
Kobe’s relentless
spirit inspired 
NBA fans, players
WASHINGTON: Kobe Bryant used a ferocious com-
petitiveness and uncanny shooting touch to become an
NBA icon, leaving behind a legacy that has influenced the
newest generation of league talent and fans worldwide.

From his 81-point game, the second-best scoring
performance in NBA history, to five NBA titles in 20
years of dazzling performances with the Los Angeles
Lakers, Bryant delivered a relentless attitude that
attracted a global following before his death Sunday at
age 41 in a helicopter crash.

Bryant joined giant center Shaquille O’Neal to spark
the Lakers to NBA titles in 2000, 2001 and 2002,
becoming at the age of 23 the youngest player to cap-
ture three titles.

A bitter feud with Bryant saw “Shaq” depart, with
Bryant portrayed as never having had childish ways
while O’Neal never outgrew them. That left Bryant
without the inside force needed to capture the crown
until Spain’s Pau Gasol arrived, and the Lakers won
titles in 2009 and 2010 with Bryant in command and
later patching things up with O’Neal.

Bryant sparked the US Olympic team to gold medals
at the 2008 Beijing and 2012 London Olympics and
became a global celebrity as much for his personality
as his playmaking.

Bryant’s fierceness was legendary and led him to
nickname himself the “Black Mamba” for his ability to
strike quickly with deadly scoring accuracy. There were
spectacular nights, but nothing topped his 81-point
effort against the Toronto Raptors on January 22, 2006,
a mark surpassed only by Wilt Chamberlain’s 100-point
game in 1962.

Bryant scored 65 points in a 2007 win over Portland,
then followed with 50 points against Minnesota, 60 at
Memphis and 50 more against New Orleans — the
third-longest run of 50-point games in NBA history
behind two from Chamberlain.

Some say Bryant saved the best for last, scoring a
league season-high of 60 points against Utah in his
final NBA game in 2016, becoming the oldest player in
league history to crack that milestone at age 37.

“I love everything about this game,” Bryant famously
said. “For me, it’s not a part of life, it is life, and it’s a
part of me.” In all, Bryant finished with 33,643 points,

7,047 rebounds and 6,306 assists over 1,346 career
NBA games. He was an 18-time NBA All-Star, the 2008
NBA Most Valuable Player, the NBA Finals 2009 and
2010 NBA MVP and matched a record as a four-time
NBA All-Star Game MVP.

KOBE FACED CONTROVERSY 
But it wasn’t a smooth path to stardom. In addition

to nagging injuries that slowed his later seasons, Bryant
faced a major rape controversy that delivered a body
blow to his endorsements image.

Bryant, a father of four who married wife Vanessa in
2001, faced his darkest hour in 2003 when he was
arrested in Colorado over a sexual assault allegation
filed by a 19-year-old employee of a hotel where
Bryant was staying ahead of knee surgery.

Bryant was accused of rape. He admitted to adultery
but said he did not commit rape. In 2004, the case was
dropped after the accuser refused to testify in a trial,
and Bryant issued an apology saying he could under-
stand how she might feel there was not consent.

A separate civil suit was settled under terms kept
private. In 2011, Bryant made an apology for using a
gay slur to describe a referee and paid a $100,000 fine
imposed by the NBA. Knee and ankle injuries mounted
as years began to take a toll on Bryant. He missed most

of the 2013-14 season with a left knee injury and much
of his penultimate campaign with a torn right rotator
cuff, then announced his retirement by saying, “My
body knows it’s time to say goodbye.”

After retiring, Bryant became a children’s book writer
and wrote the movie “Dear Basketball” — last year’s
Academy Award winner for Best Animated Short Film.

BASKETBALL ‘IS LIFE’ 
Kobe Bean Bryant, the son of former NBA player Joe

“Jellybean” Bryant, was born in Philadelphia in 1978
while his father played for the NBA’s 76ers, the child
named for the Japanese beef seen on a menu and his
father’s nickname.

The elder Bryant played from 1984 to 1991 in Italy,
giving young Kobe a global worldview as he grew up
dreaming of following his dad into the NBA. “When I
was growing up in Italy, it opened up a whole new
world to me and I thought anything was possible,”
Kobe told AFP in 2009.

Bryant became one of the first NBA players to seek
out a growing fan base in China, blogging for Chinese
internet giant SINA in 2009. “As a kid growing up, I
never in my wildest dreams thought I would have this
big fan base halfway around the world in Beijing and
Shanghai,” Bryant told. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: The NBA grappled with the sudden
death of league great Kobe Bryant on Sunday, play-
ers saying they felt sick to their stomach taking to the
court without having ample time to absorb the
shocking news.

A haunting moment of si lence preceded the
Houston Rockets’ game against the Nuggets in
Denver, which tipped off just hours after the helicop-
ter crash in suburban Los Angeles in which Bryant
and his 13-year-old daughter Gianna were among
nine who perished.

In San Antonio, where the Spurs hosted the reign-
ing champions Toronto Raptors, both teams took 24-
second shot-clock violations on their first possessions
of the game in honor of Bryant — who wore the num-
ber 24 in the later years of his career.

And in a move that other NBA teams are also
expected to adopt, the Dallas Mavericks announced
that they were retiring the number 24 jersey.  Several
NBA stars said they were reluctant to step on the
court after learning the news.

“I don’t even know how we are supposed to play
this game tonight,” said Portland’s Damian Lillard
said before scoring 50 points in a 139-129 win over
Indiana. “It makes you sick to your stomach. It is
disturbing. 

“It is bigger than just our heroes and the people we
look up to dying. It goes deeper than that.” Newly-
retired Miami Heat star Dwyane Wade described
Sunday as “one of the saddest days of my lifetime,”
adding that he couldn’t believe Bryant was gone and
that his family had been sharing Kobe stories all day.

“It seems like a bad dream that you just want to
wake up from. It is a nightmare,” he said. “It is not
going to go away soon. We will weep forever.”

‘WE SHOULD HONOR HIM’ 
Eight NBA games were on tap Sunday, and the

prevailing mood in every arena was sadness and
shock. Lillard said their coach Terry Stotts told them
to go out and honor Bryant by not holding back.

“It was on all of our minds. In the time outs... it
hurt all of us in our hearts. I look up to him. He’s our
hero. It is sad man, real sad day.” Reigning NBA
finals MVP Kawhi Leonard said all of Los Angeles
was feeling the loss. 

“No words can explain the impact he had on the
floor,” said Los Angeles Clippers Leonard. “We are a
team from Los Angeles so we know the LA history
with him. It is just sad.” New Orleans Pelicans rookie
Zion Williamson was preparing to start just his third
career NBA contest against Boston when he was
floored by news of the death.

“I couldn’t focus at first when I heard the news,”
said Williamson, who was born the year Bryant won
his first NBA championship in 2000. “It was tough
getting out there. I just hate to see it happen like that
to him and his daughter.”

Clippers coach Doc Rivers spoke to reporters
before his team took on the Magic in Orlando.
“We’re all Lakers right now,” Rivers said, calling
himself “lucky” to have had a chance to coach
against Bryant — who won five NBA titles with the
Los Angeles Lakers.

“He was such a great opponent,” Rivers said. “It’s
what you want in sports. He had that DNA that very
few athletes can ever have — the Tiger Woodses and
Michael Jordans. “Looking at my young players and
seeing how devastated they are,” Rivers said as he
lost his battle to hold back his tears.

‘KILLED IN CAR SMASH’ 
One of the most moving tributes came from former

Laker Brian Shaw who played four seasons with Bryant.
In 1993, Shaw’s parents and sister were killed in a car
smash in Nevada and he wanted to share his coping
skills with the fans of the NBA star affectionately known
as the ‘Black Mamba’.  

“I want to try to help some of those who feel like I
feel right now,” said Shaw using a tissue to wipe away
the tears. “I am 53 and I’ve dealt with a lot of death in
my time.  “My family died in a car accident. One of
things that kept me going was while they were here, we
lived, and we made a lot of memories together. And now
that they are gone that’s all that you have.

“For those Kobe fans out there feeling like I feel right
now, just think of all the joy he brought to you. “Those are
the memories you are going to have to rely on going for-
ward..” Atlanta Hawks rising star Trae Young wore No. 8
— another of Bryant’s former jersey numbers — to honor
the star in the warmup before the Hawks beat Washington
152-133. Young said he was just getting to know Bryant
and his basketball-playing daughter. “This is a crazy day
to play basketball,” Young said. “I talked to him a couple
of times. “He’s only been to three games this year and two
of them were ours. His daughter was a big fan of mine.” 

Bryant was one of the best closers the NBA has ever
seen. Throughout his career, he would baffle his coach
Phil Jackson with his penchant to start games slowly
before assuming total command in the fourth quarter.
Former German all-star Dirk Nowitzki referred to
Bryant’s finishing skills in a heart-tugging written trib-
ute. “I remember coming home after games so I could
watch you dominate in the fourth quarter! You will
always be loved. Rest in Peace with your angel Gigi,”
said Nowitzki.  — AFP
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NBA plunged into mourning as Kobe 
Bryant dies in helicopter crash

LOS ANGELES: File photo taken on February 24, 2003 the
ball eludes Los Angeles Lakers’ Kobe Bryant in the first
quarter against the Los Angeles Clippers in Los Angeles,
CA. — AFP

Bryant, a 
transcendent star 
who never 
took a night off
NEW YORK: Kobe Bryant became one of the
greatest players in basketball, a transcendent star
who went straight from high school to the game’s
biggest stage and brought “Showtime” back to
the Los Angeles Lakers for two gl ittering
decades.

But Bryant, who was killed in a helicopter
crash in Southern California on Sunday at the age
of 41, was not init ial ly rated by National
Basketball Association (NBA) scouts as a can’t-
miss prospect. After deciding to skip college and
go straight to the NBA, at the time an unusual
career path, he was not taken until the 13th pick
in the 1996 draft, by the Charlotte Hornets, who
immediately traded him to the Lakers in a pre-
arranged deal.

NBA teams at the time were wary of teenagers
straight out of high school. The 1996 draft was
also particularly strong, though some of the play-
ers taken before Bryant turned out to be com-
plete busts.

Acquiring Bryant from the Hornets was one of
the best pieces of business the Lakers ever did,
as he led the team to five NBA championship
rings and was the face of the franchise during his
20-year career that ended in 2016.

A small forward and shooting guard, Bryant
made his debut at age 18 and averaged 25 points
over no less than 1,346 regular season games
while twice leading the NBA in scoring.

But he did more than just rack up points,
equally proficient in defense while playing with
an intensity night after night that few could
match. In a league with a grinding 82-game regu-
lar season, he turned up with his game face on
every time, never just mailing it in, no matter how
seemingly meaningless the game.

Bryant was an 18-times NBA All-Star who
wore the jersey numbers 24 and 8 - both of which
were retired by the Lakers - and continued the
“Showtime” tradition of the storied franchise that
has been home to the likes of Magic Johnson,
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Shaquille O’Neal.

The fourth-highest scorer in NBA history with
33,643 points, Bryant only gave up the third spot
on the list on Saturday night to LeBron James. On
Saturday, Bryant used Twitter to extend his con-
gratulations to James: “Much respect my broth-
er,” he tweeted.

A few hours later, Bryant perished in the crash.
He is survived by wife Vanessa, with whom he had
four daughters, one of whom, 13-year-old Gianna,
also died in the accident.

Born in Philadelphia, Bryant spent eight years
of his childhood living in Italy, where his father
played professionally, an upbringing that gave
him an urbane and worldly outlook that helped
him become a global superstar.

Eventually giving himself the nickname “Black
Mamba” - a venomous snake native to Africa - he
spent his entire career with the Lakers before
retiring in 2016. Apart from the five championship
rings, he made 18 All-Star teams and in 2008 was
named the NBA Most Valuable Player.

Internationally, he won two Olympic gold
medals, part of the United States team in 2008
and 2012, helping spread the gospel that has
made basketball arguably the second biggest
global sport behind soccer. Part of a legacy that
will live much longer than his 41 years. — Reuters

LOS ANGELES: People gather to pay tribute to former NBA and Los Angeles Lakers player Kobe Bryant on
January 26, 2020 following his death in a helicopter crash near Los Angeles. — AFP

Bryant’s death 
leaves sports 
world stunned
NEW YORK: The sporting world was
plunged into mourning on Sunday as news
of Kobe Bryant’s death in a helicopter
crash spread leaving the rich and famous,
presidents, Hall of Famers and ordinary
fans stunned.

A true global superstar, the depth of
Bryant’s popularity quickly surfaced as
reports were confirmed that the Los
Angeles Lakers great had been killed
along with his daughter Gianna and seven
others when his helicopter crashed in a
remote field near the city of Calabasas.

As the deaths were confirmed social
media exploded in grief while television
programming was interrupted to report
on the tragedy with video showing smoke
billowing from the crash site as first
responders put out the flames.

U.S. President Donald Trump was
among the first to take to Twitter to
express his shock. “Reports are that bas-
ketball great Kobe Bryant and three oth-

ers have been killed in a helicopter crash
in California. That is terrible news!” tweet-
ed Trump.

Trump and former U.S. President
Barack Obama agree on little but were
united in their grief over the five-time
NBA champion’s untimely passing. “Kobe
was a legend on the court and just getting
started in what would have been just as
meaningful a second act. To lose Gianna is
even more heartbreaking to us as par-
ents,” Obama wrote on Twitter.

Where Bryant’s death hit close to home
was on the basketball courts, where his
skill and personality made him one of
world’s most recognisable and popular
athletes. “The NBA family is devastated
by the tragic passing of Kobe Bryant and
his daughter, Gianna,” NBA commissioner
Adam Silver said in a statement. “For 20
seasons, Kobe showed us what is possible
when remarkable talent blends with an
absolute devotion to winning.

“He was one of the most extraordinary
players in the history of our game with
accomplishments that are legendary: five
NBA championships, an NBA MVP
award, 18 NBA All-Star selections, and
two Olympic gold medals.

“He will be remembered most for
inspiring people around the world to pick
up a basketball and compete to the very

best of their ability.” But perhaps it was
three-time NBA champion Dwyane Wade
who best expressed the disbelief and sad-
ness that washed over the league, tweet-
ing: “Nooooooooooo God please No!”

Two of the greatest players of all-time,
Hall of Famers Bill Russell and Kareem
Abdul-Jabaar, praised Bryant as one of

the best ever to set foot on the court but
noted he was an even better person.
“Most people will remember Kobe as the
magnificent athlete who inspired a whole
generation of basketball players,” tweeted
Abdul-Jabaar. “But I will always remem-
ber him as a man who was much more
than an athlete.”  —  Reuters

BHUBANESWAR: A sand sculpture by Indian artist Sudarsan Pattnaik, depicting
American professional basketball player Kobe Bryant with the message ‘we will miss
you’, is pictured at Puri beach, some 65 km away from Bhubaneswar yesterday. — AFP


