84 22.63 
1984-85 21.46 
1985-86 21.72 
1986-87 20.89 

 

A 
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The Celtics average for these eight seasons was 51.49%, much higher than the league average, 

and fifteen points higher than the Dallas Mavericks, who come in second. In fact, the Celtics 

low water mark for the percentage of minutes played by whites, 39.45% in 1982-83, would 

have represented the high water mark for sixteen other NBA teams. In contrast, the Lakers 

and 76ers both used white players much less frequently. 

 

 

Note: Blue bars illustrate t he spread between the  maximum and minimum  % of a teamõs minutes played by 

white 

players in a single season during the 80s Era. Black dot indicates  team average for the eight seasons. 

 
Boston also claims four of the top nine spots in a table of individual teams in the 80s Era with 

the highest percentage of minutes played by white players: 
 

Season Team % of Minutes 
1985-86 Boston Celtics 68.92 
1986-87 Boston Celtics 63.98 
1984-85 Seattle SuperSonics 58.09 
1980-81 Dallas Mavericks 55.60 
1979-80 Phoenix Suns 55.22 
1979-80 Boston Celtics 53.79 
1983-84 Seattle SuperSonics 52.71 
1984-85 Boston Celtics 51.30 
1982-83 Denver Nuggets 50.38 

However, these figures need to be placed in the proper context. Under Red Auerbachȭs 

leadership, the Celtics broke many barriers that stood against full integration of the NBA: they 
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drafted the first black player (Chuck Cooper in 1950), fielded the first all-black starting five 

(in December 1964), and hired the first black coach (Bill Russell in 1966). The Celtics were 

also coached by K.C. Jones for the latter half of the 80s Era (coincidentally, the 1984 and 1985 

SuperSonics were coached by Lenny Wilkens), and five of their seven first-round selections 

during that period were African-Americans. While Boston was still overcoming the cityȭs 

reputation as being openly hostile to blacks, Auerbach had not shied away from drafting 

Cedric Maxwell in 1977, or trading for Robert Parish in 1980, or shipping fan favorite Rick 

Robey (who was white) to Phoenix in 1983 for Dennis Johnson, who was viewed as a locker 

ÒÏÏÍ ÍÁÌÃÏÎÔÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÒÏÕÂÌÅ ȰÆÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎȱ ÉÎ "ÏÓÔÏÎȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÈÉÓ ÏÂÖÉÏÕÓ ÔÁÌÅÎÔȢ )Ô 

ÉÓ ÔÒÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ #ÅÌÔÉÃÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ Á ÌÏÎÇ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÔÅ ÓÔÁÒÓȟ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÔÈÅÙ ȰÂÏÕÇÈÔ 

ÌÏ×ȱȡ !ÕÅÒÂÁÃÈ ÂÙÐÁÓÓÅÄ "ÏÂ #ÏÕÓÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρωυπ ÄÒÁÆÔ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ ȰÓÔÕÃËȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÍ ×ÈÅÎ Ï×ÎÅÒ 

Walter Brown pulled his name out of a hat during an impromptu dispersal draft; John 

Havlicek was considered a role player when he was coming out of Ohio State in 1963, but he 

was actually a very conscientious player who had accepted a lesser role on an extremely 

talented college team; and Dave Cowensȭs Florida State team was on probation in 1970 when 

he was selected fourth overall, one pick ahead of fellow center Sam Lacey, who was black, but 

had a much less productive NBA career. And in 1978, Auerbach was willing to wait a year for 

Larry Bird to finish college while five other teams passed on him. Kevin McHale was an 

exemptionɂhe was widely heralded as a prospective top choice in 1980ɂbut Danny Ainge 

fell into the second round a year later because of his baseball contract with the Blue Jays; 

Auerbach figured he could talk the kid into playing basketball again. 

 By the spring of 1985, with Cedric Maxwell sidelined with knee trouble, and Bird, McHale 

and Ainge all starting (and soon playing marathon minutes) the Celtics became 

predominately a white team. The trade of Maxwell for Bill Walton that summer, an exchange 

of damaged goods, tipped the scales further. The 1985-86 Celtics featured Scott Wedman, 

Walton and Jerry Sichting as their top three bench players, with Rick Carlisle, another white 

player, as the fourth. A year later, injuries brought the Celtics roster slightly more in balance, 

and if Len Bias would have lived, there would have been an even more dramatic shift (aside: 

the fact that the utterly non-athletic-lookingɂand whiteɂFred Roberts took the spot on the 

roster that should have belonged to the dynamic Bias made the latterȭs death even more 

painful for Celtics fans).  

 Also, since basketball teams play just five players at a time, one starter can make a big 

difference from a statistical point of view. If you analyze the Celtics rosters again, and, for the 

sake of argument consider Larry "ÉÒÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÂÌÁÃËȱ ÐÌÁÙÅÒȟ ÔÈÅÉÒ eight-year average percentage 

of minutes played by white players drops to just over 36 percent. This still ranks high, but 

would place Boston right in line with Dallas, Denver, Phoenix and Seattle. 

 The Celtics lack of black players was made even more noticeable by the dearth of white 

faces on the benches of their main rivals. Only the Knicks and Warriors played fewer whites 
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than the Lakers, but Los Angeles had signed Mitch Kupchak in 1981 with the intent of making 

him a major piece of their lineup, in spite of considerable cost: the Lakers surrendered 

forward Jim Chones along with Brad Holland and a first and second round draft pick to the 

Bullets as compensation. But Kupchak suffered a significant knee injury after just 26 games 

and never played a full season in Los Angeles. Kupchakȭs minutes were filled by a combination 

of Bob McAdoo and Kurt Rambis, who became the most significant white contributor on the 

team after the departure of Mark Landsberger. The 76ers heavily used Bobby Jones as a sixth 

man and an occasional starter, and then, after trading Darryl Dawkins in 1982, acquired Marc 

Iavaroni to start at power forward on their championship team.  

 Ultimately, the fact that the Celtics drafted two white Hall of Famers (Bird and McHale) 

who grew to be coveted by most of the rest of the ."! ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅȱ ÔÏ 

claim that the team was racist. 

 

 

 
Money Ball 
 
Official salary figures are difficult to obtain in the pre -Salary Cap years, and fully 

guaranteed contracts were not yet the norm (reportedly, only $1 mil of Cartwright õs six-

year, $2.55 mil contract was guaranteed). Here are a few examples of salaries from the 

1981-82 season, which show how the dawn of free agency was distorting the pay scale.  

Pos Player  Team Salary ($)  $ per PT+REB+AST 
C Moses Malone Houston 1,050,000 273 
C Kareem Abdul-Jabbar Los Angeles 1,000,000 370 
G Otis Birdsong New Jersey 1,000,000 1342 
F Julius Erving Philadelphia 900,000 316 
C James Edwards Cleveland 800,000 402 
G David Thompson Denver 800,000 683 
G George Gervin San Antonio 650,000 208 
F Larry Bird  Boston 600,000 197 
C Marvin Webster New York 600,000 548 
C Artis Gilmore  Chicago 500,000 201 
G Magic Johnson Los Angeles 500,000 170 
C Bob Lanier Milwaukee 450,000 281 
F George McGinnis Indiana 450,000 471 
F Buck Williams New Jersey 450,000 189 
C Bill Cartwright  New York 400,000 259 
G Dennis Johnson Phoenix 400,000 171 
F Adrian Dantley Utah 350,000 106 

Note: Newly signed contracts for 1981 -82 in italics.  
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1981 -82 at a Glance 
 
1981 -82 Atlantic Division  
 

 

Boston +44 
 
Philadelphia +34 
 
 
 
 
New Jersey +6 
Washington +4 
 
 
 
New York -16 

 
 

 
 

Streaking  
The six longest winning streaks of the 80s Era belonged to the Celtics 
and 76ers, who were both adept at stopping each other õs streaks: 
 

Team Start  End Games Stopped by  
Boston  2/24/1982  3/2 6/1982 18 vs Philadelphia 
Philadelphia  12/21/1982  1/21/1983  14 at Milwaukee 
Boston  3/11/1986  4/4/1986  14 at Philadelphia  
Boston  1/4/1981  1/28/1981  13 at Chicago 
Philadelphia  12/22/1984  1/16/1985  13 at Boston 
Boston  1/8/1986  2/5/1986  13 at Sacramento 

 
The Lakers longest winning streak was 11, 3/26/1987 to 4/16/1987.  

Boston 63-19

Philadelphia 58-24

New Jersey 44-38

Washington 43-39

New York 33-49
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1981 -82 Central Division  
 

 

 
Milwaukee +28 
 
 
Atlanta +2 
 
Detroit -4 
Indiana -12 
Chicago -14 
 
 
 
Cleveland -52 

 
 

 
 
 
 
A Change Will Do You Good? 
 
The Cleveland Cavaliers went through f our coaches, a single-season record for the 80s 
Era, and the Chicago Bulls used three. Neither made the playoffs. Of the nineteen other 
teams to switch coaches in mid -season during the 80s Era, just five made the playoffs, 
and only two, the 1980 and 1982 Lakers, won the title (but they also had Magic and 
Kareem on the roster). This practice became less prevalent later in the decade; the 
1981-82 season was the third straight year in which four teams switched coaches in mid -
stream, but over the next five year s, just nine teams did the same.  

 
Off-Season Jobs Team: Jim Brewer, Darwin Cook, Michael Cooper, Julius Erving 

(Dr. J), Kevin Porter 

Milwaukee 55-27

Atlanta 42-40

Detroit 39-43

Indiana 35-47

Chicago 34-48

Cleveland 15-67
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1981 -82 Midwest Division  
 

 

 
San Antonio +14 
Denver +10 
Houston +10 
 
 
 
 
 
Kansas City -22 
Dallas -26 
 
Utah -32 

 
 

 
 
Keeping it Close 
 
For the second straight year, 39% of the Rocketsõ games were decided by four points or 
less. Just six other teams during the 80s Era played a similar number of close games.  

 

Season Team 
 

Overall  
Decided by 
<=4 poin ts 

 
W-L 

 
Pct 

1980-81 Denver 37-45 33 15-18 .455 
1981-82 Houston 46-36 32 20-12 .625 
1980-81 Houston 40-42 32 16-16 .500 
1981-82 Washington 43-39 32 16-16 .500 
1980-81 Atlanta  31-51 32 10-22 .313 
1981-82 New York 33-49 31 13-18 .419 
1983-84 Golden State 37-45 30 18-12 .600 
1983-84 New Jersey 45-37 30 18-12 .600 

 

San Antonio 48-34

Denver 46-36

Houston 46-36

Kansas City 30-52

Dallas 28-54

Utah 25-57
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1981 -82 Pacific Division  
 

 

Los Angeles +32 
 
Seattle +22 
 
Phoenix +10 
Golden State +8 
Portland +2 
 
 
 
 
 
San Diego -48 

 
 

 
 

Opening Tip:  Danny Ainge, Rolando Blackman, Larry Nance, Kurt Rambis, Pat 
Riley (as head coach), and Isiah Thomas 
 

Final Buzzer:  Jim Chones, Chris Ford 
 
Off the Court  
 

December Muhammad Ali loses last fight by unanimous decision, to Trevor Berbick  
January Commodore 64 computer announced, Joe Montana wins his first Super 

Bowl MVP, AT&T agrees to breakup deal 
March Ground-breaking for Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C.  
April  US officially hands over Panama Canal to Panama 
May Cal Ripken, Jr. begins streak of 2,632 consecutive games played 

 

Los Angeles 57-25

Seattle 52-30

Phoenix 46-36

Golden State 45-37

Portland 42-40

San Diego 17-65


