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 0
Randy Brown
G
6-2
190
5/22/68
New Mexico State '91
11
 4
Alton Ford*
F
6-9
280
5/29/81
Houston '04
1
 24
Tom Gugliotta
F
6-10
250
12/19/69
North Carolina State '92
10
 1
Anfernee Hardaway
G-F
6-7
215
7/18/71
Memphis '93
9
 23
Casey Jacobsen
G-F
6-6
215
3/19/81
Stanford '03
R
 2
Joe Johnson
G-F
6-7
235
6/29/81
Arkansas '01
1
 14
Dan Langhi
F
6-11
220
11/28/77
Vanderbilt '00
2
 3
Stephon Marbury
G
6-2
205
2/20/77
Georgia Tech '96
6
 31
Shawn Marion
F
6-7
215
5/07/78
UNLV '00
3
 45
Bo Outlaw
F
6-8
220
4/13/71
Houston '93
9
 32
Amare Stoudemire
F
6-10
245
11/16/82
Cypress Creek (Orlando, FL) '0
R
 25
Jake Tsakalidis
C
7-2
290
6/10/79
Greece
2
 43
Jake Voskuhl*
C
6-11
245
11/01/77
Connecticut '00
2
 47
Scott Williams
F-C
6-10
260
3/21/68
North Carolina '90
12

	


History:

1968-69 Season Recap

The Suns Rise in Phoenix

Honor Roll | Highlights
"PHOENIX? YOU MUST BE CRAZY!" Crazy? Who's to say. But this was the year that the Suns rose in Phoenix bringing the city its first professional sports franchise.
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	Prickly Pears?
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Thank goodness to fan Selinda King, the Phoenix franchise was dubbed the "Suns."
A Suns Original
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Dick Van Arsdale was the first player in franchise history.
The Red Zone
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A Q&A with Johnny "Red" Kerr.
Video: Oct. 18, 1968: Dick Van Arsdale scores the first basket and the Suns win their first-ever game, 116-107 over Seattle.
(466k avi | QuickTime)


Yes, there had been plenty of talk in Phoenix about getting a major pro sports franchise. But usually, people were talking about an NFL team. There had been no big media buildup, no debates as to the pros and cons of pro basketball in Phoenix, no marketing surveys and no advance ticket sales. 

When Richard Bloch, who was the catalyst for the formation of the primary Suns ownership group, met with then-NBA commissioner Walter Kennedy, the commish quickly threw a wet blanket over Bloch's plans. "Phoenix? You must be crazy," Kennedy said. "Phoenix will never support pro basketball."

There were others in the NBA who shared Kennedy's view. They grumbled that Phoenix was too hot, too small and too far away for pro basketball. But Bloch recognized Phoenix as a growing market with tremendous potential and refused to take "No" for an answer. Kennedy, at the prodding of Bloch, talked to a few Phoenicians.

"I talked to half a dozen shoeshine boys, a couple of barbers and some taxi drivers," Kennedy said, "and I was surprised and gratified how aware they were of the NBA. I came away with strong feelings that Phoenix was ready."

Just before the beginning of the 1968 All-Star Game in New York, on January 22 to be exact, word was delivered to Bloch that the NBA Board of Governors had approved an expansion franchise for Phoenix. For a $2 million entry fee, Bloch had a yet-to-be-named team and 30 official Wilson basketballs autographed by Walter Kennedy. It was a start.

Just over three months later, on April 25, the name "Suns" was selected after more than 28,000 entries were submitted in a name-the-team contest sponsored by The Arizona Republic.

The Suns' logo took awhile to develop, however, but it was worth the wait. And it was worth the effort co-owners Don Pitt and Don Diamond put into having it designed. Originally, they contacted a commercial artist, who charged $5,000 for a logo the owners were dissatisfied with. Then, they called Stan Fabe of Tucson, who ran a successful commercial printing plant there.

It was Fabe who designed the sunburst logo, which originally had a full sunburst. In the latter stages of his design work, Fabe erased the fiery flames from the left side. A similar version of the logo was used for Phoenix's first 24 seasons in the NBA. And, the redesigned logo of 1992 still bears some resemblance. Fabe's charge for developing the team's everlasting image: $200.

Now, if the last few decades seem as timeless as the Suns' logo, consider the archaic nature of the first-ever Suns media guide, which listed several of the top reasons that Phoenix was an ideal home for NBA basketball. Among them: "the temperate weather which prevails year around in Arizona provides excellent driving conditions to and from contests."

The first home of the Suns wasn't nearly as archaic. In fact, the Veterans Memorial Coliseum at the Arizona State Fairgrounds was only 3 years old when the Suns moved in for the 1968-69 season. Built to accommodate the music attractions that annually came to the State Fair, the Coliseum featured 12,224 "theater-style" seats, which was a pretty big deal back in the '60s.

Jerry Colangelo, who had been the chief scout for the Chicago Bulls, was named Suns general manager at age 28, becoming the youngest GM in professional team sports at the time. The mandate from ownership was basic and direct - build a first-class organization and make it a winner. Colangelo's philosophy on how to build a winner was equally as clear-cut.

"We should go with young talent," he said. "Of course, the ideal blend is a mixture of youth and experience, but when it's a tossup, youth must prevail."

The Suns began building their team by naming Johnny "Red" Kerr as head coach. Kerr, who was the head man for the Bulls the previous two years, was named NBA Coach of the Year in 1967 after his first campaign at the helm. It was in Chicago that Kerr first met Colangelo.

During their first season together in the Windy City, Kerr and Colangelo were responsible for building a team that won 33 games and made the playoffs in its maiden season.

Late into the 1968 campaign, Colangelo headed west to become general manager of the Suns. By the end of that season, one in which the Bulls struggled, it was apparent that Kerr and the Bulls' management were ready to part ways. Colangelo received permission to talk to Kerr and signed his old friend to a three-year deal. "Change the plays," an aggravated Kerr said before leaving the Bulls, "I know 'em all."

Kerr would need a sense of humor in Phoenix. With the addition of expansion teams in Phoenix and Milwaukee in 1968, the NBA talent pool had shrunken further. Kerr approached his task with a mixture of wit and cautious optimism.

"As a player," he said, "you get to know all the tricks and you wish you could start over. In effect, this is what we're doing here."

The Suns acquired their first player on May 6, 1968 during the NBA Expansion Draft, selecting 6-5 guard Dick Van Arsdale from New York. Van Arsdale, now vice president of player personnel for Phoenix, is still affectionately known as "The Original Sun."

Several other players that were taken in the expansion draft saw court time with Van Arsdale, as well: Gail Goodrich (Los Angeles), Neil Johnson (New York), David Lattin (San Francisco), Stan McKenzie (Baltimore), McCoy McLemore (Chicago), Dick Snyder (Atlanta) and George Wilson (Seattle).

Van Arsdale, who would log nine seasons with the Suns before retiring, witnessed the continued growth of the club's roster on June 4, 1968, when Phoenix selected 6-7 forward Gary Gregor in the first round (eighth overall) of the college draft out of the University of South Carolina.

Goodrich, now in the NBA Hall of Fame, Snyder, McLemore and Wilson joined Van Arsdale on the court for the first-ever Suns home game on October 4, 1968 - an exhibition against San Diego. After the game, Suns co-owners and performers Andy Williams and Henry Mancini performed a special concert, complete with stage, symphony and grand piano.

The Suns won their regular-season opener against Seattle 116-107 and had a rather impressive 4-3 record seven games into their introductory season. Unfortunately for Kerr and his team, the rest of the schedule would prove much more difficult. The Suns managed only 12 more wins the rest of the way, finishing up year one with a 16-66 record.



HONOR ROLL
Dick Van Arsdale
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The first player chosen in the 1968 Expansion Draft.
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Scored the franchise's first-ever basket in a win over Seattle on Oct. 18.
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One of the team's first All-Stars, scored four points in 10 minutes of play during the event held in Baltimore.
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Ranked second on the team in scoring, averaging 21 points a game.

Gail Goodrich
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Finished sixth in the league in scoring and led the Suns with 23.8 points per game.
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Led the Suns in assists, handing out 6.4 per game.
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Named to the 1969 All-Star squad and contributed five points.

Jim Fox
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Acquired in a December trade from Detroit for McCoy McLemore and started the remaining 51 games at center.
[image: image12.png]


Led the Suns in rebounding, averaging 13.3 boards a game.
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HIGHLIGHTS
Dick Van Arsdale scored the first official basket in Suns history, a layup after a feed from Dick Snyder, moments into the Suns' regular-season opener, at the Coliseum. The Suns won their first game 116-107 over Seattle.

Gail Goodrich scored a team record 47 points in a 146-133 home win over San Diego. Only 2,384 people were at the Coliseum to watch the effort, which is still tied for the fifth-best scoring night in Suns history.

The Suns made their national television debut on Christmas day, 1968, as an ABC audience and a season-high Coliseum crowd of 10,355 witnessed the Los Angeles Lakers post a 119-99 victory.

Throughout the course of their initial campaign, the Suns played four regular-season games in Tucson, Ariz. During the preseason, they played games in Mesa, Globe, Flagstaff and Fort Huachuca, all in an effort to bring the NBA to the entire state of Arizona.

1969-70 Season Recap

Welcome to the Playoffs

Honor Roll | Highlights
THESE DAYS, PLAYOFF EXPECTATIONS go hand-in-hand with Suns basketball. Phoenix fans have thrived on the intensity of the postseason for years. At the start, though, the playoffs were anything but a guarantee.
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Connie Hawkins was one of the original high flyers.
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	Hawk Talk
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During the club's 30th anniversary season, Hall-of-Famer Connie Hawkins sat down with Suns.com for an in-depth interview looking back on his prolific career.
Coach Colangelo
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You may be surprised to learn it was Jerry Colangelo who led the Suns to their first-ever playoff appearance.
The First Trip
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Longtime Phoenix sports writer Joe Gilmartin recalls the Suns' introduction to the NBA Playoffs.
34 and 20!
Video: Connie Hawkins put up big numbers in leading the Suns to their first-ever postseason victory. QuickTime


S o, when Phoenix whet its playoff appetite in only its second year in the NBA, taking the vaunted Los Angeles Lakers to seven games in the first round, it's easy to understand how the Suns gained droves of fans who were hungry for further success. 

The accomplishments of the '69-70 season started with the addition of key veterans. General Manager Jerry Colangelo sent 1968 first-round draft pick Gary Gregor to Atlanta for power forward Paul Silas. While Gregor had distinguished himself as a strong outside shooter, Colangelo felt he needed to beef up the inside game. That's exactly what he did with Silas.

In June, the Suns took an even bigger step in solidifying the front line, winning the rights to American Basketball Association offensive superstar Connie Hawkins. The 6-8 forward, who spent two legendary seasons in the ABA and another with the Harlem Globetrotters, brought immediate credibility to a franchise which, two months earlier, lost a coin flip to Milwaukee for the top pick in the 1969 NBA Draft. That pick would have brought UCLA center Lew Alcindor, who later changed his name to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, to Phoenix.

The Suns might not have had Kareem, but the "Hawk" was dazzling in his own right. The reputation of Connie Hawkins had grown to legendary proportions as he dazzled on the school-yard courts in his native Manhattan. But for all his style and skill, he failed to live out his lifelong dream of playing in the NBA until he was in his prime.

In 1961, as a naive college freshman, he was linked to an investigation into a college basketball betting scandal and although proven innocent of any wrongdoing, the innuendo cost him his scholarship to the University of Iowa and "blacklisted" him in the NBA.

So, for seven years of his playing prime, the Hawk bounced around basketball's hinterlands until David and Roslyn Litman, two attorneys who had become friends with Hawkins during his ABA stay in Pittsburgh, filed a $6 million lawsuit against the league on his behalf.

The legal action caught the NBA's attention and plans were immediately set into motion to bring Hawkins into the league. The NBA focused on strengthening its newest teams: Seattle, Chicago, Milwaukee and Phoenix. The Bulls, because of their early success, and Bucks, because of Alcindor, were eliminated from consideration.

Who was actually present at the coin flip between Seattle and Phoenix, or even if the coin came up heads or tails was not known outside the inner sanctum of the NBA. The final result was that the rights to Hawkins belonged to the Suns.

Phoenix Gazette columnist Joe Gilmartin called the acquisition of Hawkins, who was elected to the NBA Hall of Fame in 1992, "the greatest comeback in coin-flipping history."

Continuing the search for additional frontcourt strength, the Suns drafted and signed second-overall pick Neal Walk out of Florida and fourth-round selection Lamar Green from Morehead State. The four newest Suns would work along with returning center Jim Fox and the backcourt tandem of Dick Van Arsdale and Gail Goodrich to make a 13-game improvement on the previous season's mark of 16-66.

But, with all the new ingredients, the recipe didn't come together quite as fast as Colangelo had hoped. A 134-121 loss to Seattle on Dec. 30 put the Suns at 15-23 on the season. Head coach Johnny Kerr resigned five hours before Phoenix's next game, a Jan. 2 meeting with San Diego.

Phoenix's midseason troubles on the court were magnified by off-court tragedy. Bob Vache, the first "Voice of the Suns" was killed in a car accident. Color commentator "Hot Rod" Hundley took over the play-by-play duties, with former coach Kerr taking Hundley's old role as game analyst.

Colangelo, meanwhile, decided he was the man to take over the coaching duties. A man with sizable coaching knowledge but absolutely no coaching experience, he began a successful first term as interim head coach. Knowing he had one of the league's most potent offensive weapons in Hawkins, Colangelo kept his game plans simple. He loaded up his weapon and pointed it straight at every opponent.

In Colangelo's first game, Hawkins hit a 16-foot jumper with four seconds left to beat the Rockets and the push to the postseason was on. On March 20, against the same San Diego squad, the Suns clinched their first playoff spot. Colangelo finished 24-20 as an interim coach that season, but once again, the Suns would fall victim to a coin flip.

This time, Phoenix and Chicago would flip for the third and fourth seeds in the Western Conference. Both teams had finished tied for third place with identical 39-43 records. The Suns lost the flip, putting them into a best-of-seven series with the mighty Lakers, who had managed 46 wins despite playing without center Wilt Chamberlain. But "Wilt the Stilt" would return in time for the second season, which made the Lakers huge favorites against the upstarts from the desert.

As expected, Game 1 went to the Lakers, 128-112. But in Game 2, Hawkins put on what Colangelo called "the greatest individual performance I've ever seen," scoring 34 points, collecting 20 rebounds and handing out seven assists in a 114-101 Suns triumph.

Phoenix fans who may have been on the fence were now on the Suns bandwagon, and for Game 3 at the Veterans Memorial Coliseum, there was a "Sold Out" sign at the ticket windows for the first time in franchise history. It was a great game to have one of those tickets, too, as the Suns again shocked the Lakers 112-98.

Game 4, played on a Saturday night, rocked the Coliseum to its foundation. The Suns jumped out to a 19-2 lead and held on for a 112-102 victory, gaining a 3-1 series edge.

The Lakers weren't about to surrender, however, and came back to win Game 5 at home and Game 6 in Phoenix; a game in which Chamberlain tore down 26 rebounds.

Still, there was hope. Although Game 7 was at the Forum, the Suns knew they had won Game 2 there. And, amazingly, the Suns still had a lot of fan support. Prior to gametime, telegrams poured into the locker room. It seemed as if Western Union was holding a special for Suns fans.

But for this Cinderella, the clock had struck midnight. The Lakers posted a convincing 129-94 victory and clinched the series. The Suns, however, had won a legion of fans. In fact, interest in the Suns and the NBA had skyrocketed in the Arizona desert.

The on-court improvement translated into a jump or over 3,000 fans per game in average attendance. But the 1970 playoff run had an even longer lasting effect: it helped Suns fans realize that their team could bring a community together, could help their city gain an identity and gain a spot in the professional sports world.

"The Suns have had the job," wrote Phoenix Gazette sports editor Bob Allison, "good nights and bad, of selling pro basketball to a city whose experience had been confined to a few exhibitions and a smattering of hardly-meaningful league games. And a city at that, with a reputation for being pretty hard to turn on.

"That they've convinced the dubious, I have no doubt."
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Connie Hawkins
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Led Suns in scoring (24.6 ppg) and ranked second in rebounding (10.4 rpg).
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Represented Phoenix in the NBA All-Star Game, tallying 10 points and four boards.
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Named first-team All NBA.
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On March 29, recorded 34 points and 20 rebounds in Suns first-ever playoff win.

Paul Silas
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Led Suns in rebounding (11.7 rpg).

Dick Van Arsdale
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Made second All-Star appearance as a Sun and scored eight points in 16 minutes.
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Ranked second on team in scoring (21.3 ppg).
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HIGHLIGHTS
The Suns won four games in a row and eight of 11 to close out the regular season and clinch their first-ever playoff berth.

It was during the 1970 playoffs that Lakers broadcaster Chick Hearn gave the Suns' home, Veterans Memorial Coliseum, the nickname "Madhouse on McDowell."

The franchise's first-ever playoff victory came on March 29, 1970, when the Suns upset the Lakers 114-101 in Los Angeles.

1970-71 Season Recap

The Hard Luck Suns

Honor Roll | Highlights
ON THE HEELS OF A PLAYOFF APPEARANCE in only its second year of existence, the 1970-71 edition of the Phoenix Suns approached the new season with great anticipation and even greater expectations.
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Paul Silas set the single-game mark for rebounds with 27 -- a record that still stands.


D ick Van Arsdale returned for his third season with Phoenix as the only original Sun remaining. During the offseason, the Suns had traded Jim Fox to Chicago for veteran guard Clem Haskins. Phoenix also dealt Gail Goodrich to the Lakers, the team for which he played before he was taken by the Suns in the 1968 Expansion Draft, for veteran forward Mel Counts. 

The Suns' roster wasn't the only thing to change. In spite of the success the Suns enjoyed at the end of the '69-70 season, Jerry Colangelo no longer felt compelled to juggle his responsibilities as both general manager and coach.

Saying he felt the Suns needed a "career" coach, Colangelo set out to find a teacher and a motivator who could mold the club's young players and get the most out of the veterans.

Colangelo met Cotton Fitzsimmons at the NCAA Tournament in Louisville in 1968 and Cotton impressed him as a very upbeat, positive young coach. At the time, Fitzsimmons was coaching Kansas State and Colangelo continued to follow his career there. When the Phoenix general manager relinquished his coaching duties, Fitzsimmons was among the several candidates who received an interview. Indiana's Bobby Knight was also among them.

Cotton was a coach who not only had the enthusiasm and vigor for which Colangelo was looking, he also appeared to be someone who could readily adjust to the NBA - someone who had some flexibility.

On June 5, 1970, Lowell "Cotton" Fitzsimmons was hired for his first of three stints at the Suns' helm.

Fitzsimmons had led his Wildcats to the Big Eight title the previous year and brought a sense of passion to the Valley. It was a good fit, in the sense that Fitzsimmons already had "Purple Pride" because Kansas State's school colors include purple.

On the other hand, Cotton's wardrobe wasn't always a perfect fit. When he first arrived in Phoenix, he had a collegiate wardrobe that was sprinkled with purple, including purple cowboy boots. The best thing that ever happened to Cotton when he got the job in Phoenix was that the Suns set up a deal for him with a local clothing store for a new wardrobe.

Cotton's success on the court came much easier. After all, he was taking over a team that finished 39-43 the year before and featured Van Arsdale, Haskins, Paul Silas, Connie Hawkins and Neal Walk.

"Not too many coaches are fortunate enough to start their NBA careers with the talent I had," Fitzsimmons once said looking back on his pro beginnings. "They were a great group of guys. And the best thing about them was they didn't need a lot of coaching. All you had to do was guide them, give them direction and they did the rest."

Under Cotton's guidance and direction, the Suns won 48 games - nine more than the previous year. Yet Phoenix failed to qualify for the playoffs as they had the year before - a year, by the way, in which they almost upset the mighty L.A. Lakers in the opening round.

The key factor in the Suns' playoff frustration of 1971 (and 1972 for that matter) was the set-up of the NBA as a whole. You see, in 1970, the Suns made the playoffs as one of the top four teams in the seven-team Western Division. The league's expansion into Portland, Cleveland and Buffalo, however, not only increased the number of teams in the league to 17, but it also created a restructuring of the league map. Gone were the Western and Eastern Divisions and in their place were the Western and Eastern Conferences. Within each conference, two divisions, the Atlantic and Central Divisions in the East, the Pacific and Midwest in the West.

League officials wanted the Pacific Division to be just that, a division made up of teams strictly on the Pacific Coast. So, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco (Golden State), Los Angeles and the San Diego Rockets made up the Pacific lineup. That left Phoenix to battle in the Midwest, and battle was the only way to describe life with Kareem Abdul-Jabbar's Milwaukee Bucks, coach Dick Motta's Chicago Bulls and Bob Lanier's Detroit Pistons.

"At the time, I didn't give much thought to the fact that we were in the same division as the Bucks and the Bulls," recalled Van Arsdale. "There were only 17 teams in the league at that time, so you didn't get a breather against anybody. You played against great players every night."

Not only was life in the Midwest Division demanding, but the real punch line of this cruel joke on the Suns came in the playoff set-up: just like the year before, four teams would qualify from the West and four from the East, only this time, the berths would go to the top two teams in each division. No regard for records, just finish first or second and you're in, no questions asked.

The Suns spent most of the '70-71 season in dogged pursuit of the Bulls, who reveled in a reputation as the NBA's most physical team. Playing against the likes of Jerry Sloan, Norm Van Lier and Tom Boerwinkle left most teams feeling like the Bulls, not the Bears, were the Monsters of the Midway. It made Suns/Bulls games, especially their showdowns in Chicago Stadium, seem more like wars of survival than basketball games.

"I've still got marks on my hands from where Bulls players scratched me with their fingernails," said Walk decades later. "Every game with them was like a street fight and the referees figured 'Hey, that's the way they play,' so they let it go."

"The thing I remember about the Bulls," Van Arsdale said, "is they were very good at executing their offense. It was an offense designed to get the ball to their forwards, Bob Love and Chet Walker. They ran it well, and that's why they were so successful."

Try as they might, the Suns stayed close but were never able to overtake the Bulls. The frustration grew to a boiling point when the Suns dropped back-to-back games in Chicago late in the season, effectively ending their hopes of making the 1971 NBA Playoffs. The frustration grew out of the fact that, a week earlier, the Suns had pounded the Bulls, 115-90, before a raucous sellout crowd at Veterans Memorial Coliseum.

"I don't want to use the word 'hatred,'" said Walk, "but it got to the point where we had a rivalry with the Bulls that was based on a dislike for them.

"The funny thing was, we pounded them pretty good a couple of times at home. We just couldn't do it in Chicago."

Wrapping up the season at 48-34, Phoenix posted the fourth-best record in the NBA in '70-71, but finished third in the Midwest Division. To make things even more frustrating, five of the eight teams that did reach the playoffs that year had either the same or fewer wins than the Suns.
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Clem Haskins
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Led Phoenix in assists (4.7) per game and ranked third in scoring (17.8 ppg).

Connie Hawkins
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In second NBA season, averaged 20.9 points and 4.8 boards per game.
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Set record for shortest appearance in an All-Star Game. Although recorded as one minute, Hawk saw about two seconds of action as he was removed during a timeout called following the opening tip. A prior ankle sprain limited his playing time.

Paul Silas
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On Jan. 18, pulled down 27 rebounds in a win over Cleveland, a single-game total which still stands as the most ever by a Suns player.
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Led the Suns in rebounds (12.5 rgp) and became the first player in team history to collect more than 1,000 boards in a single season (1,005).
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Named to the NBA's All-Defensive second team.

Dick Van Arsdale
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Led the Suns in scoring (21.9 ppg).
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Made his third and final All-Star appearance as a member of the Suns, scoring four points in 12 minutes
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HIGHLIGHTS
In a remarkable 116-112 comeback win, the Suns overcame a 20-point second-half deficit to defeat the Boston Celtics in front of 12,256 fans at the Coliseum on Feb. 19. The win capped off Phoenix's 12th win in 16 games, dating back to Jan. 10.

In that game vs. Boston, Phoenix connected on 48 free throws, a franchise record which stood for nearly 20 years before being broken on April 9, 1990, when the Suns made 61 attempts in an overtime win vs. Utah.

When the Suns defeated the Buffalo Braves 114-82 on Jan. 26, the Braves' road uniforms never made it to Phoenix. Buffalo did have their home uniforms with them, and consequently, the game became the only one in Suns history in which Phoenix wore its road uniforms at home.

The new broadcast team of Joe McConnell and Hot Rod Hundley, who returned to his role as analyst, called the shots from courtside. McConnell became the third "Voice of the Suns" and would later go on to become the "Voice of NBA Radio" for four seasons.

1971-72 Season Recap

The Hard Luck Suns, Part II

Honor Roll | Highlights
THE PHOENIX SUNS BROKE THEIR FRANCHISE RECORD for total number of wins for the third consecutive season in 1971-72, posting an impressive mark of 49-33, yet concluded the campaign exactly like they had the year before, by watching the playoffs on their living room TV sets.
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Charlie Scott joined the Suns with six games left in the '71-72 campaign.


C otton Fitzsimmons had begun his second year at the helm with high hopes for his club. The Suns opened the campaign with a promising lineup: Clem Haskins and Dick Van Arsdale at guard, Neal Walk at center and Connie Hawkins and Paul Silas at the forward spots. Yet despite the veteran starters, the Suns started the season a bit rough, compiling a 7-11 record through Nov. 20. 

Their early season struggles, which included a four-game road trip that brought four-straight losses, was quickly forgotten, however, as the Suns won their next eight in a row and found themselves at 25-17 on January 7.

Phoenix embarked on another lengthy streak in February, winning nine straight, including a one-point nail biter against the Los Angeles Lakers, who posted a then-NBA record 69 victories in '71-72. In fact, the Suns were the only team in the NBA to defeat the eventual league champions twice in the regular season.

Phoenix nearly made it three wins over the seemingly invincible Lakers in the next-to-last regular-season game. Trailing 112-110 with two seconds left, Hawkins accepted an inbounds pass and canned a 20-footer from the right corner. But referees ruled the Hawk's right foot landed out of bounds and the basket was disallowed.

Much like that game, the Suns were oh, so close, to earning a playoff birth, but were left with a sour taste in their mouths. For the second consecutive year, Phoenix posted one of the league's top six records, but was not among the eight teams which reached the playoffs. Again, it was Milwaukee and Chicago that advanced from the Midwest Division.

Although Phoenix's playoff fate had already been decided by mid-March as they were mathematically eliminated with six games left, there was still plenty of intrigue involved in the season's remaining days.

On March 14, the Suns obtained the rights to Charlie Scott from the Boston Celtics in exchange for future considerations. Scott, a 6-6 guard from North Carolina, had played for the Virginia Squires of the ABA, where he averaged 35 points a game and was the 1971 ABA co-Rookie of the Year along with Kentucky's Dan Issel.

The struggling ABA didn't take Scott's departure lightly. An ugly battle had ensued between Scott and the Squires concerning the validity of his contract and Scott's late-season move to the Suns, via Boston, was a major one in the so-called war between the ABA and NBA for top talent.

Founded in 1967, the ABA was designed, as most fledgling leagues are, to provide pro basketball to cities that didn't have NBA franchises. In order to make the ABA work, it needed big names and big talent. No better place to find that, of course, than in the NBA.

Stars like Rick Barry, Billy Cunningham, Joe Caldwell and Zelmo Beaty left the established league for bigger paychecks in the ABA. With the NBA just beginning to scratch the surface of its popularity, and at a time when financial conservatism seemed the best way to stay in business, the NBA considered the ABA an unwelcome partner in the pro ranks.

By 1972, the ABA was struggling, however. Lack of a network television contract and small crowds made it increasingly difficult to pay the established stars. Also, after five seasons, the league was developing its own stars, who wanted in on the big paydays. Among that group was Scott, who left the Squires in early March, saying the team had failed to meet certain requirements of his long-term contract.

Scott claimed that the Squires' ownership reneged on a promise to pay off a $20,000 loan in his name, that his credit rating was subsequently damaged and that he was free to leave. A court ruled in Scott's favor, clearing the way for him to join the NBA. Boston owned Scott's rights but he was acquired by the Suns after a weekend of negotiations.

The Squires and the ABA retaliated quickly. Owners filed a suit against the NBA for signing Scott and also sent telegrams signed by ABA Commissioner Jack Dolph to each Suns player. The telegrams invited the players to switch to the ABA if they were unhappy.

The Suns then filed suit against the Squires, saying they were interfering with contractual relationships with the players. The lawsuits never amounted to much. The ABA died in 1976 with four of its teams being absorbed by the NBA (Nets, Nuggets, Pacers and Spurs).

Scott, who had six games to show Fitzsimmons what he could do during his first NBA season, averaged 18.8 points a game and Phoenix won four of those six contests. Scott's performances, however, could not overshadow the fear that the "future consideration" that Boston wanted for giving up Scott was, in fact, power forward Silas. After the Suns lost Silas, Scott had to play with huge expectations throughout his four-year career in Phoenix, but he met most of them head-on.
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HONOR ROLL
Connie Hawkins
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Led Phoenix in scoring with a 21.0 average.
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Named an NBA All-Star and scored 13 points in leading the West squad to a 112-110 win.

Paul Silas
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Voted Suns MVP by Phoenix fans.
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Led team in rebounding for third-straight year with 11.9 per game.
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Pulled down 26 boards on Jan. 21 at Seattle, the second-highest single-game total in Suns history.
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Made his only All-Star appearance as a Sun, scoring six points in 15 minutes of action.

Dick Van Arsdale
[image: image40.png]


Suns second-leading scorer at 19.7 points per game.

Neal Walk
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Averaged an impressive 15.7 points and 8.2 boards per night.
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HIGHLIGHTS
The Suns topped their previous season-best attendance total, drawing 342,922 fans to the Coliseum for an average of 8,346 per contest.

Phoenix became only the fourth team in league history to lead the NBA in free throws attempted, free throws made and free throw accuracy.

1972-73 Season Recap

The Dawn of Reconstruction

Honor Roll | Highlights
THE 1972-73 SEASON WAS ONE OF CHANGE for the Phoenix Suns. First, the Suns found themselves in the Pacific Division, relocated from the tough Midwest Division, where they had being edged out of the playoffs each of the past two seasons by powerhouses Milwaukee and Chicago. That was a good change.
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Neal Walk had his best season in '72-73, averaging better than 20 points and 12 rebounds a game.


E ntering year five of play, the Suns brought on a new broadcaster in Al McCoy, who has entertained and educated Phoenix fans as "The Voice of the Suns" ever since. That, too, was a good change. 

But not all changes worked out for the best. Most notably, the change(s) in coaching. Following a successful two years at the Suns' helm, Head Coach Cotton Fitzsimmons decided it was time to move on.

General Manager Jerry Colangelo, meanwhile, decided that his veteran ball club needed a veteran coach to fill the new vacancy. Enter Willem Hendrik van Breda Kolff, who became the fourth man to lead the Suns on June 28, 1972. Van Breda Kolff, a.k.a. VBK, had made coaching stops in Los Angeles and Detroit, but his stay in Phoenix would be the shortest stop of all.

A colorful man on the bench to say the least, van Breda Kolff had been known for accruing more than his fair share of technical fouls. But it was the technical aspects of his coaching philosophy that came into question and ultimately cost him his job, just seven games into the season.

As the 3-3 Suns ventured into Los Angeles for a meeting with the defending World Champion Lakers on Oct. 29, van Breda Kolff failed to make late-game substitutions that many felt were necessary. With the starters on the bench, the Suns made a late-game rally. The starters never saw the floor again and the Suns lost the game 133-123. It would be the last coaching decision that VBK would make for the Suns.

Not only did Colangelo decide to remove his new head coach, but he also chose to assume his team's head-coaching duties for the second time in his franchise's young history. Though this change resulted in some immediate improvements in the attitudes of some players, it did little to move the Suns upward in the standings in the long run.

After losing their first game under Colangelo, the Suns embarked on a five-game winning streak and improved to 8-5. It was the first hill on a roller coaster ride that would go mostly downhill during the middle to late stages of the season.

Following the 8-5 start, the Suns hit another rough stretch losing 13 of their next 18 games. A five-game road trip in mid-November was particularly painful as they lost all five contests, including one to the Atlanta Hawks, who were now coached by Fitzsimmons.

Delusions of grandeur would quickly reappear however, as Phoenix won 10 of their next 14 and found themselves at 23-22 on January 13. A playoff run never materialized, though. In fact, Phoenix failed to climb above the .500 mark from that point on and despite winning four of their last five games, finished up at 38-44 and missed the playoffs by 10 games.

The irony of the season was that Phoenix would have made the playoffs had they been able to duplicate their single-season total of wins (49 and 48) during their two previous non-playoff seasons.

Like the season itself, the Suns' roster brought both excitement and disappointment in '72-73. Guard Charlie Scott, who was acquired with only six games remaining the season before, proved to be an invaluable addition. Upon leading the club in scoring, putting up more than 25 points a game, Scott was named the most outstanding player by the "Guns of Suns" booster group. Neal Walk, the team's fourth-year center, also had an impressive season, averaging career highs of 20.2 points and 12.4 rebounds a night.

On the other end of the spectrum, Connie Hawkins struggled somewhat in his final full season with the Suns. The 30-year-old forward averaged just 16.1 points a game, down from his team-high of 21.1 the year before.

And then there was the story of Gus Johnson. A five-time NBA All-Star, who was perhaps the first true power forward in the game, Johnson joined the Suns late in his career, acquired from Baltimore prior to the season for a second round draft pick.

Although he still had the drive that made him one of the sport's top rebounders, the 36 year old's legs had logged too many miles over his nine-year career to stand up to a long NBA season. Johnson saw action in 21 games for the Suns, averaging 7.8 points and 6.5 boards, before he was waived in early December.

The decision to cut the former great was a tough one for Colangelo. Much tougher than his decision at the end of the season to leave the bench behind. The Suns went just 30-35 under the current president and CEO of the club in '72-73.
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HONOR ROLL
Connie Hawkins
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Named an NBA All-Star for the fourth season in a row.
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Averaged 16.1 points and 8.6 rebounds per game in his final full season with the Suns.

Charlie Scott
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Made his first of three-straight NBA All-Star appearances.
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Led the Suns with 25.3 points (fifth in the NBA) and 6.1 assists per game. Only Tom Chambers has averaged more points in a season for the Suns.
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Became just the 10th guard in league history to score more than 2,000 points in a season, finishing with 2,048.

Neal Walk
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Led Suns with 12.4 rebounds per game and ranked second with 20.2 points per game.
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Pulled down 1,006 rebounds, joining Paul Silas as the only Suns player to grab at least 1,000 rebounds in a season. No Suns player has eclipsed 1,000 rebounds since.
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Was the team iron man, logging more than 3,000 minutes and averaging 38.4 minutes per game.
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HIGHLIGHTS
There was a hidden story behind the 125-124 Suns home victory over Golden State on March 23. The win was due in part to plays drawn up before the game by a young coach named John MacLeod from the University of Oklahoma. He was in town being interviewed as a possible candidate for the Phoenix coaching position when Colangelo asked him if he had any ideas or suggestions for plays the Suns might use. MacLeod drew up a few on the chalkboard in the locker room and they worked out well. As it turned out, the Suns had found their head coach for the '73-74 season.

1973-74 Season Recap

Crawling Towards Respectability

Honor Roll | Highlights
POWER AND INSTABILITY. An NBA coach's life is filled with both. Just ask the four head coaches who sat on the Suns' bench during the team's first five years in the NBA.
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John MacLeod was instrumental in turning the Suns into a successful franchise.


W hen John MacLeod assumed Phoenix's head coaching duties from General Manager Jerry Colangelo in late March, 1973, Suns history may have indicated he wouldn't be around too long. But, as it turned out, MacLeod was in town to stay for quite a while. 

As the '72-73 season wound down, the Suns appeared to be in need of an overhaul. The veterans Phoenix was depending on for a strong run failed to produce the desired results. Colangelo, who flatly stated he could not and would not handle the roles of GM and head coach heading into the next season, wanted a coach who was willing to build the Suns with youth.

Any wonder that most of the candidates for the job were from the college ranks? The big names were there. Indiana's Bobby Knight, Marquette's Al McGuire, Oklahoma's John MacLeod.

Wait a minute. John who? From where?

Indeed, Suns fans wanted to find out about the man who attended two of the final three regular-season games at the Coliseum. And in a short matter of time, they'd be filled in. MacLeod had been the head coach at the University of Oklahoma the past six seasons, posting a 90-69 record, with two trips to the National Invitational Tournament.

Finding a way to win basketball games in football-crazy Oklahoma impressed Colangelo. Suns players would also be impressed by MacLeod upon their first encounter.

Before a March 23 home game with Golden State, MacLeod was invited into the Suns locker room to diagram a few plays. Colangelo used them during the game, which the Suns won 125-124. As Phoenix prepared to head out for their final road trip of the season, Colangelo asked MacLeod if he would be interested in taking his job. MacLeod said he'd think about it and get back to the Suns' head man in a few days.

While Colangelo was in Seattle for the season finale, MacLeod called to relay what amounted to a polite, "Thanks, but no thanks." At that point, Colangelo was set back on the trail for another candidate. But the night after the Sonics game, he was having a late dinner when he was paged to come to the phone. It was MacLeod.

In an attempt to escape pressure from Oklahoma alumni to stay with the Sooners, MacLeod left the state overnight to rethink his options. And, he had changed his mind.

"Originally, John turned down a job he hadn't been offered," Colangelo said. "But, then I made him an offer he couldn't refuse."

Around 2 a.m. on March 30, 1973, MacLeod became the fifth head coach of the Suns.

"This is a young man's game," Colangelo said. "John brings us youth, ability and enthusiasm. I look to the future with great optimism."

That optimism would be mixed with a good helping of patience. It would take time for MacLeod to get the players he needed to run his newly-designed system. Before he could hit the high road, there would be some bumpy roads ahead.

After a 2-2 start, Phoenix went on a 10-game skid early in the season as they faced one of the toughest portions of their schedule and struggled to adapt to a new style of play.

A month into the season, MacLeod approved the trade of future Hall of Famer Connie Hawkins to the Los Angeles Lakers for 6-5 forward Keith Erickson and a second-round draft pick. The Suns battled to a 22-32 mark at the beginning of February, but proceeded to lose 20 of their final 28 games, finishing fourth in the Pacific Division at 30-52. It may have been hard to notice in the standings, but the young Suns were taking steps toward respectability with every game.

MacLeod's youth movement, which mandated better rebounding and defense, continued after the season, as both Neal Walk and Charlie Scott were traded. Despite public criticism for dealing away the team's name players, Colangelo and MacLeod built a foundation for one of the NBA's most admired and imitated franchises.

Not bad for a guy that first elicited a response, "John who?" Not bad for a guy who has coached more games (1,213) and more seasons (13-plus) than any other coach in Suns history.
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HONOR ROLL
Mike Bantom
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The eighth overall pick in the 1973 draft out of St. Joseph's.
[image: image53.png]


Was named to the All-Rookie team after averaging 10.1 points and 6.8 rebounds a game.

Keith Erickson
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Acquired in an early-season trade with the Lakers for Connie Hawkins.
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Averaged 14.6 points and 6.3 boards a game.
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Was voted Most Outstanding Player by Phoenix fans.

Charlie Scott
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Made his second-straight appearance at the NBA All-Star Game in 1974 after leading the Western Conference in scoring.
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Led Suns in scoring (25.4 ppg), but missed the season's final 29 games with a broken arm.

Dick Van Arsdale
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Averaged 17.8 points a game and led the Suns in field goal percentage (.500).
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Named to the NBA's All-Defensive second team.
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HIGHLIGHTS
In late December, the Suns defeated the eventual Western Conference Champion Milwaukee Bucks by nine points, the defending Conference Champion Los Angeles Lakers by 35 (on Christmas Day) and the Seattle SuperSonics by 12 in consecutive home games. Earlier in the month, the Suns edged the eventual NBA Champion Boston Celtics by one.

The '73-74 campaign marked a first, as Dennis Price, MacLeod's top aide at Oklahoma, became the franchise's first-ever assistant coach. Interestingly, Price's two sons, Mark and Brent, both went on to play in the NBA.

In December of 1993, Stan Richards took over as public address announcer at the Veterans Memorial Coliseum. The late-Richards' voice was a familiar and welcome one at Suns games for 17 years.

A season to defend

1974-75

THE SECOND SEASON OF THE JOHN MacCLOUD ERA saw more steps taken towards a team that would put defense and rebounding as top priorities. 

The season was preceded by one of the largest transactions in Suns history with center Neal Walk and a second-round draft pick going to New Orleans in exchange for Curtis Perry, Dennis Awtrey, Nate Hawthorne and a first-round pick in 1976.
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The 1974-75 Phoenix Suns


T he reputations of Perry, Awtrey and Hawthorne all had one constant: great defenders. The Suns plan worked as they cut the average points allowed per game by eight compared to the year before. Rebounding improved too as the Suns went from a minus 50 In total rebounds the season before to plus 120. 

The MacLeod system was rooted in patience on offense and physical play on defense. Of the Suns' 82 games that season, 17 were played without either team scoring 100 points. Included in that was a record performance on March 6, when the Suns held the Chicago Bulls to only 65 points.

Also new to the team was rookie John Shumate, a 6-8 forward from Notre Dame who was the fourth pick in the 1974 NBA Draft. Unfortunately, Shumate had to sit out his rookie season so he could receive treatment for blood clots.

Perry had his best season as a pro averaging 13 points and 12 rebounds per game, winning both the Suns' Most Outstanding and Most Popular Player awards.

Once again, the Suns saved their best performances for the league's toughest opponents. Phoenix split four home games with eventual champion Golden State including a 14-point win in Oakland on February 25. In addition, the Suns posted a 14-point home win over the defending champion Boston Celtics on Christmas Day and edged the eventual Eastern Conference champion Washington Bullets by two in a February 4 home win.

Charlie Scott, who finished the season as the Suns' scoring leader (24.3), was the club's lone All-Star representative. Sort of. On February 14, 1975, Phoenix became the "Professional Basketball Capital of the World." The 25th annual All-Star Game was the first one ever played in the Valley. NBA Commissioner J. Walter Kennedy was presiding over his final midseason classic before retiring and the New York Knicks' Walt Frazier was the game's Most Valuable Player, as the East defeated the West, 108-102.

In late February, the Suns had a shot at the NBA Playoffs, but injuries to Dick Van Arsdale and Keith Erickson knocked them from contention. The Suns finished fourth in the Pacific Division with a 32-50 mark. Partially due to injuries, and partially due to the fact that MacLeod wanted to look at as many combinations as possible, every player on the 12-man roster had at least one start during the year.

In early March, a 10-game losing streak ended the Suns hopes for that season. Still, the seeds had been planted and they were about to bloom in a way no one could have imagined.

Record: 32-50

The Sunderella Suns

1975-76

THE BEAUTY OF THE 1975-76 SEASON for the Phoenix Suns was in the fact that, even at midseason, the end result hardly seemed possible.

The Suns opened perhaps their most exciting season by wining 14 of their first 23 games. The 14-9 start was the best in franchise history. A string of injuries and a puzzling mid-season slump, however, had the Suns winning only four of their next 22. But after the All-Star break, Phoenix caught fire going 24-13 and storming into the playoffs against the Seattle SuperSonics.

In the second to last game of the regular season, the team clinched its first playoff berth in six years by defeating the L.A. Lakers, 113-98, at Veterans Memorial Coliseum. That game also marked the Suns' first sellout at the Coliseum in three years.

There were several reasons for the Suns' turnaround: a Charlie Scott for Paul Westphal trade in the offseason, the drafting of Alvan Adams and Ricky Sobers, the acquisition of Al Bianchi as assistant coach and the midseason trade that sent John Shumate to Buffalo and brought Garfield Heard to Phoenix.

Adams, who had played for MacLeod at the University of Oklahoma, gave the Suns a center who could run, pass and shoot, which many centers didn't do at the time. In fact, Adams was particularly difficult for the top center of the era - Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, to defend. Sobers had earned the reputation of being a hard-nosed defender during his college career at Nevada-Las Vegas. His selection was with the draft pick the Suns obtained from New Orleans in the Neal Walk trade the year before.

In Heard, MacLeod again gained a player who was with him at OU and who would assist in the all-important rebounding category. But more importantly, he would provide the "Shot Heard 'Round the World." But we'll get to that in a paragraph or two.

The success the Suns enjoyed in the postseason seemed like a distant dream on the night of Feb. 20, when guard Dick Van Arsdale suffered a broken left arm. It turned out to be a blessing in disguise, however, as Sobers moved into the starting lineup and added to the Suns' defensive prowess. The late-season surge was capped with a dramatic seven-game winning streak that took Phoenix from four games under .500 to three above. The Suns defeated the arch-rival Lakers three times in the season's final 13 games to secure the postseason berth.

Phoenix eliminated the Seattle SuperSonics 4-2 in the opening round, then went on to upset the World Champion Golden State Warriors and Rick Barry, 4-3. The clincher came on a Sunday afternoon in Oakland. When the Suns arrived at Sky Harbor at midnight, they were greeted by a welcoming committee that numbered over 5,000. Phoenix had gained a berth in the NBA Finals against the fabled Boston Celtics, led by Dave Cowens and John Havlicek. The Suns lost the first two games in Boston, but came back to knot the series with a pair of victories in Phoenix.

And then there was THE game.

Game 5 will no doubt go down in basketball history as one of the most exciting ever played: a triple overtime contest filled with clutch shot after clutch shot. No shot, however, was more clutch than Heard's turnaround, high-arcing, buzzer beating jumper from 18 feet to send the game into its third extra period. In the end, Boston would get the win and would go on to win the series 4-2, but not before the Suns would make a name for themselves in the basketball world.

As if the team's incredible accomplishments weren't enough, Adams was named the NBA Rookie of the Year and General Manager Jerry Colangelo was named NBA Executive of the Year by The Sporting News.

Record: 42-40

The season that should've been

1976-77

IT COULD HAVE BEEN, SHOULD HAVE BEEN, the best of times. With the addition of first round draft pick Ron Lee and Tom and Dick Van Arsdale playing together for the first time as pros, the Suns seemed certain to make another strong playoff run. Indeed, the Suns entered the year with the highest of expectations, but had to watch helplessly as injuries eventually claimed the entire starting front line. 

Gar Heard and Curtis Perry each missed nearly half the season and Alvan Adams, who was injured in the fourth game of the year, didn't regain top form until February. The Suns had all players healthy and available for duty for only six games the entire campaign and finished 34-48, fifth in the Pacific Division.

In spite of all the injuries, the Suns made a valiant effort to stay in the playoff picture. In fact, after a Feb. 8 home win over Atlanta, they stood at 25-26. That was as close as they would get to .500, however, losing 15 of their next 16.

Although it was a frustrating season, there were some noteworthy happenings during the year...

Paul Westphal led the club in scoring (21.3) for the second straight season and was named to the All-NBA team for the first time in his career. Also voted to the starting unit of the West squad at the All-Star Game in Milwaukee, Westy scored 20 points and nearly captured the game's MVP award. Ron Lee was named to the All-Rookie team.

The Suns set a new home attendance mark, averaging over 10,000 fans per game. Season tickets sales jumped from 3,500 to just over 5,000. The benefits of the Suns' appearance in the '76 Finals were clear, and the loyalty of Suns fans was equally evident - attendance remained strong during the season, despite the team's struggles.

At the conclusion of the season, both Van Arsdales retired from the NBA. On Nov. 19, 1976, future Hall of Famer Connie Hawkins became the first Suns player to have his uniform number retired (42).

And finally, despite the disappointment in not returning to the playoffs, the Suns ended up with the sixth overall pick in the 1977 NBA Draft, which brought them North Carolina guard Walter Davis. Added to a roster that simply HAD to be healthier the following season, the prospects for the Suns proved very bright.

Record: 34-48

Paving the way

1977-78

THE 1977-78 SUNS WERE THE KIND OF CLUB General Manager Jerry Colangelo and Head Coach John MacLeod had been building for four years - young, athletic and able to sustain success over a long period. 

The Suns announced a blockbuster trade just before the opening of the season: Ricky Sobers to Indiana for guard Don Buse, an All-Star and the NBA leader in both assists and steals. With Buse and rookie Walter Davis in the starting lineup, the Suns bolted from the gate and were 19-11 by Christmas, 34-16 by the February All-Star break. They finished with a 49-33 record, fourth best in basketball, but were second in the Pacific Division behind the formidable Portland Trail Blazers, led by Bill Walton.

It was a special year for the Suns in many ways. The Suns set NBA records for team steals in a season (1,059) as well as tying the league mark for assists (2,338). Davis and Paul Westphal were among the league's top 10 scorers, both averaging better than 24 points per game; both were named second-team All-NBA and both participated for the West at the All-Star Game in Atlanta. Westphal also set a club record for points scored in a game with 48 in a 115-97 home victory over Denver on Nov. 27.

With Davis and Westphal leading the way, the Suns increased their average points scored per game by eight over the year before. Phoenix had emerged as one of the most exciting teams in the NBA, but their Achilles Heel was rebounding. By starting the 6-6 Davis alongside 6-6 Garfield Heard at forward, and coupled with 6-9 Alvan Adams at center, the Suns had one of the smaller front lines in the league, and suffered for it on the boards.

To add to the problem, at the All-Star break, the Suns lost Curtis Perry with back problems and went the rest of the season with five rookies on the roster, more than any other NBA club. In the opening round of the playoffs the Suns were upset in two straight games by the Milwaukee Bucks. They would get plenty more chances in the postseason, however, as the 1978 appearance was the first of eight consecutive trips to the "second season."

Davis went on to become the league's Rookie of the Year, the second such distinction for a Suns' player since Adams won the award in 1976. Buse was also named to the NBA All-Defensive team and Ron Lee led the league with 2.7 steals per game.

Attendance continued to climb in 1977-78 as well. Of the 41 regular season home games, only six drew less than 10,000, as the Suns set a season attendance record for the second consecutive year. Those figures would continues to climb, as the Suns continued to build, and as a result, continued to win.

Record: 49-33

So Close

1978-79

THE 1978-79 SEASON WAS PACKED FULL OF EMOTION for the Phoenix Suns. Excitement, tension, frustration all played a part in a rollicking roller coaster ride of a campaign. 

Phoenix opened the regular season with the same starting lineup that began the '77-78 season: Walter Davis and Gar Heard at forward, Alvan Adams at center, with Paul Westphal and Don Buse at guard. Phoenix won five of its first six games and was 24-14 by January 1. By the All-Star break, the Suns were 32-20. For the third straight year, Westphal was an All-Star starter, and Davis made it for the second straight year.

However, by starting the same lineup, the Suns continued to have the same problem. Their small front line simply could not compete with the bigger opponents (and there were many) in the NBA. General Manager Jerry Colangelo knew the Suns needed help, and he got it.

On Jan. 12, 1979, the Suns obtained Leonard "Truck" Robinson from the New Orleans Jazz in exchange for Ron Lee, Marty Byrnes, a pair of first-round picks in 1979 and 1980 and undisclosed cash.

The intent of the trade was simple - make the Suns a more physical force inside, and at the same time, allow Adams to concentrate on operating from the high post, where the Suns could take full advantage of his passing abilities. With Heard going to the sixth man role, Phoenix also added depth at power forward.

With their new found strength, the Suns ended the regular season in spectacular fashion, capturing a record 50th win in the season's 80th game. The victory was also part of a late-season, eight-game winning streak, which also included an emotional overtime win over Seattle that qualified the Suns for the playoffs for the second year in a row and the fourth time in their 11 NBA seasons.

In the playoffs, the Suns started with a three-game struggle with Portland. In the deciding third game, Phoenix trailed by 12 late in the third quarter, but rallied to post the win, and take the series, 2-1.

The Suns then thrashed Kansas City (4-1), before losing to the eventual-NBA Champion Seattle SuperSonics, 3-4, in a hard-fought Western Conference Finals series. The Suns actually led the Sonics three games to two, and had the lead late in Game 6, but let it slip away. They were narrowly beaten in the deciding Game 7 in Seattle.

With an injured Washington team waiting in the NBA Finals, observers noted the Suns would have been a favorite to capture the NBA Championship if they had eliminated the Sonics. As it was, the Sonics captured the crown, sweeping - that's right, sweeping - the Bullets in four.

The 1979 Playoffs also provided more fun trivia: Game Three of the Western Conference semifinal series with Kansas City was played in Phoenix, but not at Veterans Memorial Coliseum. Because of a scheduling conflict, the game had to be moved to the Arizona State University Activity Center. The Suns won the game, 108-93.

Record: 50-32

A Record Run

1979-80

HAVING ACQUIRED TRUCK ROBINSON FROM NEW ORLEANS the previous season without giving up a starter, Phoenix was the only team in the NBA with five former All-Stars in its lineup at the start of the 1979-80 season. Guard Don Buse made his All-Star appearance in 1977 with the Indiana Pacers and Robinson played in the 1978 game for the Utah Jazz. Walter Davis, Paul Westphal and Alvan Adams had all represented the Suns in the midseason classic one season or another. 

Often, grouping five outstanding talents might make it difficult to establish team chemistry. That was not the case here. Each player brought unique talents to the overall team picture and the team was intent on getting back to the Western Conference Finals, where it has lost a heart-breaking seven-game series to Seattle the year before.

The Suns opened the regular season on October 12 with expectations perhaps even higher than their talent level. Phoenix overcame some early struggles by embarking on a nine-game winning streak on Dec. 13. The run tied a franchise mark for consecutive wins and lifted the Suns to a record of 26-13. At the All-Star break, the Suns were 35-19 after winning 18 of 22 games.

On Feb. 15, the Suns obtained 7-0 center Rich Kelley from the New Jersey Nets in exchange for a second round draft pick in 1983, a first round pick in 1982 and cash. The Suns chased Seattle and the L.A. Lakers for the Pacific Division lead for virtually the entire 82-game schedule.

When the regular season came to an end, the Suns had compiled their best record in franchise history to that point at 55-27. A record good enough to win the Central or Midwest Division races was only good enough for third place in the Pacific and a best-of-three miniseries with the Kansas City Kings.

The two teams had met a year earlier in the second round of the playoffs and the Suns won 4-1. This time, wasn't much different as Phoenix won Games 1 and 3. The series wasn't a complete win, however, as the Suns lost Robinson to a knee injury in a 106-96 loss in Game 2.

The Lakers were up next in the second round. Los Angeles won 60 games that year with veteran Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and a rookie named Magic Johnson. The Suns dropped the first game 119-110, and watched their hopes for a win slip away in Game 2 when Westphal missed a 15-foot jumper with 15 seconds left in overtime. The final score: 131-128. With Robinson still out and Westphal suffering from flu symptoms, the Suns fell behind 3-0 in the series with a 108-105 loss in Phoenix. The Suns won Game 4 with ease at 127-101, but the Lakers took the series 48 hours later in Los Angeles, 126-101.

It was a bitter ending to a fabulous season.

"It seems strange to be nit-picking a fine season that included a franchise-high 55 victories," wrote Arizona Republic columnist Bob Hurt. "But, that's the nature of the playoffs. They are a short, inequitable and not-so-sweet ending for all but one team."

Among the individual honors that season: Buse, Adams, Davis and Westphal all finished with over 300 assists for the second season in a row, the only times in NBA history that four players on the same team had accomplished the feat. Davis and Westphal played in the NBA All-Star Game in Washington. Westphal was named first-team and Davis second-team on the postseason All-NBA squad. On Feb. 21 at Detroit, Westphal scored 49 points against the Pistons, still the third-highest total in franchise history.

The season was also a special one for another reason. In the winter of 1980, the Phoenix Suns Gorilla arrived on the scene in the form of an singing telegram messenger. History has it that the hairy singer began dancing out onto the court during a break in the action. He was invited back and has "hung" around ever since.

Record: 55-27

Questions Answered

1980-81

WHEN THE SUNS OPENED THE SEASON, questions surrounded newcomer Dennis Johnson, who had come to the Suns in an offseason deal that sent Paul Westphal to Seattle. There also were doubts about the Suns ability to adjust to the move of All-Star forward Walter Davis to the backcourt and the addition of Jeff Cook into the starting lineup at forward. 

The roster changes didn't stop there. The Suns drafted University of Kentucky guard Kyle Macy and traded guard Don Buse to Indiana for a pair of second-round draft picks a month into the season.

The Suns proved they had made the right moves with one of their most successful seasons ever, finishing with a then club-record 57 wins en route to their first division title and the best record in the Western Conference. Phoenix was out of first place in the Pacific for only two days the whole season.

The Suns' 36-5 home record tied their '79-80 mark as the best in club history and their 21-20 record on the road was their first-ever winning road record. The Suns did not lose more than two games in a row all season.

The All-Star Game in Cleveland had a distinctive Phoenix flavor with John MacLeod and Suns assistant coach Al Bianchi at the helm of the West squad. Davis was voted to a starting forward position by the fans and Johnson and Truck Robinson were named to the team by a vote of Western Conference coaches.

The fact that five members of the Suns were part of the All-Star Game, as well as one of them being voted to the team by fans, was taken as a sign that the national spotlight was finally shining on Phoenix. The most pleased was MacLeod. While never actively seeking publicity, the lack of it for his team bothered him.

"John wouldn't come out and say so," said Bianchi at the time, "but it bothers him that we don't get more recognition from the national press, or, for that matter, from the league. That's why this All-Star thing is so great. We're forcing people to recognize us."

MacLeod's West squad fell three points short of the East. With four seconds left, MacLeod formed a play around former Suns guard Paul Westphal, then with Seattle. But Westphal never got open and Sonics center Jack Sikma was forced to try a three-pointer. He missed, and the West lost 123-120.

The trade that sent Westphal to Seattle and brought Johnson to Phoenix appeared to be a wash, as far as which team benefited most. Both teams needed to move players, both teams needed what the new players brought, and both teams continued to win.

The Suns didn't miss a beat because of the change. In Johnson's three seasons, Phoenix won 156 games and lost only 90. Ironically, as Johnson was being traded to Boston in the spring of 1983, Westphal was on his way back to Phoenix to finish his playing career with the Suns after a stint in New York.

At the end of the '80-81 season, Johnson was named to the All-NBA team and All-Defensive team. Suns General Manager Jerry Colangelo was named NBA Executive of the Year for the second time by The Sporting News.

But none of the accolades the Suns received would help in the postseason, where the Suns were surprised by a gritty Kansas City Kings club, led by former Suns' Coach Cotton Fitzsimmons, that took the Western Conference Semifinals 4-3.

Record: 57-25

The Broken Elbow

1981-82

ON OCTOBER 26, THE SUNS WERE TO MEET THE CLIPPERS for the final game on the preseason schedule. Phoenix won 109-106, and as most preseason games go it was destined to be a forgotten event - until the fourth quarter. Then, it became the most infamous preseason game in Suns history. 

Guard Walter Davis was battling three Clippers for a rebound when he leaped, was knocked off-balance, and fell to the floor. He suffered a fractured elbow. News of the injury quickly put a damper on all forecasts for the season. One year before, the Suns had finished 57-25. Phoenix was projected to take a run at a second-straight division flag during the '81-82 season. They had also drafted Larry Nance, who would develop into one of the NBA's top forwards, late in the first round of the 1981 draft.

Davis would miss about two months of the season to the elbow injury. The good news: the fracture was suffered on his left elbow, which left his shooting arm unharmed. In the absence of Davis, Kyle Macy joined Dennis Johnson, Alvan Adams, Truck Robinson and Jeff Cook in the Suns' starting lineup. Offseason pick-up Dudley Bradley also saw playing time. Seeking the right combinations and the proper chemistry, the season became one of constant change and experimentation for Head Coach John MacLeod, who utilized 21 different starting units.

Alvin Scott supplanted Cook in the starting lineup and later in the season Scott was supplanted by Adams, who shifted from his normal center position to allow Rich Kelley into the starting lineup. By the time Davis made his comeback on December 19, the Suns had struggled to a 13-10 start. When Davis was activated for his first game of the regular season, he received a two-minute standing ovation upon his pre-game introduction.

"The elbow felt really good, and it didn't hurt at all," Davis told reporters after the game. Despite the excitement surrounding the return of "Sweet D," it became clear that his elbow, still joined by surgical tension wires and screws, would keep him from reaching top form. He was used in a sixth man role most of the year, unable to regain the type of game that would have allowed the Suns to make up ground in the Pacific Division. Macy retained his starting role straight through the campaign.

With a month remaining in the season, the Suns found themselves embroiled in a heated Western Conference playoff race. The Suns appeared, on the surface, to be jelling and finished the regular season at 46-36 - good enough for third place in the NBA Pacific Division and a playoff berth.

Phoenix opened the postseason by defeating Denver 2-1 in a hard-fought miniseries. The Suns won the deciding game on the road, sending hopes soaring as they headed into the Western Conference semifinals against the Lakers.

However, the Suns were swept in four straight games by Los Angeles, who went on to sweep San Antonio, then defeated Philadelphia to win the NBA Championship. The early postseason exit brought to an end one of the most frustrating seasons in Suns history, for fans and the team alike. A roster loaded with talent never fully developed, ending the season, in the view of many, prematurely.

"Good coach, good players, good team," former Portland Trail Blazers Head Coach Jack Ramsay said at the time. "A bit puzzling their record wasn't better, but not having a 100-percent Walter Davis probably had something to do with it." Johnson, who was the lone Suns representative at the midseason All-Star Game in New Jersey, also garnered postseason honors by being named to the NBA All-Defensive Team.

Record: 46-36

Making Some Noise

1982-83

A PHOENIX SUMMER IS GENERALLY CONSIDERED "QUIET TIME" for Suns fans. During the summer of 1982-83, however, there was plenty of noise. And it was the noise that usually comes from a team retooling for a championship run. 

The big move came on July 7. With the 1982 NBA Draft having occurred two weeks earlier, trade talks were seemingly quieted. But around noon that day, a story moved on the Associated Press wire, tagged as "urgent."

Phoenix had traded forward "Truck" Robinson to New York for forward Maurice Lucas. It seemed like a straight-up swap of power forwards. But it ran a little deeper.

When Robinson, who had just completed his third full season with Phoenix, was acquired in January of 1979, fans hailed him as the missing ingredient in the Suns' mix. But while Robinson provided Phoenix with scoring and rebounding, the "power" in power forward still seemed to be missing.

Yes, the Suns enjoyed success with Robinson, making four consecutive playoff appearances, including a Pacific Division title in 1981 and an appearance in the 1979 Western Conference Finals. But in each of those four seasons, elimination left fans bitter, and left Robinson as the scapegoat.

With expectations of being a franchise savior still hanging on Robinson in 1982, he left little doubt in the minds of reporters that he wanted to be traded after the Suns were eliminated from the playoffs in four straight games by the Los Angeles Lakers that year.

After talking with several teams, Suns General Manager Jerry Colangelo finally hit pay dirt on July 7, acquiring Lucas from the Knicks.

"Maurice Lucas plays a true, power inside game," Colangelo said. "I'm only dealing in reality, not speculation. The reality is that we now have a strong, inside player."

Lucas averaged 17.6 points and 10.7 rebounds through the first half of the season and was voted by the fans as the starting power forward for the Western Conference All-Star team.

The Suns, with a record of 29-20 at the break, trailed the Lakers by eight games. Having installed 6-10 second-year man Larry Nance at the small forward slot and welcomed back a healthy Walter Davis at guard, the Suns had only two holdovers in the starting lineup from 1981-82. They were center Alvan Adams and guard Dennis Johnson.

As the season progressed, so did Nance. He finished the year by leading the Suns in field goal percentage (.550) and set a new franchise record for blocked shots in a season with 217.

In spite of their success, the Suns had a glaring weakness at back-up center, where they juggled Jeff Cook, Joel Kramer and Lucas. With starting center Adams undersized at 6-9, the Suns needed help in the middle. So, Colangelo traded Cook, cash, a third round draft pick and other considerations to Cleveland in exchange for 7-1 center James Edwards, who was coming back after early-season knee surgery. To finish the season, Phoenix won six games in a row, 14 of its final 16, and 23 of its last 30 after the All-Star break. In the process, the Suns matched their best-ever single-season road record at 21-20.

Whereas Robinson had avoided the spotlight of being a team leader, Lucas flourished in it. The mean-spirited enforcer of Portland's 1977 NBA Championship team was clearly enjoying his status as the rallying force behind the Suns' drive to the 1983 NBA Playoffs.

The Suns qualified for postseason play for the sixth straight year and the seventh time in eight seasons. However, during Game 2 of the opening miniseries at Denver, Lucas suffered ligament damage in his left foot. The Suns lost that game, and went on to lose Game 3 at the Coliseum in overtime.

Record: 53-29

DJ for Robey

1983-84

TO BE A SUCCESSFUL AND LONG-TERM EXECUTIVE IN PRO SPORTS, several qualities are a must. Courage would be at the top of that list, followed closely by nerves of steel. As President and CEO of the Phoenix Suns, Jerry Colangelo has proven repeatedly that he has both. On June 27, 1983, he put himself to the test. 

Although the 1982-83 Suns won 53 games, a visible weakness in the playoffs may have been remembered most. Phoenix lacked the toughness of the NBA powers. And while the consensus was that the Suns needed to bolster their front line, fans seemed to balk at the trade that ensued.

The deal - guard Dennis Johnson and the Suns' first-round pick in the 1983 NBA Draft to Boston for forward/center Rick Robey and Boston's two second-round picks - didn't look even. Johnson was a four-time All Star. Robey was a reserve front-line player. Colangelo, then GM of the team, explained that the deal was based on what the Suns needed.

"There is a premium on size in this league," he said. "When you have the opportunity to get size and strength, you do it."

In Robey, the Suns definitely beefed up the front line. Playing alongside forwards Maurice Lucas and Larry Nance, and centers Alvan Adams and James Edwards, the Suns immediately could boast one of the NBA's tallest frontcourts. For a team that desperately sought advancement to the NBA's upper echelon, it may have been a necessary risk.

When Robey played, he played hard. It just didn't happen enough to stem the tide of criticism over the deal. After knee surgery robbed him of part of the season, Robey averaged only 5.6 points and 3.3 rebounds in 61 games.

Due to a flood of injuries to other players, such as Edwards and Paul Westphal, Suns Head Coach John MacLeod was forced to juggle his starters. He didn't find any consistency until late in the season. Consequently, the Suns struggled on the road. Only their fine record at home (31-10) kept them in the playoff race until the late stages of the season, when they put together six straight wins - their longest winning streak of the season.

The Suns saved their most remarkable performances for the playoffs, advancing even further than they had in the previous three seasons with Johnson.

They defeated Portland in a hard-fought, five-game first-round series, winning the fifth and deciding game on the Trail Blazers' home court. They then proceeded to upend Midwest Division Champion Utah in six games in the next round, highlighted by a remarkable 111-110 overtime win in Game 4 at the Veterans Memorial Coliseum.

The Suns then took on the L.A. Lakers in the Western Conference Finals. The Suns pushed the talented Lakers to six games, defeating them 135-127 in overtime in Game 3 in Phoenix and staving off elimination with a 126-121 upset win in Los Angeles with a dogged performance in Game 5. The Suns were finally eliminated in Game 6, but only when their final shot didn't connect in a 99-97 nail-biter.

Robey only played in 10 of the team's 17 postseason games, averaging 1.8 points per game. Limited by more injuries, he would play a total of 50 games over the next two seasons with the Suns before his contract expired in 1986.

Highlights for the Suns '83-84 season included Walter Davis' return to the Western Conference All-Star squad, and Larry Nance's victory in the first-ever NBA Slam Dunk Championship in Denver. Nance defeated Michael Cooper, Clyde Drexler, Edgar Jones, Ralph Sampson, Orlando Woolridge, Darrel Griffith, Dominique Wilkins and the crowd favorite, Julius Erving. Nance beat Erving in the final round when Dr. J missed one of his three dunks.

Record: 41-41

Slippery when wet

1984-85

THE ADDITION OF PROMISING ROOKIE GUARD JAY HUMPHRIES gave the Suns renewed hope for the season. The optimism proved ephemeral, however, when Phoenix' leading scorer and five-time All-Star, Walter Davis, crashed to the Great Western Forum floor with three torn ligaments in his left knee during a preseason game on Oct. 9. 

Several months earlier, the Forum had hosted the basketball competition in the 1984 Summer Olympic Games. With international rules, including a wider key under the basket, a special court was used for the two-week event. The regular Forum court was stored through the summer, and was packed in wax.

On Oct. 7, the floor was unpacked and placed on top of the Forum's ice surface, already in place for the L.A. Kings hockey team. The combination left the floor slippery and downright dangerous.

Midway through the second quarter of the Suns, Lakers game, an oily film began to appear on the floor surface. Lakers guard Magic Johnson slipped and fell before halftime, but no attempt to stop the game or fix the conditions was made. Early in the fourth quarter, Davis ran alone at the front of a fastbreak. A long pass was made to him, and as he turned for the ball...

"It all happened so quick, it's hard to remember," Davis said afterward. "I turned to catch the pass, and then I just kind of went down. He suffered sprained ligaments in his left knee. Finally, with 8:40 left in the game, the referees stopped play and called the game at that point.

Davis was the first in a line of Suns who would miss playing time due to injury. During the regular season, the Suns played 63 of their 82 games with at least one, and most often, several players out of the lineup.

It was Nance who assumed the leadership role with Davis gone, leading the club in scoring (19.9 ppg) and virtually every other statistical category. Although he, too, would miss substantial time due to injury, Nance did manage to make his first appearance in an NBA All-Star Game.

Rick Robey, Mike Sanders and Kyle Macy also would miss considerable time due to injury, bringing the Suns total for the year to 266 player-games missed. Davis would not return until Feb. 3, but then suffered a sprained ankle a month later before being told he had bone spurs in the ankle. By March 28, the decision was made to go ahead with surgery.

To their credit, the Suns continued to battle for their eighth-straight Western Conference playoff berth - a berth they would earn, only to face the Lakers in a first-round best-of-five series. By this time, center James Edwards and forward Larry Nance were out of action due to injury.

The minor miracle of making the playoffs was quickly dashed by the Lakers in a three-game sweep. As the Suns left the Coliseum after a 119-103 loss in Game 3, little did they know it would be four years before a playoff game would be played there again. Other tidbits from the '84-85 season: the Suns ranked second in the NBA in assists (2,335) dishing out over 2,000 for the 10th year in a row. Phoenix averaged 12,035 fans per game, setting a new attendance record for the franchise, breaking the old mark of 11,883 per game set during the '81-82 campaign.

At the end of the regular season, the Coliseum hosted "Suns Reunion '85," which saw 24 former Suns players and coaches return to their old stomping grounds to participate in a weekend of Suns nostalgia, capped by an exhibition basketball game.

Record: 36-46

Starting Over

1985-86

FOR THE SUNS. THE SUMMER OF 1985 was their introduction to a hated, but very necessary ritual - rebuilding. The still relatively young franchise parted company with two of the last remaining symbols of a long and glorious run as one of the NBA's winningest teams - Maurice Lucas and Kyle Macy. Though the Suns made it to the playoffs the year before, it was clear that they were on a decline. From 53 to 41 to 36 wins over the previous three seasons, the age, injuries and poor draft positions were taking their toll on the team. Suns management knew that standing pat would result in being run over. 

It started July 21. The Suns informed power forward Lucas, 32, that he was no longer a part of their plans. He was traded to the Los Angeles Lakers on August 19 for two draft picks. The two picks, second-round selections in 1988 and 1989, would allow the Suns to bring in some new and young talent.

As training camp began, the final sign of a change in eras took place as free agent guard Macy signed with the Chicago Bulls. The Suns received two second-round picks from the Bulls in compensation for waiving the right to maintain Macy's services. Macy had been a steady, if not spectacular, player for five seasons with the Suns. Only two of the four draft picks acquired by the Suns in the two moves ever played for Phoenix - Steve Kerr and Greg Grant.

And considering how fans attach themselves to the symbols of a team's success, trading those symbols is never easy. But, in looking back, it was the start to a rebuilding process that would lead the Suns to the stated goal of every organization - more and greater success. That success would take time to materialize, however.

As the Suns headed into the '85-86 season, All-Star forward Larry Nance was a contract holdout. He later came to terms one game into the regular season. The opening-night starting lineup consisted of Jay Humphries and Walter Davis at guard, Alvan Adams at center, with Mike Sanders and Charles Jones at forward. Phoenix got off to the second-worst start in franchise history, going 0-9. During that period, the Suns successfully negotiated for the services of Georgi Glouchkov, a 6-8 center from the Bulgarian National Team, who became the first Eastern Bloc player to take the court in the NBA.

The Suns had drafted Glouchkov off of the Bulgarian National Team with the 148th pick of the 1985 draft. Although it took a lot of work, Glouchkov made it to Phoenix in time for camp after the Bulgarian Basketball Federation gave its blessing. As camp closed, Suns GM Jerry Colangelo decided he wanted to keep Glouchkov, but the 6-9 center returned to Bulgaria, only to return again after Colangelo again struck a deal with the Federation.

At first, Glouchkov captured national media attention, as well as the affection of Phoenix fans. He consistently generated interest due to his pedal-to-the metal driving tendencies and his legendary eating habits, which included a proclivity towards Big Macs and Almond Joys.

But communication difficulty - not to mention achilles tendinitis - would drastically curtail his playing time as the season progressed. He chose to play in Europe the next season in the Italian League.

The Suns struggled through the entire season, with nary a highlight to show for it. Although team milestones were few, Davis and Adams both passed the 12,000-point plateau for their NBA careers. And, Davis took over the Suns' all-time scoring lead. He led the team with a 21.8 scoring average, while Nance became the club's top rebounder at 8.5. For the first time in their history, the Suns did not place a player on the squad for the NBA All-Star Game.

Suns attendance held its own for the season, with an average of 11,121 fans per game. Phoenix never recovered from its 0-9 beginning, and failed to make the playoffs for the first time in nine seasons.

Record: 32-50

	A State of Decline

1986-87

OVER THE FIRST 13 SEASONS OF JOHN MacCLOUD'S COACHING CAREER, with the Suns, he enjoyed unrivaled security. His 14th season would be different. By the end of February 1987, he had become accustomed to being blamed for his team's problems. 

Circumstances were not good for the Suns, and the team was in a state of decline. Beset by injuries and poor draft positions, Phoenix had gone from Western Conference finalist in 1984 to only 32 wins in 1986.

MacLeod had five rookies on his club during the '86-87 season, including William Bedford, the team's first round pick (sixth overall), Jeff Hornacek, Rafael Addison, Grant Gondrezick and Kenny Gattison. But the youth wasn't paying dividends, as the Suns juggled starting lineups and rested at .500 for the last time on Dec. 17.

During a pre-game interview with Al McCoy before a Feb. 25 game against the Lakers in Los Angeles, MacLeod seemed irritated and edgy. The constant frustration of losing, injuries and lack of depth was taking its toll.

Several hours later, following a 99-91 loss to the Lakers, MacLeod received a phone call from General Manager Jerry Colangelo. The two met that afternoon.

"It was a very painful decision," Colangelo told reporters, "but the team needs a change in attitude. John got a great opportunity here in Phoenix and he did an outstanding job overall."

Colangelo wanted a man who personified hard-nosed play as MacLeod's predecessor. He didn't have to look any further than down his hall for a candidate.

Colangelo appointed former Phoenix guard and the "Original Sun" Dick Van Arsdale as interim head coach. Van Arsdale's brief stint as a coach was successful, even though he inherited a team that managed only 22 wins in 53 games.

A former color analyst for the Suns, "Van" had no coaching experience and decided to leave the strategy work to assistant coach John Wetzel. Somehow, the duo seemed to improve all facets of their team's game and the Suns rolled off a seven-game winning streak.

Van Arsdale handed over the reigns of the team to Wetzel after compiling a 14-12 record to finish the season. Walter Davis led the team in scoring with a 23.6 average and appeared in his sixth NBA All-Star Game. Larry Nance chipped in 22.5 points-per-game.

But before the final stats were tabulated, controversy swept through the organization. One day before the season was over, Maricopa County Attorney Tom Collins and Phoenix police chief Ruben Ortega called a news conference to announce that a grand jury had indicted five current or former Suns players on drug charges. Six other current or former players were linked to the case as well.

Immediately after the indictments were announced, Davis returned to the NBA's treatment program. Condemnation of the Suns by the news media was immediate and devastating, but much of the case was found to be based on rumors, gossip and hearsay. Drug tests administered to the Suns proved negative. No drugs were confiscated. No trials were held, and no jail time was served.

"We will not let this setback prevent this franchise from achieving, once again, the respect of its fans and followers here and throughout the country," Colangelo said. "This is my commitment."

Although the Suns would eventually regain the support of their fans, the summer of tragedy was not over. On Aug. 16, Phoenix-bound Northwest Airlines Flight 255 crashed on takeoff in Detroit, killing 157 passengers. Among the victims was a young, promising center named Nick Vanos. Drafted by the Suns out of Santa Clara in 1985, Vanos was a 7-2, 260-pound performer with great potential. Sadly, the crash took his life and career before he reached his peak.

Record: 36-46


Saving the Day

1987-88

THE PHOENIX TRANSACTION WIRE WAS TESTED OFTEN IN 1987-88. And the first big move was made by none other than Jerry Colangelo himself. He and a group of local investors bought the Suns from original owners Richard Bloch, Donald Diamond and Donald Pitt. Colangelo had raised over $44 million to take over controlling interest in the team. 

Fans who had become disenchanted with the perception that the previous ownership group was unwilling to pull the trigger on major player acquisitions were getting what they wanted.

"I'm more willing to roll the dice," Colangelo said. "This group will spend a little more. When the opportunity is right, we will go after it."

Early in 1987, political decisions to rescind a state holiday for Dr. Martin Luther King had triggered a chain reaction of negative responses from social, political and business leaders. Though not a part of the decision, the Suns were caught in the crossfire, especially after the NBA canceled league meetings to be held in Phoenix. Bloch had earlier admitted he'd listen to offers from Anaheim and Toronto to buy the Suns.

"Voices in the middle of the night were telling me that I better put something together," said Colangelo, "or this thing might just go away. And I mean this franchise. It was not that a sale was imminent, but there was subtle pressure, knowing that the NBA looked at the political climate in Phoenix as undesirable. The only way to put all the fears to rest was to put together a group to save the franchise."

Colangelo announced that former guard Dick Van Arsdale, a member of the partnership, would return to the franchise as a vice president - a title he still holds today. With the aggressive Cotton Fitzsimmons remaining as director of player personnel, the Suns were well on their way to rebuilding a roster and overcoming the drug scandal that had happened just months earlier.

John Wetzel, a former Suns guard who had been an assistant under former coach John MacLeod, had been named head coach in April. Considered the number two candidate behind then-Providence College Head Coach Rick Pitino, Wetzel got the job after Pitino took the head coaching position for the New York Knicks instead. Most agreed Wetzel was ready for his day in the spotlight, but his first season would be a rough one.

By June of 1987, the changes had already begun. In Suns history, '87-88 will likely be referred to as "The Year of the Trade."

On Sunday, June 21, Fitzsimmons spiced up the weekend sports reports with the first blockbuster deal. He sent forward Ed Pinckney and a 1988 second-round draft pick to Sacramento for swingman Eddie Johnson. He then sent center William Bedford to Detroit for the Pistons' first-round selection in 1989. All this less than 24 hours before the 1987 NBA Draft.

The Suns drafted Armon Gilliam from UNLV with the second pick in the draft. Fitzsimmons wasn't done.

In late February, he orchestrated several trades that changed the face and the fortunes of the Suns. In the largest single transaction in Phoenix's 20-year NBA history, Fitzsimmons dealt Larry Nance and Mike Sanders, along with Detroit's first round pick in 1988 to Cleveland in exchange for the Cavs' first- and second-round draft picks in 1988, and players Kevin Johnson, Mark West and Tyrone Corbin.

James Edwards was sent to Detroit for center Ron Moore. The Suns finished off the trading flurry by sending Jay Humphries to Milwaukee for Craig Hodges.

History would later look to this wheeling and dealing as the start of one of the greatest turnarounds in NBA history. In 24 hours, Fitzsimmons brought in seven players who, along with free agent signee Tom Chambers, would form the nucleus of a team that would go from 54 losses one year to 55 wins and a berth in the Western Conference Finals the next.

The Suns finished the '87-88 season with a 28-54 record, their poorest mark since their 16-66 expansion season in '68-69. Shortly after the season, Wetzel was released and was replaced by Fitzsimmons, who was making his second appearance as Phoenix's head coach.

Record: 28-54

The Turnaround

1988-89

NO ONE KNEW WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN THE SUNS HEADED to training camp in Flagstaff. Most of the mystery was caused by all the new faces. Seven of the players who reported to the 1988 camp were not with the Suns one year earlier. Four of them weren't even in professional basketball. Then there was the man in charge, Cotton Fitzsimmons, who was serving two roles -- head coach and director player personnel. Months earlier, Fitzsimmons pulled off numerous trades - the most impressive of which brought Kevin Johnson to the Valley of the Sun. 

Phoenix hadn't made the playoffs for three straight years heading into the season, and Fitzsimmons had the youngest roster in the NBA trying to break that string. What the experts, and everyone else, didn't count on was how quickly the rookies would learn, the veterans would lead and the starters would produce.

Bolstered by the acquisition of unrestricted free agent Tom Chambers, the Suns had a leader who provided scoring punch to go with second-year forward Armon Gilliam's rebounding. Third-year guard Jeff Hornacek added long-range shooting to complement KJ's playmaking. And Mark West solidified the middle. Rookies Dan Majerle, selected with the 14th overall choice of the draft, Tim Perry, Andrew Lang and Steve Kerr all made major contributions, as did veterans Eddie Johnson, Tyrone Corbin and Craig Hodges.

During the offseason, the perception was that Fitzsimmons had traded away Larry Nance for three unknowns before drafting a mediocre prospect in Majerle. But KJ, West and Corbin proved to be much more than unknowns. And Majerle's career speaks for itself.

By Jan. 11, Phoenix sported a 20-12 record and a nice season was shaping up. Two months later, as Phoenix played at Milwaukee, the Suns were 37-23. Dreams were starting to crystallize.

By April 22, the regular season was complete. The team that had 54 losses hanging over it a year earlier had more than doubled its win total of 27 the year before, producing the third-best single-season turnaround in NBA history. The Suns won 55 games, winning 18 of their last 22 and were the only team in the league to have three players average more than 20 points. Tom Chambers finished at 25.7, Eddie Johnson at 21.5 and KJ at 20.4. The Suns also led the league in scoring with an average of 118.6 points per game.

Of course, the Suns made the NBA Playoffs, but by the time Phoenix opened a best-of-five opening series with Denver, much more than a token appearance was expected. The Suns disposed of the Nuggets in three straight, putting themselves in a best-of-seven Western Conference Semifinal with Golden State.

It was in this series that the nation, through CBS telecasts, got to see what all the commotion in Phoenix was about. The most enduring memory of the series - and the season - occurred in Game 1 with the Warriors, when the 6-6 Majerle dunked over 7-7 Manute Bol. Majerle was called for an offensive foul and the basket was waived off, but fans across the country had experienced their first "Thunderstorm."

A 4-1 series win over the Warriors sent the Suns into the Western Conference Finals against the Lakers. The two-time defending World Champions swept the Suns in four straight, but it didn't diminish a sense of accomplishment among a group of players that seven months earlier barely knew each other.

The Suns were showered with postseason awards. Eddie Johnson won the NBA Sixth Man Award, Kevin Johnson was named the Most Improved Player, Fitzsimmons won NBA Coach of the Year and President/CEO Jerry Colangelo was named NBA Executive of the Year for the third time. It was the first time in NBA history that a single team won four postseason awards. Chambers and KJ were also selected to the All-NBA second team.

The Suns set a new Coliseum attendance record with 18 home sellouts and an average of 12,465 fans per game - also a franchise record. Critics often forget how a pro sports team can be a rallying point for a city. But it was hard to overlook how the Suns had caught the attention of Phoenix, and the nation, in 1988-89.

Record: 55-27

What a Year!

1989-90

THE SUNS FINALLY DID IT.
In 1990, they ended their Captain Ahab imitation and caught their great whale. Only this leviathan was wearing Lakers Blue and Gold.

The Lakers and Suns had been common postseason opponents. They had faced each other six times before, including the previous season. This time, Phoenix entered the best-of-seven Western Conference Semifinal after narrowly defeating Utah in the fifth and deciding game of an opening-round series. The Suns won the final game against the Jazz 104-102 behind KJ's 15-foot jump shot with less than a second left.

It was some triumph, but looming ahead for the Suns was a return match with a Lakers team that one season earlier ended the miracle of '88-89 with a four-game sweep in the Western Conference Finals.

In 1990, the Lakers-Suns series began in Inglewood, and Phoenix was able to use the momentum of its series win over Utah. A 104-102 Game 1 victory ended a 21-game losing streak for the Suns at the Forum and a 37-game losing streak for then-coach Cotton Fitzsimmons.

Behind the encouragement of Los Angeles reporter Mike Downey, who said the Suns would "fold like a tortilla," the Lakers won Game 2 124-100. Games 3 and 4 would be played Saturday and Sunday, May 12 and 13, to accommodate CBS television.

With the Madhouse on McDowell at its noisy best, and with more than a few fans looking for Downey, the Suns blew open a close Game 3 in the second half to run away with a 117-103 victory. Forward Tom Chambers keyed the rally with seven points in a 97-second span in the third quarter.

In Game 4, the Suns jumped out to a 36-22 lead after one quarter and fought off several Lakers rallies for a 114-101 win. The Suns led the series 3-1.

The Lakers were perplexed. They had beaten essentially the same group of Suns one year earlier in four straight. However, there were two big exceptions.

First, the Suns had acquired forward Kurt Rambis from Charlotte in December. Starting alongside Tom Chambers, "Rambo" provided the strength inside to allow Chambers to shoot outside.

The other exception was in the middle, where Kareem Abdul-Jabbar was absent after retiring during the offseason. Mychal Thompson and Vlade Divac tried to replace Abdul-Jabbar - but even combined, they were no Kareem.

Trailing 80-77 at the start of the fourth quarter, the Suns sought to bury their past, and the Lakers with it. Leading 98-97 with 1:09 left and holding the ball, guard Jeff Hornacek fed center Mark West for a dunk. Two free throws by KJ put the Suns up by five with 44 seconds left. Phoenix went on to win 106-103.

A crowd of 9,000 gathered at the airport to wait for the Suns' early-morning arrival. Amidst the celebration was a man desperately trying to keep the win in perspective. "This one only gets us to the Western Conference Final," said President and CEO Jerry Colangelo.

The Suns would lose to the Portland Trailblazers 4-2 in those Conference Finals, bringing to an end a season with plenty of highlights. Phoenix ended the season as the second-highest scoring team in the NBA at 114.9 points per game. For the second year in a row, the Suns won at least 54 games. And, its 22 road wins established a new team record. The club also won a single-season team-record 19 in a row at home.

Other milestones included an NBA-record 61 made free throws against the Jazz on April 9. Fitzsimmons reached the .500 mark for his career with a win over Philadelphia on Feb. 24. It was the first time he was at the .500 level since March 7, 1976 when he coached Atlanta. He was also named Coach of the Month for February.

The Suns set a new all-time regular-season home attendance record, playing to 578,661 fans. Phoenix also had 26 sellouts, which set a new franchise record, topping the old mark of 18 set the season prior.

Perhaps the most amazing feat of the year came courtesy of Tom Chambers, who scored 60 points against his former Seattle teammates on March 24. Chambers hit 22 of 32 field goals and became just the 14th player in league history to score 60 points in a game.

"An unbelievable offensive show," said Fitzsimmons. "He is a monster."

Both Chambers and Kevin Johnson were named to the second-team All-NBA squad at the end of the season.

Record: 54-28

To Tokyo and Back

1990-91

FOLLOWING TWO CONSECUTIVE TRIPS to the Western Conference Finals and two-straight seasons with 50 or more wins, expectations for the Suns were high. They did not disappoint during the regular season.

At the invitation, and at the expense, of the Japanese, the Suns and Utah Jazz took off for Tokyo, to begin the season. It marked the first time that professional sports teams from the United States played regular-season games outside of North America.

The Suns, Jazz and the NBA were all welcomed as visiting royalty by their Japanese hosts. The teams were also surprised by how well-known NBA players already were in the Far East.

Suns forward Kurt Rambis, for example, saw several young Japanese fans wearing the black-framed "Rambo" glasses that had become his trademark. Another Japanese fan told Commissioner David Stern that she had once seen "the Los Angeles team play the team of the red oxen." American fans might better recognize the team of the red oxen as the Chicago Bulls.

The concept of the "NBA Official Opening Day Games in Japan" was a wonderful concept (the NBA sold more than $1 million worth of NBA merchandise in one week) but it offered the Suns and Jazz some special challenges. The Jazz, for instance, played their final pre-season game in Providence, Rhode Island, flew to New York City, and boarded another plane for a 15-hour flight to Tokyo that skirted the Arctic Circle.

Suns coach Cotton Fitzsimmons began adjusting the Suns to Tokyo time by holding two practices at 3 a.m. in Phoenix before his team's departure. As much as the jet-lag bothered the Suns, the bus-lag on a two-hour, traffic-laden trip from the airport to the Keio Plaze Hotel was even worse.

After many news conferences and sight-seeing tours, Phoenix and Utah finally played basketball on Nov. 3. A capacity crowd of 10,111 watched the Suns race past the Jazz 119-96 behind 38 points and 10 rebounds from Tom Chambers and 29 points and 10 assists from Kevin Johnson. The Jazz won the second game, 102-101, as Karl Malone scored 29 and pulled down 14 points.

Immediately following the game, the Suns and Jazz boarded separate planes for their return flight home. Awaiting were the final 80 games of the regular season. Many of them were quite memorable, as was a significant midseason trade... * Nov. 10 vs. Denver: the Suns set several records. In that game, Fitzsimmons won his 700th career game, becoming only the seventh coach in NBA history to achieve that mark. As a team, the Suns set a new NBA record for points in a half, scoring 107 first-half points, and tied the record for total number of points in a non-overtime game with 173. Rookie Cedric Ceballos came off the bench to score 20 points - in a seven-minute span of the second quarter!

"Every time we shot a jumper," Chambers said afterward, "Cotton yelled at us. We decided right away to take the ball to the basket and keep him happy."

* Nov. 27 at Portland: the Suns defeated the Trail Blazers 123-109, ending a 20-game losing streak in Portland.

* Dec. 7: the Suns sent Eddie Johnson and two first-round draft picks to the Seattle SuperSonics for Xavier McDaniel. Johnson averaged 18.4 points over more than three seasons for the Suns. McDaniel, who averaged 15.8 points in 1990-91, departed in the following offseason, to New York for Trent Tucker, Jerrod Mustaf and two second-round picks.

* March 28: the Suns won their 13th game of the month, 102-88 in Milwaukee. The total is still the second-highest for any month in franchise history.

The Suns finished 55-27, including a 32-9 record at home. And ironically, six months after opening the season in Japan, Phoenix and Utah met in the first round of the playoffs. Utah, which finished the season 54-28, prevailed 3-1.

Record: 55-27

Continued Success

1991-92

THE SUNS POSTED THEIR FOURTH-STRAIGHT SEASON with 50 or more wins and carried their regular-season success right into the playoffs, defeating the San Antonio Spurs 3-0 in the first round. After falling behind two games to none against the Trail Blazers in the Western Conference Semifinals, the season had boiled down to a must-win situation in Game 3 in Phoenix. The Suns did prevail, 124-117, setting up one of the best playoff games in Phoenix's history.

The night was May 11, 1992, and by the time the final of many, many roars filled the Veterans Memorial Coliseum, the game brought more than its fair share of historical significance.

In its final season as home for the Suns, the Coliseum was living up to its reputation as the "Madhouse on McDowell" thanks to the record-setting number of raucous fans who packed the building that year. But in Game 4, the noise in the Madhouse hit never-heard-before levels.

From the introduction on, the game was a true classic. As had been the case in the first two games in Portland, the Blazers jumped out to an early lead, 42-29 after just one quarter. The Suns trimmed a 74-65 halftime deficit to 104-100 as the fourth quarter got under way.

Enter the historical significance. What was about to happen would keep fans in the Coliseum a lot longer than they expected.

The Suns tied the game at 106-106 on the strength of Dan Majerle's defensive heroics. His steal of an Ennis Whatley pass keyed a fastbreak basket by Tim Perry. The already revved-up Suns faithful decided it was time for another run up the decibel scale. Players, coaches and officials had to communicate with sign language and the fans' intentions of driving the Blazers to a complete state of distraction was apparently working.

Tom Chambers hit two free throws with 2:34 remaining to put the Suns up 125-118. But Portland rallied behind Terry Porter, who scored five of his team's next nine points. The game was tied at 127 with 4.6 seconds left. A final play never developed for Phoenix, and the two weary, nearly tone-deaf teams headed for overtime.

Like a couple of heavyweight fighters, Phoenix and Portland traded punches, as neither team led by more than two in the first overtime. Porter missed two free throws with 8.4 seconds left and KJ tied the game with a 15-footer with 2.7 seconds left. It was on to another overtime.

With 11 seconds gone in the next frame, Johnson fouled out, leaving the offense to be run by backup Steve Burtt. The Suns battled on, however, and led 149-146 with less than a minute and a half to play. The Blazers regained the lead before a Majerle jumper put the Suns ahead 151-150 with 27 seconds left. Kevin Duckworth put the Blazers up by two with 10.7 left. The Suns missed a shot, and fouled Porter, who made just one of two free throws - giving the Suns the last shot, trailing 153-151 with 3.6 seconds to go.

Majerle's three-point shot missed wide right, though, ending a game that seemed would ever lack a conclusion. The game, which set an NBA Playoff record for most points scored by both teams at 304, left both sides impressed.

"You couldn't ask for a better game than that," said Suns coach Cotton Fitzsimmons. Said Portland's Jerome Kersey, "It felt like four overtimes. I hope no one walks away disappointed, because they have no reason to."

The fans did walk away, for the last time, from the Coliseum. The Suns dropped Game 5 in Portland, meaning the last game had already been played on the court they called home for 24 seasons.

Fans who visited the Coliseum during the '91-92 season helped set a new regular-season attendance record at 14,496 fans per game. Even with the disappointing loss to Portland, Suns followers were excited about the new arena that would open for the following season. And they were excited about the direction the Suns were headed.

Over the previous four seasons, the Suns had compiled a 217-111 regular season mark, the fifth-best record in the NBA behind only the Bulls, Lakers, Pistons and Trail Blazers during that span.

The franchise had also reached its 1,000th win, becoming just the 12th franchise in NBA history to reach the plateau. Only Milwaukee, Boston, Philadelphia and the Lakers did so in less time.

Five Suns players - Jeff Hornacek, Kevin Johnson, Dan Majerle, Tom Chambers and Tim Perry - averaged double-figure scoring and Phoenix averaged 112.1 points per game as a team, second in the league. And, an offensive-minded second-year player named Cedric Ceballos won the Slam Dunk Contest during All-Star Weekend.

Record: 53-29

A Storybook Season

1992-93

THE 1992-93 SUNS SEASON IS SO RICH WITH HISTORY that a Phoenix journalist wrote an entire 328-page book on it. There were more arrivals in downtown Phoenix than at Sky Harbor Airport. America West Arena arrived and so did new, colorful uniforms. It was the year which saw forward Charles Barkley, shooting guard Danny Ainge and new Head Coach Paul Westphal come to town. Then there was the incredible regular season and an even more incredible playoff run. A run which was unfortunately cut short by "The Shot." But we'll get to that in a minute.

On June 17, 1992, the Suns traded Jeff Hornacek, Andrew Lang and Tim Perry to Philadelphia for Sir Charles, the eventual 1993 NBA MVP. That season, the 25th in franchise history, Phoenix also led the NBA with a franchise-record 62 wins. December was perfect as the Suns tied the league's third-best mark for a month with a 14-0 record.

The club led the NBA in scoring with 113.4 points per game and also broke the league record for three-pointers made with 398. The Suns won their second Pacific Division title and rolled into the playoffs with homecourt advantage throughout. But, Westphal and his team dropped the first two games of an opening series against the L.A. Lakers, a team with a young Elden Campbell.

"The Lakers have too much tradition and pride to just lay down for us," Barkley said before the series. "And they still have some good players."

But James Worthy and Byron Scott couldn't lend enough leadership in the end. The Suns staged an incredible turnaround and became the first team in history to come back to win from an 0-2 deficit.

The Spurs, with super center David Robinson, posed a different kind of threat in the next round, but the Suns protected their home court advantage to make things easier. With the Suns up 3-2 heading to the Alamo, Barkley hit a 20-foot shot over the Admiral with just 1.8 seconds remaining to give Phoenix a 102-100 series-clinching win.

Seattle and their young duo of Gary Payton and Shawn Kemp battled the Suns to the very end in the Western Conference Finals. The teams took turns winning games throughout the entire series, with Barkley becoming the deciding factor in Game 7. He finished with 44 points and 24 rebounds in a 123-110 romp.

In the Finals against Chicago. Phoenix lost the first two games at home, but won two of the next three in Chicago, including Game 3, a historic triple-overtime affair that saw Dan Majerle tie an NBA Finals record with six three-pointers and KJ set an NBA Finals record with 62 total minutes played. Down three games to two, the Suns returned to the AWA and appeared poised to send the series to a Game 7 in Phoenix. But suddenly, disastrously, amazingly, there was Bulls guard John Paxson wide open beyond the arc with only a few seconds to go and the Bulls down two. The Shot.

"The worst thing that could have happened at that time was a three," says Frank Johnson, a reserve guard for the Suns that season. "If they would have hit a two, we would have been all right, overtime. They didn't really want the overtime, because they were fatigued. If you think about it, Michael (Jordan) wasn't even involved in the play. The best player wasn't involved in the play."

Less than a week after the title hopes had been laid to rest, some 300,000 Suns fans braved scorching heat (105 in the shade at parade time) to jam downtown Phoenix for a joyous celebration of a great season.

"To this day," says Suns president and CEO Jerry Colangelo, "that's still one of the most moving moments in our history. It was really amazing and showed just how much our team brought the community together."

The Suns had other things to be proud of during the '92-93 season as well. Westphal became the winningest rookie coach in NBA history and coached the West squad to victory at the All-Star Game. On the court at the All-Star Game, Phoenix was represented by the West's leading vote-getter, Barkley, and reserve Majerle. And Colangelo was named NBA Executive of the Year for an unprecedented fourth time for putting it all together. Certainly worthy of a chapter all his own in this storybook of a season.

Record: 62-20

1993-94 Season Recap

Poised for a Return

Honor Roll | Highlights
AFTER WINNING A FRANCHISE-HIGH 62 games and making an NBA Finals appearance the previous season, the Phoenix Suns appeared poised to make another run at a ring in 1993-94.
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"Thunder" Dan Majerle set the all-time NBA record for three-pointers in a season hitting for 192.
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	Welcome to the Playoffs, Chris
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Charles Barkley had a lot of big scoring nights as a member of the Phoenix Suns, but none as big as the 56 points he dropped on Chris Webber and the Golden State Warriors during the 1994 NBA Playoffs.
Hello Hakeem
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Relive this memorable moment from Game 4 of the 1994 conference semifinals as Kevin Johnson posterizes Houston's Hakeem Olajuwon.
1.16m avi | QuickTime


The Suns entered the new year looking even stronger than they had several months earlier in their six-game showdown with the Bulls. Not only was their near-championship roster nearly intact - the exceptions being Richard Dumas, who was suspended for substance abuse, and Tom Chambers, who was not re-signed - but the Suns were able to make some big acquisitions in the free agent market. Phoenix first signed free agent Joe Kleine, a veteran center formerly of the Celtics who could help strengthen the Suns' middle, and followed that up by inking forward A.C. Green, a key component of the Lakers' championship teams in 1987 and '88. 

"Joe Kleine is a great competitor who will fit in extremely well with our club," said Suns President and CEO Jerry Colangelo. "And A.C., he's a proven winner. But more than anything, he represents class and character."

Bringing their lunch pails and hard hats to the America West Arena, both newcomers proved to be valuable additions - particularly Green, who averaged 14.7 points and 9.2 rebounds a night and appeared in all 82 regular season games.

The rest of the team wasn't quite as consistent, however. The Suns lost a total of 211 player games to injury or illness in '93-94. They even lost a few mascot games as the Suns' Gorilla was put on the shelf for a portion of the season with a shoulder injury. But it all started with forward Cedric Ceballos, who had suffered a fractured foot during the '93 playoffs and would be forced to sit out the first 29 games of the new season. Yet, despite having CC on ice, Phoenix rolled out to a 24-6 start, posting an impressive 13-2 record in December. But then came January.

Floor general Kevin Johnson, forward/comedian Charles Barkley and sharp shooting sub Danny Ainge were all sidelined after the new year. Johnson missed 15 games from January 5 to February 6 with a variety of leg and ankle injuries, as well as the chicken pox, Barkley missed 17 contests after suffering a torn quadriceps tendon in his right knee on January 7 and Ainge missed 10 games after an ankle sprain of his own on Jan. 20. With two of their starters and a key reserve all in dress clothes, the Suns struggled to a 7-8 mark in January, their first losing month since November 1991.

There was some good news in January, however, as Ceballos returned to the lineup to help lead the team that month. Any concerns over his health were quickly put to rest with his 40-point, 14-rebound performance in a win over Portland on Jan. 22. He followed that up with a 34-point effort in New York and another 40-digit outing at Atlanta in their next two games.

Phoenix bounced back to capture an 8-4 record in February, welcoming KJ, Barkley and Ainge back to the lineup. All three played well down the stretch, although Johnson had a particularly impressive run in April, a month which saw him shatter the franchise record for assists, handing out 25 in a win against San Antonio on April 6.

With their full roster at full strength, the Suns closed out the regular season by winning 15 of their last 19 games, ending their march into the playoffs with a seven-game winning streak. Overall, the Suns finished with a 56-26 record, third best in the Western Conference.

"If we've got the best team, we will win," said a semi-serious Barkley as the team headed into the postseason. "If we don't, we won't. And I'll be on the golf course."

The Chuckster would have to wait a few weeks to hit the links as the Suns drew the overmatched Golden State Warriors in the opening round. Barkley scored 36 in Game 1 and KJ led with 38 points in Game 2, as the Suns took a 2-0 advantage in the best-of-five series. Game 3 would be no different. On the road, Barkley exploded with 56 points, the third-highest total ever in an NBA Playoff game, to sweep the Warriors into the offseason. His dominating effort was somewhat ironic as it came against rookie sensation Chris Webber, who was featured in a Nike commercial earlier in the season boasting about how he dunked on Sir Charles.

Heading into the conference semifinals, Phoenix was on a roll - a giant Kaiser-sized roll, to be exact. But starting out on the road, against the Midwest Division Champion Houston Rockets and their newly-named league MVP Hakeem Olajuwon, the Suns would have their hands full. Or so everyone thought.

Behind a 21-point, 12-rebound showing from Barkley, the Suns cruised to a 91-87 Game 1 win at the Houston Summit. A far from sold out Houston Summit, it should be noted. Game 2 would be more of the same, with the exception of a closer-to-capacity crowd, filled in by some 350-plus Suns fans who were flown into Texas by Colangelo. The small sections of purple-clad fans were in for a treat as they cheered the Suns on to another win, this time overcoming a fourth-quarter deficit of 20 points to pull out a win in OT.

The Suns appeared to be in good position heading home. There was even talk of another sweep among fans in Phoenix. But those who had watched Olajuwon throughout the season knew such sentiments were painfully premature.

The Rockets marched into America West Arena and marched right back out with victories in Games 3 and 4. Despite back-to-back 38-point outbursts from KJ, the Rockets grabbed the momentum with a wrenching grip, winning both contests by double digits.

The teams split the next two games, each winning on its home floor, setting up a climactic Game 7 in Houston.

But the injury bug reared its ugly head for the Suns once again. A painful groin injury, suffered earlier in the series, prevented Barkley from performing his usual heroics in the clutch. Not that his effort wasn't heroic enough. Sir Charles and the rest of the club left everything they had on the floor - but it was just short of enough. Olajuwon poured in 37 points and grabbed 17 boards in a 104-94 Suns loss.

After their 4-3 series win, the Rockets went on to win their first of two consecutive NBA Championships and the Suns, meanwhile, began looking ahead to '94-95.
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HONOR ROLL
Danny Ainge
[image: image65.png]


Became only the second player in NBA history to reach the 900 mark for three-pointers made in a career on Jan. 18, vs. Dallas.

Charles Barkley
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Awarded the Drazen Petrovic Trophy as the MVP of the McDonald's Open during the preseason.
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Led Suns in scoring (21.6 ppg) and rebounds (11.2 rpg).
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The league's leading vote-getter in fan balloting, Barkley was unable to play in the NBA All-Star Game due to injury.
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Tallied 56 points (career-high and third-highest total in NBA Playoff history) vs. Golden State in Game 3 of the first round.
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Led Suns in postseason with 27.6 points and 13.0 rebounds per game.

Cedric Ceballos
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Averaged 19.1 points and 6.5 boards, his career highs as a Sun.

Kevin Johnson
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Led Suns and ranked fifth in NBA in assists per game (9.5).
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Ranked second on team in scoring (20.0 ppg).
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Set franchise records for steals (10 vs. Washington, Dec. 9) and assists (25 vs. San Antonio, April 6).
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Made his third and final All-Star Game appearance as a Sun, tallying six points and two assists in 14 minutes.
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Scored 266 total points in the postseason to become Suns all-time leader at 1,541, surpassing Walter Davis' 1,288.

Dan Majerle
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Set all-time NBA record for three-pointers in a season with 192 (previous was 172 by Vernon Maxwell in 1991).
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Led league in three-pointers made and attempted (503).
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Tied his own franchise record with eight treys at the Clippers on Nov. 9.
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HIGHLIGHTS
The Suns played two of their preseason games in Munich, Germany, as part of the McDonald's Open. They defeated Madrid in the semifinals and then downed Buckler Bologna to capture the crown.

Paul Westphal became the fourth fastest coach in NBA history to record 100 wins with his victory at Washington on March 9.

On April 3, the Suns retired Walter Davis' No. 6, making him the fifth player in franchise history to have his jersey number removed from circulation.

Despite all of their injury problems, the Suns never lost more than two games in a row all season.

Phoenix led the NBA in assists per game as a team, averaging 27.6.

The Suns wrapped up the '93-94 campaign by winning 11-straight games at the America West Arena, finishing with a 36-5 home record, tied for the franchise record.

1994-95 Season Recap

Another Wild Ride

Honor Roll | Highlights
"KEEP YOUR ARMS AND LEGS INSIDE the car at all times."

The roller coaster that was the 1994-95 NBA season was a ride of sharp turns, steep climbs, long falls and neck-breaking speed for the Phoenix Suns.
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Despite sustaining major injuries, the Suns captured the Pacific Division title in 1994-95 with a 59-23 record.
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	What a Week!
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The NBA All-Star Weekend returned to Phoenix in 1995 and was widely recognized as one for the books.
Golden Summer
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Kevin Johnson and his teammate Dan Majerle had a fun summer in 1994. They both won a gold medal as members of Dream Team II.


B efore the cars rolled out of the station, no one knew who would be aboard. Charles Barkley, the world's biggest fan of the wild ride, was injured and contemplating retirement as soon as the '93-94 season came to a screeching halt in Houston. 

While Cedric Ceballos, Mark West, Oliver Miller, Jerrod Mustaf and Malcolm Mackey all got off the Suns' coaster, Danny Manning, Wayman Tisdale, Dan Schayes, Trevor Ruffin, Ralph Sampson and Richard Dumas anxiously stood in line hoping to get a seat. Some did. Some didn't. Others, like '94 draft picks Wesley Person and Antonio Lang, were winners of free VIP passes to experience the fun.

And what fun it was.

Only a day before the Suns drafted Person out of Auburn and Lang from Duke, Sir Charles announced his desire to take another ride. The sickness and pain he felt after falling to the Rockets had dissipated, and with the gentle prodding of teammate Danny Ainge, No. 34 decided to go through an intense rehabilitation program on his injured back.

"If I had retired it would've been just because I was selfish and lazy and didn't want to put in the effort and work it would take after the rehab to come back," he said. "For me to let it all end because I just didn't want to work out, I didn't think that was right."

While the Chuckster was wearing weight belts and working out during the '94 offseason, teammates Kevin Johnson and Dan Majerle were wearing gold medals and knocking out teams from Australia, Puerto Rico, Spain and Russia as members of Dream Team II.

Meanwhile, Suns President and CEO Jerry Colangelo was having a pretty busy summer as well with one press conference after another. There was the re-signing of A.C. Green, KJ's contract extension and, of course, the shocking, spur-of-the moment presser held by Manning and his agent the late Ron Grinker to announce their desire to sign with Phoenix - no matter what the cost.

"It is not about money," Grinker said of his highly-recruited client. "It never has been and never will be with Danny. It is about winning."

The signing of Manning was followed up with the signing of Wayman Tisdale, another forward who turned down more money to join the Suns, and was also followed by a lot of attention from the rest of the league. Entering the season, the Suns looked like Dream Team III with six current or former All-Stars and five former Olympians on the roster.

Although the new collection of stars went undefeated in the preseason, two incidents foreshadowed what was ahead for the Suns. During an exhibition game against the Pistons, Barkley strained an abdominal muscle - an injury which would sideline the revitalized superstar for the first 11 games of the regular season. Days later, in what was billed as "a preseason preview of the NBA Finals," the Suns and Magic clashed in Orlando.

Unfortunately, so did KJ and the Shaq. After crashing the boards, the 300-plus pound Shaquille O'Neal collided with and fell on top of the 190-pound Johnson causing a chain reaction of leg injuries that would haunt the Suns' guard throughout the season, forcing him to miss 35 games.

While the injuries to the two stars hurt the team, it may have been beneficial in the long run as Person and Perry, a little-used backup guard the season before, both gained significant minutes and experience. Perry, known as "Socks" for his trademark knee-highs, started 51 games and averaged 9.7 points and 4.8 assists. Person, who started 56 games, hit 116 of 266 three-points attempts.

"Wes had an outstanding rookie year," then-Suns coach Paul Westphal said. "He's a very mature player. He didn't make a whole lot of mistakes and played a big role in our success."

It was while the Suns were enjoying their most successful run that the worst injury struck. Like an old-style wooden coaster, the Suns climbed a steep hill through the first half of the season. Clank, clank, clank, clank. While KJ and CB battled through their pain, the Suns, led by Manning and Perry, continued to climb. Clank, clank, clank, clank. With each clank came a win, until after 45 games, the Suns were on top, overlooking the rest of the NBA amusement park with a record of 36-9.

Then came Game 46, a crushing 124-100 loss to the Rockets at home and on national television. The roller coaster was now on its way down and by the following morning, the Suns' season was falling faster and faster. During a morning practice, Manning tore his anterior cruciate ligament after landing on the foot of center Joe Kleine. As he dropped to the ground with a scream, so did the coaster and the hopes of many a Phoenix fan.

Only a week later, instead of playing in the All-Star Game, Manning could be found hobbling through the hundreds of thousands of fans who filled the Phoenix Civic Plaza for the NBA's Jam Session during All-Star Weekend.

But Manning wasn't the only Phoenix star attracting attention that warm February weekend. The 45 annual midseason classic saw Westphal coach the Western Conference All Stars, which featured hometown favorites Barkley and Majerle in the starting lineup, to a 139-112 pasting of the East. Retired Suns coach Cotton Fitzsimmons also got into the fun, coaching the "White" squad, which included Person, to a win in the first-ever Schick Rookie Game.

After the break, the Suns season continued with more ups and more downs. Big wins over Seattle, Houston and San Antonio brought cheers, while losses to the Clippers, Celtics and Hawks brought jeers.

Despite the adversity, the Suns rallied together to win seven of their final eight games and finished with an impressive 59-23 record - the second-best in franchise history - and clinched their third Pacific Division Championship.

The ride was picking up speed as it entered the playoffs and got even faster as the Suns rolled over the Trail Blazers 3-0 in the first round. The Suns' offensive depth overwhelmed the Blazers as Majerle bombed 7-of-10 treys in Game 1, KJ tallied 28 points and seven boards in Game 2 and Sir Charles was on fired in the third and final game, lighting up Portland with 47 points.

Just like the year before, the Suns came off an opening-round sweep to meet up with the Rockets in the Conference Semis. And just like the year before, the Suns had momentum and jumped out to a two-game lead. But the defending world champions refused to give up and won four of the last five contests despite a 46-point effort from KJ in Phoenix during Game 7.

With their hands in the air and their bodies thrust back against their seats, the hearts of the Suns' players dropped into their stomachs as they were caught unprepared for the sharp turn of Sam Cassell, the upside loop of Clyde Drexler, the big dip of Mario Ellie and the sudden, jerking halt of Hakeem Olajuwon.

The Rockets won the heartbreaker by one point and would go on to win their second-consecutive NBA Championship. Meanwhile, slowly pulling back into the station, the Suns disembarked from their '94-95 ride right where they started - with an eye toward next season.
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HONOR ROLL
Charles Barkley
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Led the team in scoring (23.0 ppg) and rebounding (11.1 rpg) for the third straight season.
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Set a franchise record with 17 defensive rebounds vs. the Lakers on Dec. 30, 1994.
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Scored 15 points and grabbed nine rebounds during the 1995 All-Star Game in Phoenix.

Dan Majerle
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Averaged 15.6 points, 4.6 boards and 4.1 assists in his final season as a Sun.
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Registered 10 points and five boards as a starter for the Western Conference All-Star team.

Danny Manning
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Averaged 17.9 ppg (second best) before tearing ACL mid-way through the season.

Elliot Perry
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Started 51 games, filling in for an injured Kevin Johnson.
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Averaged 9.7 points and 4.8 assists per game.
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Was the runner-up in voting for the NBA's Most Improved Player.

Wesley Person
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Shot a team-high 44 percent from three-point range, connecting on 116-of-266 attempts.
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Named to the NBA's All-Rookie second team.
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HIGHLIGHTS
Prior to the 1994-95 season, Kevin Johnson and Dan Majerle represented the Suns and their country as members of Dream Team II, which captured the gold medal during the World Championship of Basketball.

Despite numerous injuries, the Suns won the Pacific Division title and finished with their second best record in franchise history at 59-23.

Phoenix played host to the 1995 All-Star Weekend in which Suns coach Paul Westphal guided the Western Conference All-Stars to a victory.

1995-96 Season Recap

Playing with Fire

Honor Roll | Highlights
HOW APPROPRIATE. The Suns' marketing slogan for the 1995-96 campaign, "Playing with Fire," was a fitting one as any hopes of returning to their past glory went up in smoke.
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Michael Finley was the steal of the 1995 NBA Draft as the Suns tabbed him with the 21st pick.

	

	RELATED CONTENT

	

	Thanks, Thunder
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Longtime fan favorite Dan Majerle says goodbye to Phoenix.
Who was that Masked Iron Man?
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A.C. Green continues his games played streak, despite a mouth full of pain.


The season certainly started off with promise as the Suns acquired center John "Hot Rod" Williams from Cleveland in a trade midway through training camp. Although the move was not a popular one with fans - longtime Phoenix favorite "Thunder" Dan Majerle was sent to the Cavs - the deal did strengthen the Suns' middle, adding some desperately needed defense. 

"Dan Majerle is a fine player and there isn't a harder worker in this league, but Dan is not a center," Suns coach Paul Westphal said of the trade.

"We were able to pick up a player that we think will make us much more formidable up front," added Suns President and CEO Jerry Colangelo. "He is a force inside, no question about it."

Phoenix took a dip in the fountain of youth during the summer break, as well. When taking the court for the season opener on Nov. 3, the Suns featured five NBA rookies on their roster (although one of them, Stefano Rusconi, was a 10-year veteran of Italian basketball).

Among the youngsters was Michael Finley, the 21st pick in the '95 draft out of Wisconsin, who caught the fans' attention after knocking down a game-winning buzzer beater against the Lakers early in the season. His vicious jams, three-point bombs and in-your-jock defense earned him the nickname "DynaMike" and drew heapings of praise from his peers.

"Michael's a tough competitor," said Orlando's Penny Hardaway. "That's one thing I respect about him. Even though he's a rookie, he's gonna come at you."

"He's an exciting player man!" gushed Seattle's Shawn Kemp. "He's definitely athletic and he's going to be awesome in a few years."

Finley was no doubt impressive, but the Suns, meanwhile, were anything but. With injuries sidelining key players, Phoenix struggled out of the gate. Not unexpected. But a 14-19 record in mid-January, with losses to the lowly Clippers, T'Wolves, Nuggets and Mavericks, was unexplainable. It was time for a change.

"Replacing Paul Westphal as the head coach of the Phoenix Suns was a very difficult decision for me to make," Colangelo told reporters on Jan. 16 as he named Cotton Fitzsimmons the team's head coach, once again. "We got to the point where I believe it was time to shuffle the cards - to make a change before the season was over."

"I really look forward to the challenge because I do see a light at the end of the tunnel," said Fitzsimmons. "I do think this team is capable of winning and we are going to go about it in a very professional way and get it done as soon as possible."

Although the Suns continued to struggle, dropping three of four games after the coaching change, it didn't take long before they began to show signs of life.

Of course, things were made a little bit easier when playmaker Kevin Johnson returned to health and versatile forward Danny Manning returned to action after nearly a year of rehabilitation on his left knee. Manning, who tore his anterior cruciate ligament the season before, played in 33 games down the stretch and averaged 13.4 points and 4.3 boards.

"I can't express how good it feels," Manning said of his comeback. "I can't even try. No one knows what I've been through to get back to play. I feel fortunate and I feel blessed. I'm excited about the future and every day I just enjoy coming to the gym and playing basketball."

The rest of the Suns were enjoying basketball again, too, going 27-22 under Fitzsimmons guidance to wrap-up the season with a 41-41 record. It was the first time since 1987-88 that Phoenix failed to reach the 50-win plateau, but they had managed to break even and had qualified for the playoffs.

The postseason would be no picnic, however. Not only did the 7th seeded Suns draw the Midwest Division champion San Antonio Spurs in the opening round, but they entered the playoffs with another important player on the shelf. After playing in all 82 regular season games, Finley, who had averaged 15 points a night as a rookie and was arguably the club's best defender, suffered a severe ankle sprain in the final quarter of the final game of the season. He would be forced to watch from the bench as the Suns were torched in four games.
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HONOR ROLL
Charles Barkley
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Became 10th player in NBA history to reach the 20,000 point-10,000 rebound plateau on Feb. 19 vs. Vancouver.
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Led Suns in scoring (23.2 ppg) and rebounding (10.7 rpg).
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Named to the Western Conference All-Star team and scored eight points in 16 minutes.

Michael Finley
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Named to NBA All-Rookie first-team.
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Became first Suns rookie since Walter Davis to tally 1,000-plus points (1047).
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Played more minutes (3,212) than any rookie in franchise history.

A.C. Green
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Completed ninth-straight season without missing a game and pushed his consecutive games played streak to 813, the third longest streak in NBA history.
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HIGHLIGHTS
Stefano Rusconi, whose rights were originally acquired in 1990, joined the Suns as a 27-year-old rookie and became the first Italian player ever to play in the NBA. His Phoenix career would be short lived as he was waived on Jan. 31, 1996.

Cotton Fitzsimmons replaced Paul Westphal as head coach on Jan. 16, 1996, beginning his third stint at the Suns' helm.

Despite their 41-41 record, the Suns qualified for the postseason for the eighth-straight year.

The Suns endured 26 lineup changes and 296 games missed due to injury or illness.

1996-97 Season Recap

What a Shot! What a Season!

Honor Roll | Highlights
THE 1996-97 SEASON WAS DEPRESSING for Phoenix fans. But it was also encouraging, surprising and even thrilling. One of the more memorable seasons in Suns history took so many twists and turns, had so many highs and lows, that now, looking back, it seems as if it was three seasons rolled into one. At least.
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The Suns acquired a franchise player in All-Star guard Jason Kidd.

	

	RELATED CONTENT

	

	Calling the Shots
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Danny Ainge has had several careers, but perhaps none as challenging as his current one as head coach of the Phoenix Suns. In this in-depth interview with Fastbreak magazine, the former Suns guard talks about his transition to coaching.
Just Kiddin'
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In this two-part feature, read about Jason Kidd's basketball life, from his childhood days on the playgrounds in Oakland to his trade to the Suns.
Rex's Prayer
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Relive one of the greatest shots in Suns history as Rex Chapman sends Game 4 of the Seattle series into OT.
1.07m avi | QuickTime


The Suns unofficially opened the new season six weeks before the start of training camp. It was on Aug. 19, 1996 that the Charles Barkley era in Phoenix came to a close as the Suns sent Sir Charles to Houston for forwards Mark Bryant, Chucky Brown and Robert Horry, along with guard Sam Cassell. Although Barkley remained one of the NBA's top attractions, the Suns were determined to become a younger, more athletic team. 

"I had become disturbed with our style of play," said Suns President and CEO Jerry Colangelo the day of the trade. "We had become a slow team, which is not characteristic of how we play basketball. The Phoenix Suns have had their greatest success as an up-tempo team. We want to return to that form and this trade will help us do that."

While Horry, Brown and Cassell all possessed championship rings, the key to the deal was the 6-9 Bryant, a low-post banger who would provide the Suns with needed size and strength.

"Without Bryant, the trade doesn't happen," said Colangelo matter of factly.

With Bryant, Brown, Horry and Cassell joining a core that featured guards Kevin Johnson and Wesley Person, center Hod Rod Williams, forwards Michael Finley, Danny Manning and A.C. Green, not to mention rookie Steve Nash, the Suns appeared to have reloaded their guns with an unlimited ammunition. But they weren't done yet.

Several days into camp, word leaked that the Suns were pursuing sharpshooter Rex Chapman, who had been released by Miami in an effort to clear salary cap room. Unfortunately, the Suns were burdened with cap limitations themselves and were only able to offer the league minimum salary. Fortunately, however, Chapman's priorities weren't dollar-driven.

"I feel like I could have called any team in the league and told them I would come and play for the minimum and would have had a job, but that's not what I wanted," he said. "I wanted someplace where I felt like the team wanted me and Phoenix really made an effort to bring me here."

On paper, the Suns' edited and revised roster looked like it would grab some headlines. Little did anyone suspect how things would actually come together. Or should we say, fall apart.

First the Suns lost the services of KJ and Hot Rod to injuries before the season even started, then they lost the season opener in L.A. to the Lakers. And then came home losses to Houston, Minnesota and Seattle. Those forgettable outings were followed up by a four-game road trip that brought four more disappointments and a coaching change.

Rumors that Head Coach Cotton Fitzsimmons was thinking of stepping down became fact hours before the trip's final game, in Vancouver. Cotton announced he would coach his last game before turning the reins over to assistant coach Danny Ainge, who had been hired during the summer with the intent of grooming him to be the head coach. Of course, the plan was for Ainge to be groomed over a period of seasons, not days.

The coaching change didn't end the drought, though. And either did the return of Johnson and Williams to the lineup. When the Suns fell again on November 26, the losing streak had reached a very unlucky 13, the worst start in franchise history. But the next night had the Suns at home against New Jersey, and FINALLY, they slipped into the win column.

But their problems were not yet behind them.

On Christmas Day, the Suns were embarrassed at home by the Lakers in front of a national television audience. A 108-87 loss exposed the Suns' deficiencies - a lack of shooting caused by an inability to move the ball. A team that had become younger still hadn't figured out how to get out and run.

The next day, Suns GM Bryan Colangelo pulled the trigger on a blockbuster trade that would shock the basketball world. Phoenix dealt Finley, Green and Cassell to Dallas in exchange for youngsters Tony Dumas, Loren Meyer and the deal's focal point - Jason Kidd.

"I had a lot of support from the coaching staff and Jerry and Cotton in making this deal work," Bryan said. "Jason Kidd brings a new identity to this franchise as we move through this transition year. Things have improved since our 0-13 start, but now there is an even brighter horizon as a result of this trade."

The trade was highly praised, but as had been the Suns' luck this season, Kidd wouldn't be around for long. Shortly before halftime of his first game in purple, the All-Star playmaker suffered a fractured collarbone. No sooner had he arrived, he was gone for six weeks.

Without Kidd, and now without the players the Suns dealt to get him, Phoenix continued to struggle, particularly on the road. A five-game eastern swing to start January brought more problems - problems that came to a head in Boston. During a loss to the Celtics, Horry, frustrated over the losses and his lack of playing time, exploded after being benched midway through the game and threw a towel in the face of Ainge. It would be his last play as a Sun as he was traded to the Lakers days later in a deal that brought former Suns forward Cedric Ceballos back to Phoenix.

Kidd returned to the lineup on Valentine's Day and led the Suns in a win over the Clippers. But that was followed by three more road losses. Considering there were so many new players and that one of them had missed six weeks due to injury, it was no surprise that there were still nights that this talented group of players would perform as if they'd never seen each other before.

On March 2, everything would change. The Suns found themselves in Dallas, where Kidd's first game in Big D since his trade was expected to be a noteworthy affair. Midway through the third quarter, however, it seemed as if the Suns had lost their notes. Down by 27, and having lost Ainge to ejection, the Suns were about to be counted out, not only of the game, but the season.

Then something happened. Assistant coach Paul Silas rallied the troops. Gradually, three-pointers, steals, rebounds and second-chance shots not only reduced the deficit, but wiped it out. Phoenix managed to tie the game, send it into overtime and in the final seconds, pull out a 109-108 victory as Kidd dished to Wayman Tisdale for a running layup at the horn. Those who think a single game among 82 means nothing weren't paying attention.

"I think that was the turning point," said Hot Rod. "Coach Silas took over that game and I think what he did is take the guys and said, 'Look, you're going to play defense and if you don't, you're coming out of this game.'" For the remainder of the season, the opponents fell like dominoes. Houston, Seattle, Portland and Minnesota - all playoff teams - would drop as Phoenix reeled off 11-straight wins becoming the first team in league history to tally double-digit winning and losing streaks in the same season.

Had this amazing turnaround been accomplished simply through improved play, the story would have been a good one. How it was actually done makes the '96-97 Suns a great story.

Bryant, who had been a starter, was sidelined in mid-March with a stress reaction in his right foot. Already undermanned at the power forward position, coach Ainge decided the best thing to do was play without a power forward - or, for that matter, a small forward. Looking at his roster, the rookie coach saw an overabundance of hot guards and decided to play them - all at once. And so "Small Ball" was born.

With a rejuvenated Kidd manning the point and a healthy KJ playing some of the best basketball of his career as he moved to shooting guard, the Suns had, arguably, the game's best backcourt. But what made Phoenix so deadly was that its backcourt extended into the frontcourt. While both KJ and JK could penetrate, Chapman and/or Person could spot up and knock down three pointers. And they all could run.

Although critics said the Suns would never be able to get away with a small lineup in the postseason, when teams have time to adjust and physical play is more evident, they almost did. Despite their final 40-42 record and seventh seed in the playoffs, the mini Suns would take the defending conference champion Sonics to the brink of elimination.

It all started in Game 1 when the Suns shocked Seattle in Seattle stealing a win behind Chapman's heroic 42-point outburst, which included a playoff record nine three-pointers.

The Suns were crushed in Game 2, losing to an angry Sonics club by 44, but headed home with the best-of-five series tied at a game apiece.

Before a raucous crowd at America West Arena, the Suns played a game that saw them shed their image of a basketball carnival and turn into a team worthy of sharing the postseason stage. Whatever adjustments the Sonics had made in Game 2 were out of focus by Game 3 as the Suns lit it up from long range and held their own on the boards.

"They play wild," said Sonics' forward Detlef Schrempf. "Instead of grinding it out slow and playing down low all night, they play playground, run-and-gun basketball." If the day ever comes that the excitement value of the NBA Playoffs goes on trial, the defense should use Game 4 as Exhibit A. Players usually come away from a high-intensity game exhausted, but Game 4 left players, fans, mascots and anyone else at the Purple Palace wiped out. Trailing 100-88 with just two minutes left, the Suns' hopes of closing out the series appeared to have faded. But a technical called on the Sonics' Shawn Kemp changed everything. The Suns staged a furious rally and closed the gap to three with three seconds left.

For the record, the game's play-by-play sheet simply read "Chapman 3-PT FG, :01.9 remaining." But ask the 19,023 who were there, which has surely grown to over 100,000 since, and the descriptions of Chapman's miracle shot would be countless. His off-balance, desperation, running, fall-away three-pointer from 26 feet was one of the most memorable in team history. Hitting nothing but net, the game was tied and it was off to overtime.

If momentum means anything, Kidd's triple to open the extra period ends the game and sends the Suns to the second round. However, like they did over and over en route to the NBA Finals the year before, the Sonics responded. They posted a seven-point win and would settle the issue two days later in Seattle, putting to rest a remarkable season in the storied history of the Phoenix franchise.
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HONOR ROLL
Rex Chapman
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Set an NBA Playoff record by hitting nine three-pointers at Seattle on April 25.
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Led Suns in scoring during 1997 playoffs, averaging 24.2 points per game.

Kevin Johnson
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Became sixth player in NBA history to record 11,500 points, 6,000 assists, 2,000 rebounds and 1,000 steals for his career.
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Moved past Dick Van Arsdale into third place on the Suns' all-time scoring list.
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Ranked third among league leaders in assists (9.3 apg) and three-point percentage (.441).
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Led Suns in scoring (20.1 ppg) and assists.
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Recorded his 14th career triple double in the first half vs. Boston on Feb. 12.

Jason Kidd
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In Phoenix debut at Vancouver, totaled six points, nine assists, seven boards and three steals in the first half.
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Ranked fourth among league leaders in assists (9.0 apg).
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HIGHLIGHTS
With their 0-13 start and their 11 consecutive wins late in the season, the Suns became the first team in NBA history to record double digit winning and losing streaks in the same season. They also became the first team in league history to start out 0-13 and still qualify for postseason play.

On Nov. 15, Cotton Fitzsimmons stepped down and passed the Suns' head coaching reins over to assistant Danny Ainge, who became the ninth head coach in team history.

Twenty three players wore the purple and orange at one point or another during the 1996-97 season.

Suns rookie Horacio Llamas, signed as a free agent on Feb. 20, became the first Mexican-born player in history to appear in an NBA game.

1997-98 Season Recap

Suns Rise Again in West

Honor Roll | Highlights
AFTER TWO SEASONS LANGUISHING NEAR THE .500 MARK, the Phoenix Suns celebrated their 30th season in the Valley of the Sun by re-emerging as a Western Conference powerhouse in 1997-98.
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Antonio McDyess made a solid impact in his first season as a Sun.

	

	RELATED CONTENT

	

	Four Times the Drama
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On Nov. 14, 1997, the Suns battled the Blazers in the longest game in franchise history. It was a game filled with clutch shots like Rex Chapman's three-pointer at the end of the second overtime.
1.12m avi | QuickTime
The All-Star Kidd
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Although he didn't score a single point, Suns guard Jason Kidd had an impressive showing during the 1998 NBA All-Star Game, handing out nine assists. Among his most exciting was this scoop-fed alley-oop to the Lakers Eddie Jones.
780k avi | QuickTime
The Sixth Man
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1997-98 was a bittersweet year for Danny Manning. Although he was forced to miss the playoffs after tearing his ACL once again, Manning was honored with the NBA's Sixth Man of the Year award.
Antonio's McDiary
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Antonio McDyess, who the Suns acquired prior to the season, kept a diary for Suns.com throughout his first trip to the NBA Playoffs.
So Long Ol' Friend
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At the conclusion of the 1998 NBA Playoffs, the Suns and their point guard of 10 years, Kevin Johnson, decided to go their separate ways.


Head Coach Danny Ainge eschewed the tenets of basketball, instead employing a smaller, quicker, athletic lineup that had only one regular as tall as 6-11 (John Williams) and often featured 6-10 Cliff Robinson or 6-9 Antonio McDyess at center. The result was a 56-26 record, and a third place finish in the Pacific Division. 

The resurgence was thanks in part to the arrival of McDyess, whom the Suns acquired in a three-way deal with Cleveland and Denver. The athletic third-year pro was the Suns second-leading scorer (15.1 ppg) and led the team in rebounds (7.6 rpg), blocks (1.67 bpg) and shooting percentage (.536). He continued to develop throughout the season, with his scoring average improving each month.

McDyess, Robinson and forward George McCloud joined a talented Suns nucleus that included bangers Williams and Mark Bryant, the versatile Danny Manning, sharpshooter Rex Chapman and a trio of floor generals: Kevin Johnson, Steve Nash and All-Star Jason Kidd. Yet another weapon, three-point specialist Dennis Scott, was acquired before the trading deadline.

The collection of talent, particularly at the offensive end, put Ainge's team at risk of not having enough basketballs to go around. That notion was dispelled early when the selfless Suns got off to a 9-3 start. "That's one thing about this team -- we are not selfish," said Manning, one of seven players to lead the team in scoring during November. "If a guy gets hot we try to give him the ball."

Manning had the hot hand on Nov. 14, scoring 35 points on 14-of-21 shooting in what was perhaps the most entertaining NBA game played all season, a 140-139 win on Nov. 14 over Portland that took four overtimes to decide. Two nights later the oft-injured KJ had the soft touch, scoring 30 in a two-point win over Houston.

"Kevin (Johnson) was the best player on the court tonight," Ainge said after the 96-94 win. "He came up huge when we needed him. It is good that we don't have to use KJ every game, but it is nice to have him there."

Johnson played a total of 50 games, and learned to play a complementary role on a team led by Kidd, a Western Conference All-Star. Kidd, who had an NBA-best four triple-doubles, was among the league leaders in assists (2nd, 9.1 per game) and steals (7th, 1.98 per game).

The recipient of many of Kidd's pinpoint passes was Chapman, his partner in the starting backcourt. Chapman, who provided the thrill of the 1997 Playoffs with his desperation shot against Seattle, picked up where he left off. Among his many late game exploits: a 30-footer at the buzzer to send the Portland game to a third overtime, the go-ahead jumper in a 74-71 win at Miami on Jan. 30, scoring the game's final eight points in 36 seconds to rally the Suns past Orlando, and two big jumpers in the final two minutes to snap Seattle's 12-game home winning streak on Apr. 6.

The win over Seattle was the 50th of the season for the Suns, who topped that barrier for the 12th time in their history. It came in the midst of a 10-game winning streak that also included wins at Houston and against the LA Lakers. The streak, the fourth-longest winning streak in Suns history, established the Suns as "the team nobody wanted to face in the postseason," but it came at an expensive cost.

Manning tore the anterior cruciate ligament in his right knee during an April 7 win at Sacramento, putting a premature end to an excellent season in which he anchored the Suns second unit. One of the league's most efficient shooters (51.6 percent), Manning averaged 13.5 points, 5.6 rebounds and 2.0 assists per game, and was named the NBA's Top Sixth Man after the season.

"Cliff (Robinson) had the ball and I tried to cut past Billy Owens for a layup," Manning said after the game. "The pass came and that's all I remember. Then I was lying on the ground. I've been here before, I know what it takes to get back."

Six days later, Chapman aggravated a left hamstring injury in a win over Golden State. The team's leading scorer, Chapman (15.9 ppg) played in only one of the team's final three regular season games, and only appeared in two games against San Antonio in the playoffs.

Without Manning, and with Chapman hobbled, the taller Spurs overpowered Phoenix in four games - an unjust ending for a team that looked so dangerous at full strength only three weeks earlier.

"The bottom line is they had a huge size advantage and we didn't have enough offensive weapons to combat it," Ainge said.



HONOR ROLL
Kevin Johnson
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Finished the season as the Suns all-time assist leader with 6,484.
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Ranked fifth in the NBA in free-throw percentage (.871).
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Celebrated his tenth anniversary with Phoenix, with the Suns reaching the postseason each year.
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On Mar. 29 against Vancouver, scored his 13,000th career point.

Jason Kidd
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Participated in the 1998 NBA All-Star Game in New York, totaling 9 assists in 19 minutes of play.
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Led the league (along with Detroit's Grant Hill) in triple-doubles (4), ranked second in assists (9.1 apg) and seventh in steals (1.98 spg).
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Named NBA Player of the Week for the week ending Mar. 15, averaging 16.0 ppg, 10.0 apg, 6.5 rpg and 3.00 spg while shooting .622 from the field. Won the award again for the week ending Apr. 19, averaging 17.3 ppg, 11.0 apg, 8.3 rpg and 4.00 spg.

Danny Manning
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Won the NBA's Sixth Man Award honoring the NBA's top bench player.

Antonio McDyess
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Ranked seventh in the NBA in field goal percentage (.536)
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Joined Alvan Adams and Gar Heard as one of just three players in Suns history to record 100 blocks (135) and 100 steals (100) in a single season.
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HIGHLIGHTS
The Suns made their 10th straight playoff appearance in 1997-98.

Led by Jason Kidd (9.1 apg) and Kevin Johnson (4.9 apg), the Suns led the league in assists with 25.9 per game.

Phoenix posted a 10-game winning streak from Mar. 27 - Apr. 15, equaling the fourth longest in franchise history.

On Nov. 14, 1997, the Phoenix Suns claimed a record-setting 140-139 win over Portland in four overtime periods. The game lasted three hours and 46 minutes before Phoenix emerged with the win in their first-ever four overtime game. The game was the longest in franchise history and just the 11th in league history to require four or more overtime periods.

1998-99 Season Recap
Partly Sunny Season 

Honor Roll | Highlights 

LED BY JASON KIDD, the first player in Phoenix history to top the NBA in assists, the Suns tied Sacramento for third place in the Pacific Division with 27 wins and qualified for the playoffs for the 11th straight season. But their frontcourt weaknesses were exposed by Portland, which swept the Suns in the First Round.

Kidd, who averaged 10.8 assists per game to dethrone Washington's Rod Strickland (second at 9.9 apg), also led the NBA with seven triple-doubles (the rest of the league had just 11) and was second in the NBA with 41.2 minutes per game (behind Allen Iverson's 41.5 mpg). Kidd averaged career highs in points (16.9 ppg), field goal percentage (.444), rebounds (6.8 rpg, best among NBA guards) and steals (2.28 spg, fourth in the NBA) and was the only player to be ranked among the top 50 in the NBA in 10 different statistical categories. The Suns won all seven of the games in which he had triple-doubles. 

Kidd handed out a season-high 19 assists, without a single turnover, at Seattle on March 4. It was one of 30 games in which he had double-digit assists. Kidd helped the Suns lead all NBA teams at 24.9 apg, and the Suns ranked third in the league by committing just 13.6 turnovers per game. He scored in double figures 47 times, with 20+ points 15 times and a season-high 30 points at Seattle on April 14. The only Phoenix player to start all 50 games, he tied for third in the NBA with 30 double-doubles and was named Player of the Month for April.

Despite Kidd's brilliance, the Suns were hurt by inconsistent scoring from other players and the lack of large, physical players up front.

"Jason Kidd had a spectacular season, a phenomenal season," Coach Danny Ainge said. "But we can't have him do it by himself every night, obviously. We need some help in the low post to take a little bit of heat off of him."

Forward Tom Gugliotta, signed in the offseason as one of the prizes in the veteran free agent market after Antonio McDyess elected to return to Denver rather than re-sign with Phoenix, led the Suns in scoring at 17.0 ppg and rebounding at 8.9 rpg (15th in the NBA) but is not a particularly physical player. He ranked second on the team in minutes (36.3 mpg) and field goal percentage at .483 (18th in the NBA) and third in steals (1.37 spg).

Cliff Robinson, who started 35 games and came off the bench in 15, averaged 16.4 ppg and 4.5 rpg, played solid defense and shot a team-high .417 (eighth in the NBA) from three-point range.

Luc Longley, signed as a veteran free agent after helping the Chicago Bulls to three titles, started 39 games at center and averaged 8.7 ppg and 5.7 rpg in 23.9 mpg, but he too was not the physical presence Phoenix needed to combat big centers like Shaquille O'Neal and Arvydas Sabonis.

Rex Chapman, inconsistent as the starting shooting guard, was the only other double-figure scorer on the team at 12.1 ppg. Danny Manning, coming off the bench in all but five of his 50 appearances, averaged 9.1 ppg and 4.4 rpg. George McCloud averaged 8.9 ppg and led the team with 69 three-pointers, shooting .416 (ninth in the NBA) from behind the arc.

The Suns were the NBA's third-highest scoring team at 95.5 ppg but were outrebounded by opponents 42.4 rpg to 40.3 rpg. Phoenix ranked eighth in field goal percentage at .449, second in three-point percentage at .372 and fifth in free throw percentage at .760.

The Suns got off to a 7-4 start but lost nine of their next 14 games to drop below .500 at 12-13 at the midway point of the regular season. They were still at .500 as of April 20 before closing fast, winning six of their last nine outings.

The playoffs were another matter. Portland exploited Phoenix's weakness inside, outrebounding the Suns by over seven rebounds per game and getting enough easy shots to enjoy a whopping .528 to .430 advantage in field goal percentage. In each game the Blazers seemed to wear the Suns down during the second half, prompting Kidd to observe, "It was about like a broken record. We're right there, and all of a sudden our ship starts to sink."

Portland used a 13-2 run midway through the fourth quarter to take the opening game of the series 95-85 and a 22-6 run that began late in the third quarter to capture Game 2 110-99. In Game 3, the Blazers led by as many as 18 points in the first half before the Suns rallied to move in front 83-79 with 4:15 to play. But Portland bounced back, outscoring Phoenix 24-10 after that to win 103-93 and oust the Suns from the playoffs in the First Round for the fourth year in a row.

Looking ahead, General manager Bryan Colangelo says the Suns need a stronger inside game to succeed, and the players agree.

"The biggest needs needs we have are athleticism and interior toughness, and generally overall toughness," said Colangelo.

"We need a few more big bodies," said Robinson, "a few more athletic, big bodies. I just think we need a little more toughness around the basket."

"We have to be a lot tougher on the inside," echoed Kidd. "This whole team was put together pretty fast. This whole year was a learning process for us. Now we have to regroup."



HONOR ROLL 

Tom Gugliotta 

  Led the Suns in scoring (17.0 ppg), field-goal percentage (.483, 19th in the NBA) and rebounds (8.9 rpg, 15th). 

  Totaled game-highs of 24 points and 17 rebounds in his Suns debut, a 101-92 win over the L.A. Clippers on February 5, and led the Suns in scoring in 18 games. 

  Scored 20-or-more points in 15 games, grabbed 10-or-more rebounds in 16 games and logged 14 double-doubles. 

Jason Kidd 

  Named to both the NBA All-Defensive First Team and the All-NBA First Team. 

  Led the NBA in assists (10.8 apg) and triple-doubles (7) and also led the Suns in double-doubles (30, 3rd in the NBA) and steals (2.28 spg, 4th). 

  Named NBA NBA Player of the Month for April, averaging 20.1 ppg, 10.4 apg, 6.7 rpg and 2.38 spg, and logging 2 triple-doubles, to lead the Suns to a 10-6 record. 

  Named NBA Player of the Week for the week ending April 18, averaging 22.8 ppg, 10.5 apg, 5.0 rpg and 2.75 spg to lead the Suns to a 3-1 week. 

  Scored his 4,000th career point and logged a triple-double, with 14 points and game-highs of 16 assists and 12 rebounds, in a 94-86 win over the Vancouver Grizzlies on February 25 

George McCloud 

  Led the Suns in three-pointers made (69) and attempted (166) and ranked 2nd on the team in three-point percentage (.416, 9th in the NBA). 

  Played in his 500th career game, posting 24 points (5-7 3FG), 6 rebounds and 3 assists, in a 115-106 win over the Denver Nuggets on February 15. 

Clifford Robinson 

  Led the Suns in three-point percentage (.417, 8th in the NBA) and ranked 2nd on the team in three-pointers made (58) and steals (1.50 spg). 

  Scored 20-or-more points in 16 games and led the Suns in scoring in 14 games. 



HIGHLIGHTS 

  Led the NBA in team assists (24.9 apg), ranked 2nd in three-point percentage (.372), 3rd in scoring (95.5 ppg), 5th in free-throw percentage (.760), 6th in steals (8.88 spg) and 8th in field-goal percentage (.449). 

  Posted a 15-10 record at America West Arena and have not had a losing season at home since the inaugural season of 1968-69. 

  Went 15-3 when scoring 100 or more points, 19-4 when out-rebounding their opponent, 14-4 when leading at halftime and 19-4 when leading after three quarters.

1999-2000 Season Recap
Overcoming Adversity 

Honor Roll | Highlights 

THE PHOENIX SUNS HAD EVERY POSSIBLE EXCUSE to start planning an early summer vacation and miss the playoffs for the first time since 1987-88, but they would have no part of that. 

Not much was expected of the battered and bruised 1999-2000 Suns as they lost a total of 269 games due to injury. In fact, the five Suns who started the season opener started only 13 more games together, and the top eight players were together only 17 games over the course of the season. And in one stretch the Suns had four starters out. 

But behind a gutsy team effort the Suns reached the 50-victory plateau for the 13th time in franchise history (53-29) and advanced to the second round of the Western Conference Semifinals for the first time since 1995. 

“I think this is a very special team,” said CEO and Chairman Jerry Colangelo. “To have gone through this kind of adversity, to list the players that have gone down with illness and injury, and to take it, it’s like taking a number of bullets and still be standing. It’s a tremendous accomplishment and I think the job that the players and the coaching staff under Scott (Skiles), what they’ve done, what they’ve accomplished makes it a very special team.” 

The Suns also dealt with an unexpected coaching change when Danny Ainge stepped down as head coach less than two months into the season. Scott Skiles was named the 10th Suns head coach in team history on Dec. 13 and became the youngest head coach in the NBA (36). Taking over the Suns 20 games into the season, Skiles guided Phoenix to an impressive 40-22 (.645) record. His record was the highest of any first year coach in 1999-2000 and ranks second best in Suns history for a first-year coach (Paul Westphal was 62-20 in 1992-93). In addition, his first-year record is 12th in NBA history. 

It didn’t take long for the Suns to adopt the new coaches’ feisty attitude and tenacity on defense. Under his direction, the Suns allowed 93.7 points per game, which over a full season would be the second lowest figure in team history behind last season’s 93.3. In addition, opponent’s shot .424 from the field to set a new Suns record for lowest opponent field goal percentage in a season. 

Prior to the start of season, expectations were sky high after the Suns acquired former All-Star guard Penny Hardaway to team up with their own All-Star guard Jason Kidd in a blockbuster trade with Orlando. Widely regarded as the best backcourt in the NBA, “Backcourt 2000” logged just 45 games together due to injuries. 

Hardaway suffered a painful foot injury (plantar fascitis) and played in 60 games while Kidd missed the remainder of the regular season after breaking his left ankle on March 22. Hardaway improved his play as the season went on, averaging 18.3 points, .471 FG percentage, 7.0 rebounds, 6.9 assists, 1.9 steals, 38.7 minutes in the final 15 regular season games with Kidd watching from the sidelines and was the team’s leading scorer in the postseason (20.3) despite a limp knee that required offseason arthroscopic knee surgery. 

Kidd was his usual self, earning All-NBA First Team honors for the second-straight season and finishing with 14.3 points, team-leading 7.2 rebounds and league-leading 10.1 assists. He made a remarkable comeback in the deciding Game 4 of the Suns’ First Round upset (3-1) of the defending champs San Antonio Spurs with nine points (4-5 FG), 10 rebounds and three steals in 31 minutes. 

“The guy is unbelievable. I mean, I got a new-found respect for him tonight watching him play, more than I had before,” Hardaway said of his sidekick. “I've always respected his game and loved him as a person, but for him to come out there today after missing five weeks and having only had a little walk through yesterday, to come out there and play big minutes was huge for us.” 

While Kidd and Hardaway returned strong after injuries, Tom Gugliotta and Rex Chapman saw their seasons end prematurely. For “Googs”, the Suns’ leading scorer and rebounder in 1998-99, 1999-2000 was a frustrating and near tragic season. First, he suffered a near-death seizure on the team bus after a big road win at Portland on Dec. 17 and when he finally returned to the court and was playing his best basketball of the season, he underwent season-ending knee surgery after hurting his left knee on March 10. The knee injury prevented Gugliotta from participating in the 2000 Olympics with Kidd. 

“King Rex” battled injuries all year and was averaging his lowest scoring average (6.6) of his 12-year career before he underwent emergency appendectomy surgery on March 18 that sidelined him the remainder of the season. 

Injuries also ravaged the Suns’ lone first-year player Shawn Marion (out 31 games after knee surgery), but he still lived up to his lofty draft status (9th overall in the 1999 NBA Draft) earning NBA All-Rookie Second Team honors. Had he played a full 82 game slate Marion (10.2 points, 6.5 rebounds, 1.0 blocks) may have contended for Rookie of the Year honors. 

The Suns brought back a couple of old faces along with a couple of new ones. While it wasn’t too much of a surprise to see former Suns centers Mark West and Oliver Miller in a purple and orange uniform again, no one could have predicted the return of Kevin Johnson. With a freak injury to Kidd during the final stretch of the regular season and the Suns frantic to find a replacement to make a final playoff push, the Suns called perhaps the greatest point guard in the history of the franchise, KJ. 

“The organization said, ‘We’re in a bind and you’re the only one who can help us at this particular time.’ When you get a call like that from (Senior Executive Vice President Cotton Fitzsimmons) on behalf of (Chairman and CEO Jerry Colangelo) and (President Bryan Colangelo), you realize that this is something you really have to consider,” said KJ, who retired at the end of the 1997-98 season after an 11-year NBA career. “If there were some endeavors or some things that I had going on that could not have been gotten out of, or was deeply involved in something that was extremely important at this particular time, I may not have been able to do it. But when you get a call like that, again, it’s kind of like your country calling.” 

Perhaps the Suns biggest pickup was forward Rodney Rogers, who emerged from the Clippers’ doghouse to win a landslide vote for the NBA’s Sixth Man Award after posting 13.8 points (.486 FG), 5.5 rebounds and 2.1 assists while becoming the only Sun in 1999-2000 to play all 82 games. 

“At the beginning, everyone wants to start, but everyone can't start,” said Rogers who signed with the Suns as a free agent on Aug. 3, 1999. “My main thing has always been, if you're in there when the game is on the line, that's more important than starting, when you can help the team win the ball game. That's the way it's been and my coaches have confided in me and just told me, ‘Keep playing and keep your head up.’ I had a lot of bad habits coming in, having playing with losing teams. I had to change that mentality and it's all turned into a positive, and look where I'm at now.” 

Unfortunately the resilient Suns finally met their match in Second Round of the playoffs when the eventual NBA champion Los Angeles Lakers defeated the Suns 4-1. 

“We had a great season, a great run,” Kidd said. “It was a season of injuries, of coaching changes and we gave it all we had. Unfortunately, we came up short against the Lakers but for us to get out of the first round, we can build on that.” 



HONOR ROLL 

Jason Kidd 

  Named All-NBA First Team for the second consecutive season. 

  Named to the NBA All-Defensive Second Team along with Cliff Robinson. 

  Named NBA Player of the Week (Dec. 13-20) with 25.7 points, 11.7 rebounds and 11.7 assists in a 3-0 week. 

  Named a starter for the Western Conference All-Stars and was the leading vote-getter among guards and tallied 11 points, 14 assists, five rebounds and four steals in the West’s 137-126 win in the All-Star Game. The assist total was the most by a Suns player in an All-Star Game. 

Cliff Robinson 

  Named to the NBA All-Defensive Second Team along with Jason Kidd 

  Set an AWA record with 50 points in a 113-100 win over Denver, the third-highest regular season scoring effort at the time in Suns history. 

Rodney Rogers 

  Won the NBA’s Sixth Man Award with the second-highest percentage of the vote (.860) in the award’s history. 

Penny Hardaway 

  Recorded his first playoff triple-double with 17 points, 13 assists and playoff-career-high 12 rebounds in a 101-94 win over San Antonio in Game 3. 

Shawn Marion 

  Named to the NBA All-Rookie Second Team. 



HIGHLIGHTS 

  The Suns advanced to the playoffs for the 12th straight season and recorded their 13th 50-win season (53). 

  On Feb. 22, 2000, the Phoenix Suns held Denver to 67 points, the second-lowest opponent scoring total in team history, in an 86-67 win. Denver also set AWA marks for fewest points (67), fewest points in a half (25 in the first half) and fewest assists (10). 

  Phoenix advanced to the Western Conference semifinals with an 89-78 win over the Spurs to claim a 3-1 series win.

2000-01 Season Recap
Ups and Downs 

Honor Roll | Highlights 

UNLESS YOU OWNED A CRYSTAL BALL, predicting what the Suns would do next was next to impossible in the 2000-2001 campaign. 

The Suns jumped out of the gate with a NBA-best 7-1 record midway through November, but a disappointing loss to the lowly Washington Wizards on January 27, left Phoenix with a mediocre 24-18 record and not among the top eight teams in the ultra-competitive Western Conference. 

Off court problems to the trifecta of Jason Kidd, Cliff Robinson and Penny Hardaway, and a recurring knee injury that sidelined Hardaway, arguably the team’s top performer in the 2000 Playoffs, all but four games in 2000-01, prevented the Suns from gaining any consistency. 

Fighting for playoff positioning on March 7 against the Sacramento Kings, the Suns held a 28-point lead at home, but went on to lose after being outscored in the second half of that game. It turned out to be a catalyst for the Suns, who called a players-only meeting after losing the next game at Utah. The Suns finished the season 15-6 including an NBA-best 13-4 record after March 20. 

Igniting the charge was point guard Jason Kidd, who took on more of the offensive load after his teammates encouraged him to be more selfish. Kidd listened and recorded 30-plus points six times on the year and five times in the last 19 games. In one particular hot stretch, he scored 36, 32 and 31 in three consecutive games in mid-March, prior to which he had never recorded consecutive 30-point games. 

“He’s just the kind of guy who will do whatever it takes to win,” said Suns Head Coach Scott Skiles. “And if that means more scoring he’ll try to score more. But there’s nothing new about that. He’s always been that way. Right now he’s playing at a level very few people in the league are playing at, and he’s carrying us.” 

Finally, Phoenix’s win at Cleveland on April 7 clinched a spot in the playoffs for the 13th-straight season, the fourth-longest streak in the NBA. 

The sixth-seeded Suns (51-31) drew the No. 3 Kings (55-27) in the opening round of the playoffs, a team that had beaten the Suns three of four games in the regular season. A tough matchup, but nonetheless the Suns felt confident they matched up well with the Kings, an athletic team that liked to run, similar to the Suns. In addition, the Suns had the edge in playoff experience, including three players who had played in the NBA Finals – Robinson, Chris Dudley and Mario Elie. 

An 86-83 Game 1 upset at ARCO Arena appeared to shift the momentum the Suns' way, but Kidd and crew were unable to capitalize on two double-digit leads in Games 3 and 4 in America West Arena and ultimately lost the series 3-1, and did not advance to the conference semifinals to play the Lakers. 

"It's tough. We've been through a lot,” said Elie, an 11-year veteran who started 68 games in place of Hardaway after signing a one-year deal with his former nemesis – the Suns. “You have to give Sacramento a lot of credit. They were the better team. We battled through too much. Those guys were too big. We had our chances and didn't put them away.” 

Although sophomore forward Shawn Marion struggled in the postseason, “The Matrix” undoubtedly became one of the NBA’s brightest young talents and was even chosen to represent his country at the 2001 Goodwill Games in Australia. 

Marion developed a dependable mid-range jump shot to go along with his highlight film dunks. Not even a frightening fall against the Utah Jazz on Feb. 25, where he suffered a Grade 3 concussion, prevented him from emerging as the team’s leading scorer (17.3) on the season. 

“Last year was his first year, so it was a learning process,” said Hardaway of his up-and-coming teammate. “He had to go through the rookie bumps and bruises, and he really didn’t know a lot about the NBA game and what to expect. With having a year under his belt, now he understands what he can do and what he can’t do. And his athleticism has taken him over the hump.” 

With the addition of free agent pickup guard Tony Delk, the Suns were the only team in the NBA to have five players with 12.0 points or better. After Marion, Kidd had 16.9, Robinson scored 16.4, Delk recorded 12.3 and Rodney Rogers, who admittedly was not his 1999-2000 NBA Sixth-Man-of-the-Year self, averaged 12.2, down from 13.8 from the previous season. 

The Suns got an unexpected lift in midseason when 2000 first round draft pick (25th overall) Iakovos “Jake” Tsakalidis, a big seven-footer with raw skills, was promoted to the Suns’ starting lineup at center. While "Big Jake's" numbers weren’t eye-popping (4.8 points, 5.1 rebounds, 1.1 blocks 19.3 minutes in 39 starts), he showed enough potential in his first season playing in the United States to be the Suns’ center for years to come. 

“Jake had a good rookie year, " Skiles said. "He showed some flashes of things he may be able to do in the future.” 

After the season the Suns acknowledged they weren’t content with just making the playoffs. 

"I think most of the time when you start a season you want to win 50 games. We felt like we accomplished that, but we wanted to win more,” Kidd said. “Our season was up and down. I think it was a learning experience for everybody. The big thing is we have a talented team here, but it's just a matter of being consistent which we sometimes weren't." 



HONOR ROLL 

Jason Kidd 

  Became only the fourth player in NBA history to lead the league in assists three-straight seasons (John Stockton, 1988-96; Oscar Robertson, 1964-66; Bob Cousy, 1953-60) and averaged 9.8 per game. 

  Earned All-NBA First Team honors for the third consecutive season. 

  Named NBA Player of the Week (March 26-April 1) after he averaged 31.0 points, 7.0 rebounds, 8.8 assists and 4.3 steals during a 4-0 week. 

  Scored career-high 43 points at Houston on March 29, 2000. 

  Scored 11 points with five steals, four rebounds and two assists as a starter in the NBA All-Star Game and participated with Phoenix Mercury’s Brandy Reed in the 2Ball competition. 

Shawn Marion 

  Finished eighth in the NBA with 10.7 rebounds despite being an average of three inches shorter and 35 pounds lighter than the other players in the top 15. 

  Named NBA Player of the Week (Feb. 18-25) after leading the Suns to 4-0 week as he averaged 21.8 points, 13.5 rebounds and shot .576 from the field. 

  Participated in the Schick Rookie Challenge at All-Star Weekend and scored 18 points (9-12 FG), three rebounds, two assists and two steals. 

  Selected for the 12-member 2001 USA Basketball Men's Senior National Team which would compete in the 2001 Goodwill Games in Brisbane. 

Cliff Robinson 

  Became 89th player in NBA history to score 15,000 career points with 3:33 left at Seattle on March 22. 

Tony Delk 

  Set ARCO Arena record and doubled previous career-high with 53 points at Sacramento, his former team, on Jan. 2, 2001. 



HIGHLIGHTS 

  Phoenix’s win at Cleveland on April 7, 2001 clinched a spot in the playoffs for the 13th-straight season, the fourth-longest active streak in the NBA. 

  Phoenix closed out the season with nine-straight home wins, its longest winning run of the season, to boost its record at AWA to 31-10, and the third-best home record in the NBA. 

  Phoenix achieved its 10th 50-win season in the last 13 seasons and the 14th time in the club’s 33-year history. 

  The Suns turned it up defensively and set a club record for fewest points allowed in a season (91.8). 

  Phoenix led the league in forced turnovers with 17.5 per game.

2001-02 Season Recap
Suns Fall Short 

Honor Roll | Highlights 

THE PHOENIX SUNS EXPECTED A FEW GROWING PAINS in the 2001-02 season, but little did they know the growing pains would linger an entire season. 

Poor chemistry coupled with a midseason coaching change eliminated the Suns from postseason contention for the first time since 1988 and the Suns fell to 36-46 despite starting the season with big expectations after acquiring dynamic playmaker Stephon Marbury in a blockbuster from New Jersey for Jason Kidd. 

“This franchise is absolutely committed to going in the right direction,” Suns CEO Jerry Colangelo said one day after the regular season ended. “It was a very disappointing year in that we had much higher expectations. Some of it we couldn't control... It just didn't happen. 

“And that won't happen again, because we're going to get it back on track. If history means anything, we're not down for long and down for us is 36 wins, which is not what you see with a lot of typical franchises. We don't like it and we're not going to stay there.” 

A flurry of moves last summer dramatically reshaped a Suns team that had been ousted in the first round of the playoffs in five of the last six seasons heading into the 2001-02 campaign. Jettisoned were Kidd and forward Cliff Robinson and brought in were Marbury, swingman Jud Buechler (who was later traded to Orlando), forward John Wallace, second-round draft choice forward Alton Ford and free agent swingman Dan Majerle. 

With the return of a healthy Penny Hardaway, who played in only four games the previous season and forward Tom Gugliotta, who was returning for his first full season after major knee reconstructive surgery in March of 2000, the Suns expected to extend the NBA’s fourth-longest consecutive playoff streak to a franchise-record 14 years. 

But instead of getting off to a good start, the Suns stumbled out of the gate losing three of their first four games, including disappointing home losses against the Nuggets and Rockets. 

One day before the Oct. 30 season opener versus Denver, Phoenix completed the first of three trades that dramatically changed the look of the Suns during the regular season. Center Jake Voskuhl was acquired from Chicago and immediately paid dividends for the Suns by earning a starting role in only his second game after sophomore center Jake Tsakalidis struggled. “Little Jake” Voskuhl ended up starting 34 games while averaging 5.0 points and 4.2 rebounds in 15.3 minutes per game in his first season with the Suns. 

A second trade was culminated between Phoenix and Orlando on Nov. 16. In exchange for Buechler, the Suns received defensive-minded forward Bo Outlaw and a future first-round pick. In his first game with the Suns on the day of the trade, Outlaw helped the Suns upset the two-time defending champs Los Angeles Lakers in a convincing 95-83 victory at America West Arena. 

After a season-long five-game winning streak (Nov. 26 – Dec. 3), Phoenix appeared to be heading in the right direction with a 12-7 record, but the momentum quickly faded. 

Unable to maintain the same defensive intensity as the previous season when the Suns established a club record for fewest points allowed (91.8), the Suns’ defense sprung a leak, yielding 95.8 points in 2001-02. 

The month of January was particularly cruel for the Suns, who could only manage a 4-10 record and dropped the first five games to begin the New Year. 

Finally, after months of speculation, Head Coach Scott Skiles stepped down and was replaced by his head assistant Frank Johnson, who had 31 games to audition for the Suns’ full-time head coaching position. 

Johnson, a former Suns player and community relations’ representative, was not stepping into the most ideal coaching situation. The Suns were one game below .500 at the time of the coaching change (25-26) and the mood of the team was not good. Complicating matters was the season-ending right foot stress fracture injury to Gugliotta, who missed a combined 38 games due to injury. 

“I will be the leader of this particular team,” Johnson said upon his hiring on Feb. 17, only hours before the Suns were about to face the Mavericks. “I will provide the leadership right now and hope that someone will step forward and be a leader. But right now, I look at myself as being the leader of this team and the guys can just kind of learn from me.” 

Then, only three days after replacing Skiles, the Suns roster was once again reshuffled. This time veteran role players forward Rodney Rogers and guard Tony Delk were traded to Boston in exchange for 2001 lottery pick guard Joe Johnson, playmaker Milt Palacio, veteran injured guard Randy Brown and a future first-round pick. 

Following the trade with the Celtics, the Suns concluded the regular season with 20 different players (including injured Randy Brown) for the second-most players in a single season in the team’s 34-year history. 

With the infusion of new talent, Johnson made a bold move replacing Hardaway in the starting lineup with the 20-year-old rookie Johnson. After leading the Suns in scoring in seven of the Suns’ first 10 games, Hardaway managed to lead the team in scoring only six more times the rest of the season. He finished with 12.0 points per game, his lowest average for a full season in his nine-year career. 

“J.J.”, the 10th selection of the 2001 NBA Draft, was predictably hot and cold, but immediately showed off his immense potential by averaging 16.3 points, 7.3 rebounds and 5.0 assists in his first three games in a Suns uniform. “I think Joe Johnson is definitely a nice addition to our team,” Marbury said of his new backcourt sidekick. “He plays with a lot of confidence. He’s very poised. He made some rookie mistakes by just not knowing. But I know in time, and everyone else knows, he’s just going to get nothing but better.” 

Although Johnson closed the season with an 11-20 mark as head coach, several Suns players raised their level of play, most notably Tsakalidis and “Thunder Dan” Majerle. 

After making significant progress during the latter portion of his rookie season in 2000-01, “Big Jake” was expected to take another step forward. It didn’t happen early on. But after the coaching change, Tsakalidis responded big time with 9.3 points and 6.5 rebounds the rest of way, including his first 20-point, 10-rebound game of his career with 20 points, 12 rebounds at Indiana on April 5. 

“It’s just amazing to see his growth,” Johnson said. “He is building. He is working extremely hard in making himself a quality NBA player.” 

Fan favorite Dan Majerle also got off to a rough start in his second tour of duty with the Suns. Hampered with a right ring finger injury suffered in training camp, Majerle started the season on the injured list and when he returned in mid-November, he struggled making shots consistently and was in and out of Skiles’ regular rotation. 

Majerle, a former Suns teammate of Johnson (1992-94), took advantage of his increased playing time under Johnson and over the last 14 games sank .438 (35-80) from three-point range with three or more three-pointers nine times and averaged 8.4 ppg over that time. He even learned a new position, power forward, when the Suns lost the services of “Googs." 

“I appreciate him having a lot of confidence in me and putting me in there,” Majerle added. “I think I have paid him back. It’s a great way to go out. I wasn’t playing well earlier in the season. I think that had a lot to do with the spot minutes and not knowing when I’m going to play. Now that I know I’m going to be playing, I’m really shooting the ball well and playing well, especially when it’s the fourth quarter when it matters.” 

Even the team’s two biggest stars forward Shawn Marion (19.1 ppg) and Marbury (20.4) improved their play down the stretch. They became the Suns’ first tandem to each score more than 19.0 points since 1993-94 when Charles Barkley (21.6) and Kevin Johnson (20.0) accomplished the feat. 

"I certainly welcome this challenge as we go forward of bringing this franchise back to where you all are used to seeing it,” said Johnson, who was signed to a three-year extension on April 18. “We have our work cut out but we have a nucleus of young talent here and we will be bringing in more young talent with this year's draft. We're looking forward to that. We will work very, very hard in getting it back to where we're accustomed to seeing it.” 



HONOR ROLL 

Stephon Marbury 

  Became the first Phoenix player to average 20-plus points since 1996-97 when Kevin Johnson averaged 20.1 points. 

  His point total of 1,674 was also the most points in a season since 1992-93 when Charles Barkley finished with 1,944 points in 76 games (25.6 ppg). 

  Increased his shooting percentage in each of his six NBA seasons with a personal-best .442 in 2001-02. 

  Posted the top 6 scoring efforts for the Suns. 

  Became only Suns player to play in all 82 games. 

  Named Western Conference Player of the Week on Dec. 3, 2001 after leading Suns to a 4-0 week with 21.5 ppg, .500 FG, .800 FT, 8.0 apg and 2.3 rpg. 

Shawn Marion 

  Was one of only two players in the NBA to be ranked in top 40 of seven of the league’s nine major categories (Kevin Garnett). The 6-7 forward ranked 27th in scoring (19.1), T-8th in rebounding (9.9), T-34th in FG percentage (.469), T-24th in FT percentage (.845), 12th in steals (1.84), T-34th in blocks (1.06) and T-18th in minutes (38.4). 

  Became the only NBA player to place in the top 12 of both rebounds (9.9) and steals (1.84). 

  Was named the Pacific Division winner for the NBA Sportsmanship Award. 

  Recorded 43 double-doubles (5th in the NBA). 

  Won Western Conference Player of the Week on April 1, 2002 after he averaged 28.3 ppg, 14.0 rpg, 1.5 stls, .551 FG and 18-18 FT in a 3-1 week. 

Penny Hardaway 

  Posted fourth career triple-double (plus one in playoffs) and second as a Sun (third including playoffs) vs. Denver on Dec. 29, 2001 with 12 points, season-high 11 assists and 10 rebounds. 

Joe Johnson 

  Named to the NBA All-Rookie Second Team. 

  Was one of nine first-year players to participate in the Rookie Challenge at All-Star Weekend in Philadelphia and had 12 points, seven rebounds and four assists as the Rookies posted a 103-97 win over the Sophomores. 

  In his first start for the Suns tallied season highs with 23 points and 11 rebounds in 40 minutes for his only double-double. 

Dan Majerle 

  Hit 800th three pointer of his eight-year Suns career on his final shot with 25.3 seconds left vs. Dallas in season finale. 

Jake Tsakalidis 

  Scored career-high 23 points (9-13 FG) vs. Cleveland on March 23, 2002. 

Jake Voskuhl 

  Scored career-high 20 points (8-10 FG) at Minnesota on April 6, 2002. 



HIGHLIGHTS 

  With a 92-83 win over San Antonio on Feb. 24, 2002 the Suns became the fourth fastest franchise to gain 1,500 victories, achieving the feat in 2730 games. Phoenix was the 12th team in NBA history to register 1,500 wins (Lakers, Boston, Philadelphia, New York, Atlanta, Detroit, Golden State, Sacramento/Kansas City, Washington, Seattle, Chicago). 

