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B
B HE NEWS WAS AS SHOCKING-ASJT WAS SAD.

After playing spectacular basketbal__'l%"‘i xhibition tournament
against international teams in Paris — earning thé Most Valuable Player
award — Magic Johnson felt tired on his return to the United States. He
and his doctors were sure the fatigiie '*! was from stress and jet lag '
Since he had rarely been sick, Magic was sure he could fight it off quickly.

He and the rest of the Los Angeles Lakers were scheduled to
play in a preseason gamc ' against the Utah Jazz in Salt Lake
City. Magic went along on the trip, but he never made it to the game.
The Lakers’ team doctor called Magic back to Los Angeles because
a blood test had shown that he was infected !"! with the human
immunodeficiency ' virus (HIV).

x

The virus could eventually attack Magic’s immune system and cause
the deadly disease AIDS, which stands for acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome. (HIV is commonly called the AIDS virus.) A person with
AIDS has a severely weakened immune system that cannot fight certain
infections. These infections will eventually cause a person with AIDS to
die.

After hearing that he was HIV-positive !! | Magic underwent a se-
ries of medical tests to confirm the results of the original blood test. He
spoke to his doctors, his wife and family, his teammates, and the on-
court ¥ rivals who had grown to respect him. Then, he spoke to
his fans. Unlike some other famous people with HIV, he was
not going to keep his condition a secret.

On November 7, 1991, Magic held a press confer-
: k ence to announce his immediate retirement. Doctors had
a told him the rigors ! of the professional basketball sea-
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son might weaken his immune system and leave him suscoptibic to 1
illness. Although he felt perfectly fine, Magic was advised to end his
basketball career and lead a life-style that would be less demanding
physically. After a legendary ' career on the basketball court, Magic
chose to shift his focus to the business side of sports and pursue his
dream of owning a professional sports team.

Magic also vowed to help educate people about HIV and AIDS,
which had primarily affected gay '*! men. He would become a spokes-
person ! for the AIDS movement. “I think sometimes we think, ‘well,
only gay people can get it — it’s not going to happen to me.” And here 1
am, saying it can happen to anybody. Even me, Magic Johnson.”

At times during the press conference, Johnson flashed I*! the smile
that is as famous as his no-look passes ' on the basketball court. Magic’s
smile seems to stretch almost as wide as his 6-foot, 9-inch (206-
centimeter)frame is tall. When he announced his retirement from play-
ing in the National Basketball Association (NBA), he left behind an in-
credible trail of accomplishments.

Earvin “Magic” Johnson brought a lot of attention to the NBA. Fans
grew to love him for his personality as well as his obvious basketball
skills. More than anything else, Magic knows how to have fun. His up-
beat 7! attitude has rubbed off on '* fans and teammates and is giving
hope to others with HIV.

He loves the spotlight ! that shines on any basketball superstar, and
he has always known how to act in it: executing spectacular plays on the

court, delighting reporters with comical or intelligent comments,

© %p, and making the extra effort to organize charity events or en-
courage kids to educate themselves. When he discovered he

RERT was infected with HIV, he became the most visible and
o vibrant spokesperson the AIDS movement has ever had.
Some people have called Magic the best basketball
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player ever. Newspaper columnist ' Mike Lupica once pointed out that
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar 2! scored more points, Wilt Chamberlain 1*! had
more rebounds Y, Bill Russell I* played on more championship teams,
and Michael Jordan was born with more talent. “But,” said Lupica, “‘bas-
ketball is a team game and no one has done more than Magic to help his
team win.”

A'look into the record book makes Johnson’s contribution to the
Los Angeles Lakers obvious. He scored 17,239 points over 12 seasons,
and his 9,921 assists %! are among the highest in the history of the
NBA. He was named the NBA’S Most Valuable Player on three sepa-
rate occasions. Most importantly to Magic, he led his team to the NBA
championship series nine times. Five of those times, the Lakers took
the title.

“I don’t jump very high, but I jump high enough,” explained Magic,
whose jittery ", one-handed shot went through the hoop 53 percent of
the time through the1980s. “I don’t shoot very well, but I shoot well
enough. I just like to win.”

On the court, he has done just about everything expected of a
player — scored, passed, and grabbed rebounds. There isn’t a position
he hasn’t played. “I’ve played guard ®*! and center ' on offense and
every position, seems like, on defense,” he says. “And we’ve won.” Most
of the time, he played point guard !'"" — a position usually filled by
players several inches shorter. Magic’s height advantage helped him to
excel at the position.

Rated as one of the three top sports heroes of the 1980s —
“iy55. along with hockey’s Wayne Gretzky and football’s Joe Mon-
tana — Johnson only got better with !''' age. He recovered

i from injuries with unfailing determination, improved his

hook shot ', and perfected an already magnificent
shot from the outside.
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“The thing about Magic is that it’s hard to tell if he’s getting better,
because he just does what he wants to do,” said Chicago guard John Paxson
during the1991 season. “He can score 6 points and totally dominate the
game, which he’s done against us. Or he can decide they need points, and
go out and score 39, which he’s also done against us. He just reads the
flow of the game and decides what he’s going to do that night.”

Magic also made it possible for his teammates to improve their own
games with his generous passing. Following an era in which players
were often selfish in their quest to score points, Johnson — along with
his frequent rival, Larry Bird of the Boston Celtics — made the simple
assist (a pass that leads directly to a teammate’s scoring) look masterful.
Magic would often outsmart ' opponents with his no-look pass. He took
pride in his passing abilities. “Now kids on the playground all want to
make the beautiful pass,” Johnson says with satisfaction. No doubt, a
new generation of basketball stars entering the NBA will cite Magic as
their childhood hero.
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