Popovich Speaks Fluent Basketball
By Liz Robbins
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Were it not for , and the eager named who served on
the there in southern Turkey during the early 1970's, the might never
have crossed the to get to the today.
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Popovich, who at the , enjoyed traveling as
much as he loved basketball. So when a general told him early in his to leave his

work and go -- on temporary duty for the United States Armed
Forces basketball team in Eastern Europe -- Popovich found a permanent
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He took his curiosity and appreciation for foreign cultures with him as ,and it
has paid s now with the Spurs.
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In games against the of the before the
and against countless others from Estonia, Latvia, Yugoslavia -- names he no longer

remembers -- Popovich developed his worldview that helped bring memorable names to
the N.B.A.
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The Spurs have the most ina increasingly
international players: Popovich's team flies the flags of Argentina, France, Slovenia, New
Zealand, the United States Virgin Islands and the United States.
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"The opportunities I got in to travel with basketball really made me
understand how much basketball is played around the world, how many good players
there are," Popovich said Friday after the Spurs had taken a 1-0 lead over the in
the -game N.B.A. finals.
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"I always thought what a great way to combine my own personal enjoyment with
professional responsibilities. So we made a when we came that we were
going to out there in the other countries and we were going to find
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Sixteen years after first joining the Spurs as an assistant coach under , NOW
the Pistons' coach, Popovich, 56, enters Sunday's Game 2 three victories from winning
his third N.B.A. in seven seasons.
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The man who could have been a spy has instead commanded the fourth best
of any coach in N.B.A. history (.661).
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Popovich will be the first to say that having -- and
-- helped him earn that
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"The only coaches deserve is if they've got good circumstances; they get credit if
they don't ," he said. "I'll admit that I don't think I screwed it up."
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But R.C. Buford, the Spurs' , who trained under Popovich, s his
coach's s with his players and his confidence for ling the Spurs'
success.
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"Pop's a different ," Buford said. "He doesn't really care whether people
know about him. He doesn't feel comfortable when people know about him. His

of personality and experience, is very, very strong."
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Popovich's yet caring relationship with his players holds the team together,
Buford said. Popovich flew to the island of to get to know Duncan before the
Spurs ed him in 1997. He attended Parker's trial with his French

basketball team in 2001 and stayed with Parker in London as the Sept. 11 attacks
prevented Parker from flying immediately.
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Back in San Antonio, Popovich was , with Parker, then a 19-year-old

, instilling him with military toughness on the court, yet learning how to give
him freedom.
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"We our first two years," Parker said. "He was always screaming at me,

like he was hard to take sometimes, getting all red and getting crazy. Now, we've got a
great relationship and we understand each other. He's pretty flexible and you have to
for that because he adapts to my style of playing and Manu's style."
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The forward added: "Pop just wants the best out of you. He's going
to ,  mean really hard, so if you have the to take that,

you're going to develop well as a player."
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Over the past two years, Parker and Ginobili have learned to read Popovich and his
the first quarter of Game 1 when the Spurs fell behind, 17-4, and

Popovich had to call two s.
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"T asked them , if I wasn't being too , if they could

what we were trying to do and, if it didn't make them too angry, if they also
wanted to play some on the other end, that would be great," Popovich said after
the game.
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Ginobili . "You get worried because there's a here that just gets so big,
you think it's going to explode," he said. "He's a smart coach. He knows how to get the
best from his team. He's got that that he gets very upset, and he's not afraid
to tell anything to anybody. He doesn't care if it's Tim Duncan or the player that is on the

f%Bﬂ~M¢ﬁ'r%v€ il %ﬁ‘ e S

WRcEA fTﬂﬁﬁgwﬂwiwﬂ’wﬁiw;ﬁ%mm?@%ﬁq@
Wﬁﬁﬁiiwﬁﬁm" IS AL M AL 57 £
Ff_. ELJ’T\F

22 &
"So everybody feels the same situation. I think it's really good for the spirit of the team."
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Players call Popovich's " " When , of
Turkey, was on the team with the team's current center, from ,
Popovich would actually in Serbian with them.
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"That's something that those guys don't get a lot of places," Buford said. "It just adds to
the relationship. It doesn't it, but it sure . Those

guys know he is making an attempt to be one of them."

M| ﬁp ST S "‘ 4, 'pf;ﬁ—“:iﬁrz éﬁg? | m [y rf’ﬁilﬁ"ﬂ
FhyT w;L B Ef » BEGR g[@ﬁ%@e&,i 1) ),E SR SR
=, =) j& '”F"jfﬂipjﬁ:&?ﬁﬁ S Ey| J%ﬁlglﬁlkiyﬁ - e




25 &

Despite his time in Eastern Europe, Popovich insists he speaks only one language,

English, fluently. He frequently zes his players on national politics, though his
is sometimes .
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In trying to loosen the mood before Game 1, Popovich talked about the national
. "I wanted to know if anybody knew the word that won, it was ," he said.
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But Popovich had to explain the contest three times. "Manu was like, 'Spelling bees?
Where are the bees?" Popovich said.
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Popovich has always ed in this communicative challenge. "Most people just didn't
believe it, they didn't want foreign kids, thinking they didn't speak English and it's going
to ," he said.
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In 1988 Popovich persuaded Brown and the Spurs' general manager, Bob Bass, to send
him to Cologne, Germany, to players at the . There,
Popovich established a relationship with his first : . (Paspalj, a 6-
foot-9 from , lasted one season with the Spurs. Brown disliked his
defense and poor J)
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During those championships, Popovich ed seeing only one other N.B.A. coach --
, then at , who is responsible for starting the international wave
of players by signing 's in 1989. Russia's
went to the that season.

Wi T&wa’iﬁwf?¥wﬁ@ﬁh’ﬁjfﬁvﬁF“J " NBA S - i
RLENPIH BRpE - T B AR (DonNelson) ° um;’%ﬁi“ Jult e g Sk g
F=E ftB%FJ*F (Sarunas Marciulionis ) » F1BIAfREBPRE = VI Py o Pk
Ao - P8RRI (Aleksandr Volkov) “ J ri:'f7K RURNTHERT S

31 =

"When I saw over there on that trip, [ knew we were ," Popovich
said.
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Popovich worked for Nelson as an for two s before returning to San
Antonio to become the and general
manager in 1994. With his influence and the diligence of Buford, who was promoted to
general manager from in 2002, the Spurs became a model of international
scouting.
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Buford d Parker with the 28th overall pick in 2001. Ginobili was the 57th pick in the
1999 draft and did not join the Spurs until 2002. That year, the Spurs drafted ,
Ginobili's teammate on 's gold-medal-winning team at the

last summer. They hope to sign him for next season.
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At those Olympics, Popovich was Brown's assistant for the United States team,
for 1972, when Brown cut him as a player during Olympic s. Popovich stayed
until 1975 in Europe before returning to the Air Force Academy to begin his
coaching that brought him to and later linked
with Brown.
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spy work. Popovich said he and the military had agreed that basketball
would be best for him and the country. " ," he said with a
smile. " it S
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The coach deserves a lot of credit for the victory.
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Teammates credit Duncan with the victory over the Pistons.
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