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THE KEYNOTE ADDRESS at the 2004 Democratic National Convention was delivered by a 42-year-old state senator and basketball junkie named Barack Obama. He was a rising star in
the Democratic Party, at least among the political obsessives
and wonks who spent too much time at the party. Nobody
outside the state of Illinois knew who he was.
Who The Heck Is This Guy? queried the Philadelphia Daily
News in a 96-point headline on July 27. America would find
out soon enough. Obama was trying to be the third Black
man since Reconstruction to reach the U.S. Senate. He was
20 points ahead of the Republican nominee in the polls before Jack Ryan dropped out due to a kinky sex scandal. The
“Tiger Woods of politics” was the biracial son of a Kansan
woman and a Kenyan man, and his name rhymed with “yo
mama.”
Obama spoke on Tuesday night of the convention, two
days before John Kerry was officially named as the party’s
presidential nominee. Neither ABC, NBC nor CBS carried the
speech live over the air. But cable networks CNN and C-Span
did. Obama’s ode to pragmatic centrism would become more
memorable, quotable, and sound-biteable than anything uttered on the campaign trail from there on out.
“The pundits like to slice and dice our country into red
states and blue states,” he said. “Red states for Republicans.
Blue states for Democrats. But I’ve got news for them. We
worship an awesome God in the blue states, and we don’t like
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federal agents poking around our libraries in the red states.
We coach Little League in the blue states and have gay
friends in the red states.”
Assigning two hues to 50 states dated to the beginning of
color television, when the three broadcast networks used
blue and red to code their election night maps. It took three
decades for them to agree on which party was which color.
“It’s beginning to look like a suburban swimming pool,”
David Brinkley said in 1980 as Ronald Reagan amassed 44
states and 489 electoral votes. By 2000, pundits agreed that
Republicans were blood red and that Democrats were sky
blue. But it was Barack Obama who brought the concept to
the podium and the people.
The 2004 DNC ran from July 26 through 29. It was held in
the deep blue state of Massachusetts at a new Boston Garden
called the FleetCenter. The Celtics played there for five
months out of the year, sometimes six. The convention didn’t
interfere with their season, but it had a deep effect on another basketball event. For four years, Boston had been home to
the largest pro summer league in the country.
Summer leagues served an important purpose in the weeks
after the NBA Draft. Teams sent ancillary squads and an assistant coach to play scrimmages for a week. Low first-round
picks worked on adding dimensions to impress their new
teams. Second-round picks angled for rookie contracts. Undrafted players used the summer leagues to try and earn invitations to training camp. Most of them wouldn’t, and they
ended up in the D-League, Continental Basketball Association, or Europe.
The Reebok Summer Pro League was effective and efficient at what it did. All four of its past MVPs were in the
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NBA. The 2003 event included one of the first appearances of
LeBron James in a Cleveland uniform, which attracted significant national media attention. But the 2004 league was canceled because of the convention.
Summer league games weren’t played at the FleetCenter,
but instead at a small gym complex on the nearby UMassBoston campus. The Summer Pro League was in mid-July,
three weeks after the Draft, not at the end of the month. But
politicians, delegates, and Democratic Party advance teams
reserved all the city’s hotel rooms in advance, so there was
nowhere for players and coaches to stay.
In the spring, the organizers proposed moving the summer
league to the Mohegan Sun in Uncasville, Connecticut, a twohour drive west. But the NBA community preferred to play in
or near NBA cities. Coaches liked to be able to run lucrative
summer camps on off-days. The only customers at Mohegan
Sun would be New Yorkers and Bostonians getting away for
the weekend, and they didn’t bring kids. It was a casino.
Besides, there was only one court in Uncasville, and the
WNBA’s Connecticut Sun would be using it. So the Celtics
canceled and planned for a 2005 relaunch. There were other
options like the Orlando Summer League, the Rocky Mountain Revue run by the Utah Jazz, and the Lakers’ Summer Pro
League in Long Beach.
Warren LeGarie was a former college basketball player at
the University of the Pacific in Stockton, California. Like millions of other student-athletes, he ended up going pro in
something other than sports. In the late 1970s, he was a food
broker in Mexico and Japan.
In the 1980s, he became a two-way international basketball agent. One of his first major clients was Dražen Petrović,
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whom he helped move from Croatia to the United States with
his knowledge of global logistics. He also placed undrafted
collegians and past-prime NBA stars on European teams.
Eventually, he started representing ex-players like former
Boston Celtic Rick Carlisle, helping them land coaching jobs.
To LeGarie, it was all a matter of managing varying levels
of ripeness. “Produce is a lot like the sports business,” he told
interviewer Jared Zwerling years later. “You’re dealing with
perishables. A player’s career is perishable and you try to get
him a fresh deal. It’s like you’re dealing fresh fruits and vegetables.”
His base of operations was the informal patchwork of
summer leagues. There, he could find new clients among the
undrafted players, underemployed coaches, and unaffiliated
scouts. He always wore a loud Hawaiian shirt so people
would remember him.
But LeGarie couldn’t be everywhere at once. Some events,
like Orlando and Salt Lake City, happened during the same
week and were time zones apart. The summer leagues were
designed as player evaluation exercises for teams, not networking opportunities for outsiders. One day, he was chatting
with former UNLV assistant Tim Grgurich and they hatched
an idea. What if there was one single NBA summer league?
Then they took the idea a step further. What if it was in Las
Vegas?
In 1999, LeGarie was sitting next to NBA vice president
Rod Thorn at a Portland Trail Blazers game. He pitched the
idea. A central summer league at the MGM Grand where
general managers, agents, scouts, coaches, and players could
all be in one place. It would be one big basketball convention, and attendees could go see Siegfried & Roy if they
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wanted. Thorn said he’d float the idea to the boss.
The next day, commissioner David Stern sent back a flat
refusal. “No summer league can be involved with a casino.”
But LeGarie was a master of the impossible. “Perception is
always a few years behind the reality,” he told USA Today
years later. “And the perception is, ‘Oh there’s nothing but
problems in Vegas. You’ve got all the casinos and the night
life. It’d be a terrible place to bring players. Especially since
the NBA was trying to also improve its image at that time.”
The NBA’s main image problem was Latrell Sprewell. Two
years earlier, during a Golden State Warriors practice, P.J.
Carlesimo told his star swingman to “put a little mustard” on
a pass. Sprewell told his coach that he wasn’t in the mood for
criticism, threatened to kill him, choked him, and pulled him
to the ground before others intervened. Twenty minutes later,
after a cooling-off separation period, Sprewell returned to the
practice to court and punched Carlesimo in the face.
In December 1997, Stern suspended Sprewell for 82
games, an entire year. The ban was later reduced to a 68game season remainder by an outside arbitrator. In interviews, the commissioner bemoaned a “widening gulf” between NBA players and the fans who watched them play.
It wasn’t the first time, but the league was staring down an
uncertain future in 1998. Michael Jordan, its biggest star, retired for a second time. Rumors persisted that Jordan’s first
retirement in 1993 was a secret suspension for his well-documented gambling problem. Even though that wasn’t true,
the absolute last place the NBA wanted to be was Las Vegas.
Still, LeGarie kept pestering league officials about his
summer league idea. At the 2003 Euroleague Final Four, he
presented the idea to deputy commissioner Adam Silver. As
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they watched Lithuanian point guard Šarūnas Jasikevičius
lead Barcelona to the championship, Silver told him that the
idea had potential.
The next time the entire league would be in one place
would be February, at the 2004 All-Star Weekend in Los Angeles. Silver encouraged LeGarie to try and get face time with
the commissioner. “You’ve got to credit Adam Silver who believed in it before anybody else in the league office,” LeGarie
recalled to the CloseUp 360 website. “He really saw this as
something that made sense.”
Warren LeGarie stalked David Stern all weekend, waiting
in the lobby of the Beverly Wilshire in his Hawaiian shirt.
When the commissioner finally emerged, LeGarie pleaded
Stern for five minutes of his time.
“Walk fast and you’ve got it,” Stern replied.
He walked fast. Las Vegas was a growing city, LeGarie
pitched. It wasn’t just the Strip anymore, and Sin City was a
thing of the past. There was world-class golf and five-star
dining. Vegas was a safe place to raise kids with fast-growing
school districts. In fact, a lot of NBA players had offseason
homes there. Some California-based teams ran private minicamps at UNLV. There were direct flights from everywhere,
including 25 a day from New York.
“We’ll be in touch,” Stern replied.
When they parted ways in Los Angeles, LeGarie knew he
had an ace up his sleeve. The fifth annual Reebok Summer
Pro League in Boston wasn’t viable because of the 2004 Democratic National Convention. By May, the league office had
figured that out, too. Silver passed along word that Las Vegas
was a go.
LeGarie had the league’s blessing, but there was one catch.
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It was too late to get an NBA team attached to the event, so
he had to run the league himself. And he had only two
months to put it all together. “Here’s the good news, I got a
league,” LeGarie told an interviewer years later. “And you
know that the bad news was? I got a league.”
He hit the phones. Six teams that were stranded by Boston’s cancelation signed on. The Celtics, Cavaliers, Wizards,
Suns, Magic, and Nuggets would all send summer league
squads to Las Vegas. LeGarie nabbed the Summer Pro League
title sponsor and called his event the Reebok Vegas Summer
League Stars of Tomorrow. He reserved UNLV’s Cox Pavilion,
where the Lady Rebels played.
Albert Hall was a former Seattle SuperSonics executive. He
knocked on doors and put flyers on windshields in the Las
Vegas suburbs, trying to attract fans with promises of NBA
player appearances. It was a typical June in southern Nevada
with cloudless sunshine, 100 degrees Fahrenheit every day.
“I didn’t give a shit,” Hall told CloseUp 360. “We were hustling. We were trying to get butts in seats.”
Professional basketball in Las Vegas was a tough sell. The
most recent local basketball startup was the Rattlers, starring
Jellybean Bryant and Master P. Both left town after the 2004
New ABA season ended. Neither of them had been paid a
dime.
UNLV had a deep and rich basketball legacy, including a
1990 NCAA national championship with stars of tomorrow
Larry Johnson, Stacey Augmon, and Greg Anthony. Tim Grgurich, the summer league plan’s co-originator, was an assistant coach on that team under Jerry Tarkanian.
But UNLV demanded to be paid in advance. All the local
vendors did too. The Reebok Vegas Summer League Stars of
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Tomorrow founders charged $50,000 on personal credit cards
to cover operating expenses.
“Vegas had already had an onslaught of fly-by-night promoters,” LeGarie recalled to CloseUp 360. “People made these
incredible promises that they never delivered on. And most of
them left a lot of unpaid debt, so a lot of people were skeptical.”
Las Vegas was where pro basketball went to die. Before the
New ABA’s Rattlers, there was the tangentially affiliated
Slam. The Slam was owned by Jackie Robinson, a 1970s
UNLV player and NBA veteran who later bought 67 Pizza Hut
franchises. It was his second failed attempt at running a team
in the city.
The Las Vegas Silver Bandits were founding members of
the International Basketball League. Their marketing slogan
was Get in the Loop, Experience Pro Hoop. “What Tark did
when he coached here was brilliant,” Robinson told local media after purchasing the team from the IBL in March 2000 for
$1.5 million. “There wasn’t much support for us, so he told us
that we had to get out into the community and be involved.
We went to visit sick people in hospitals and did a lot of
things to show that we cared. Then the people started to care
about us. That’s what we want to do now.”
One year later, the Silver Bandits folded halfway through
their second season. Robinson put out a call for an emergency $900,000 cash infusion, and nobody answered.
A decade earlier, there were the Las Vegas Silver Streaks.
They played in the World Basketball League, an odd little
Canadian-American summer circuit that required all players
to be 6-foot-4 or shorter. The team hired UNLV star guards
from the 1980s like Mark Wade, Freddie Banks, and Anthony
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Jones, and won the WBL’s first title in 1988.
Then the Silver Streaks disappeared after three seasons.
The entire league folded midway through the summer of
1992, when league founder and commissioner Mickey Monus
was convicted for embezzlement. He’d moved $10 million
from his Phar-Mor pharmacy chain into the World Basketball
League’s account, and that was against the law.
The Las Vegas pro basketball curse dated back to the
1970s. The Dealers, starring a younger Jackie Robinson, lived
for four tumultuous months in the Western Basketball Association. The team folded midway through the WBA’s inaugural
1978-79 season, but the league took control and tried to
complete the schedule. The owners kept the rights to the
Dealers name, so the team played out its unfortunate final
days as just Las Vegas.
So there wasn’t much initial enthusiasm for Wayne
LeGarie’s summer league. In a growing metropolitan area of
2.7 million people, the Reebok Vegas Summer League Stars of
Tomorrow only sold 8,000 tickets across its 13 games. In the
2,500-seat Cox Pavilion, there was an average attendance of
613.
When the event got underway, there were problems. There
weren’t enough balls to play the first set of games. “We had
racks of basketballs for one side and we didn’t have them for
the other,” LeGarie told the Las Vegas Review-Journal. “We
quickly remedied that by finding a sporting goods store nearby.”
Suffice it to stay, the store didn’t offer him a line of credit.
And like the Las Vegas Dealers, the six teams had to play in
generic practice gear, some without names or numbers.
LeGarie’s event wasn’t authorized to use NBA logos or in-
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signias. And there was a medical scare when the tenth pick of
the 2004 NBA Draft, Cleveland small forward Luke Jackson,
went down with a calf injury.
But the inaugural Vegas Summer League wasn’t a complete
disaster. Far fewer $20 tickets would have been sold if the
Boston Celtics didn’t bring recent UNLV grad Marcus Banks.
The Celtics also brought No. 24 pick Delonte West, who could
enjoy a Saint Joseph’s reunion with Orlando’s No. 20 selection Jameer Nelson. It was sunnier in Las Vegas than it was in
Philadelphia.
LeGarie convinced the Magic to showcase No. 1 overall
NBA Draft pick Dwight Howard in Las Vegas, whether he
needed the work or not. He’d also played in the Orlando
Summer League the previous week, arrived late because he
was in Los Angeles at the ESPY Awards, and put up a 25-and13 double-double against the summer Cavs.
The Wizards won four of their five games to win a title nobody remembered. LeGarie and Hall bought them a small
trophy anyway.
And the event got a stamp of approval from basketball lifers. “I love it,” Ted Owens, the fourth-winningest head coach
in Kansas University history, told the Las Vegas Sun. “I think it
will find a home here. Now all you need is more teams.”
Owens, who led the Jayhawks to two Final Fours, was a
75-year-old semi-retiree who worked as an investment adviser in Tulsa. He was in Las Vegas doing the same thing that
LeGarie did at summer league events. Owens was looking for
new clients.
As the Vegas Summer League packed up for the first time,
leaving its founders with high-interest credit card bills, the
2004 DNC was just starting. Boston was hosting a national
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political convention for the first time.
The city earned the right to host through a bidding
process, but Massachusetts also happened to be the home
state of Democratic nominee John Kerry. His Thursday acceptance speech revolved around the repeated phrase “help is on
the way,” and it was forgotten minutes later.
Only a fraction of the 100,000 balloons stashed in the
FleetCenter rafters were released. The audio from the convention producer was inadvertently and inexplicably picked
up by CNN and broadcast live across the nation.
Go confetti. Go confetti. More confetti. I want more balloons.
We need more balloons. We need all of them coming down. Go
balloons. Balloons? What’s happening, balloons? There’s not
enough coming down! All balloons, what the hell! There’s nothing falling! What the fuck are you guys doing up there?
The speech on Tuesday, however, would go down in history.
“In the end, that is God’s greatest gift to us, the bedrock of
this nation. The belief in things not seen. The belief that
there are better days ahead. I believe that as we stand on the
crossroads of history. We can make the right choices and meet
the challenges that face us.”
Chris Matthews was the host of MSNBC’s Hardball. “I have
seen the first Black president there,” he remarked after
Barack Obama’s keynote speech. “That speech was a piece of
work.”

