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INTRODUCTION

He’s been called “Lincredible,” a balm of “Liniment” for the National Basketball Association, and the architect of “Linsanity.” He is one of the most popular athletes on the planet right now.

We’re talking about, of course, Jeremy Lin, the twenty-three-year-old Asian-American point guard for the New York Knicks, who has moved from anonymity to stardom —even pop-icon status — faster than an outlet pass off a clean rebound.

In early February 2012, Jeremy was the last man coming off the Knicks’ bench during garbage time; by Valentine’s Day, his dribble drive through five Los Angeles Lakers graced the cover of Sports Illustrated; basketball pundits on ESPN SportsCenter had run out of superlatives to describe him; and his No. 17 Knicks’ jersey was the NBA’s top seller—telling touch points of stardom reminiscent of another professional athlete who had recently seized the public’s imagination, a quarterback named Tim Tebow.

Think about it: the professional version of Tebowmania dominated the national conversation in the late fall and early winter months of 2011, continuing into the National Football League playoffs. Everyone talked about Tebow’s quick slant pass to Demaryius Thomas on the first play of overtime and the thrilling footrace to the end zone. The mighty Pittsburgh Steelers were slain, and the legend of Tim Tebow was writ even larger.

And then, barely a month later, Jeremy Lin leaped into our living rooms. In one short week—just a handful of games into a consolidated, lockout-shortened season — Jeremy progressed from anonymous benchwarmer to the toast of the Big Apple as the Knicks’ leading scorer, playmaker, and spiritual leader.

West of the Hudson River, he galvanized our attention in a fragmented media universe and set the 24/7 social networking world on fire. It was breathtaking to consider the way that smartphones, laptops, and computers converged to create a tidal wave of tweets, touts, and online chatter about Jeremy’s spin move from third-stringer to instant phenom.

The reason that Jeremy went viral is simple: everyone loves an underdog story, and his improbable journey has all the ingredients of a Hollywood fairy tale.

Trailblazing Asian-American in the NBA.

Harvard grad.

Cut by two teams and riding the pine in New York City.

Even the fact that he had been sleeping on his brother’s couch on the Lower East Side of Manhattan was part of the lore. People imagined the poor guy sacking out in Josh’s living room because there was no room in the inn.

I (Mike Yorkey) watched all this develop with great interest since I had been following Jeremy Lin for more than a year. I had interviewed him twice after he finished his rookie season with the Golden State Warriors and was captivated by how this son of Taiwanese immigrants overcame preconceived ideas of who can and can’t play basketball at the highest echelons of the game. He also impressed me with his levelheaded maturity and his willingness to talk about what his faith in Christ meant to him.

I shared those thoughts in a book called Playing with Purpose: Inside the Lives and Faith of Top NBA Stars, which was published in November 2011. We chose to put Jeremy’s picture on the cover—along with two-time NBA scoring champion Kevin Durant and 3-point shooting ace Kyle Korver — because of his “upside,” as they like to say in sports-speak. Quite frankly, though, we were taking a chance with Jeremy. Nobody knew what the future portended. The jury was still out on whether he would stick in the NBA.

Jeremy didn’t make much of an impression during his rookie season with the Golden State Warriors. He played in nearly as many games (twenty) for the club’s D-League team, the Reno Bighorns, as he did with the Warriors (twenty-nine). When he was part of the parent club, he sat a lot. Many nights, the acronym DNP (Did Not Play) appeared next to his name in the box score. When he did see action, he averaged 9.8 minutes and scored only 2.6 points per game for a sub-.500 team that failed to make the playoffs.

Nobody was saying that Jeremy was the next Jerry West, but I was fine with that. The fact that Jeremy even made it onto an NBA roster was noteworthy for several reasons:



	At six foot three, he wasn’t tall for a game dominated by humongous athletes who could have played on Goliath’s team back in the day.

	He came from an Ivy League school, Harvard University, which last sent a player to the NBA in 1953—the year before the league adopted the 24-second shot clock.

	He was the first American-born player of Chinese/Taiwanese descent to play in the NBA.





The uniqueness of his story—his racial background, his Ivy League pedigree, and his undrafted status — were compelling reasons to feature Jeremy in a book about Christian ballplayers in the NBA, but those were surface explanations. What interested me more about Jeremy—after having spoken with him — was his deep reservoir of faith, his commitment to seeing himself as a Christian first and a basketball player second. Here was a polite, humble, and hardworking young man who understood that God had a purpose for his life, whatever that might be. He was in the midst of a wild, implausible journey with a leather basketball in his hands — and who knew which direction the ball would bounce?

“What kind of plan do you think God has for you at this moment?” I asked Jeremy, fresh after his rookie season in the late spring of 2011.

“I’m not exactly sure how it is all going to turn out,” he replied, “but I know for a fact that God has called me to be here now in the NBA. And this is the assignment that he has given me. I know I wouldn’t be here if that weren’t the case. Just looking back, though, it’s been a huge miracle [that I’m in the NBA]. I can see God’s fingerprints everywhere. I just know that this is where he wants me right now. This past year, though, I have gone through a lot of different struggles and learned things that he wanted me to learn, to draw me closer to him, humble me, and make me more dependent on him.”

When he uttered those words, no one knew about the mind-boggling odyssey awaiting him in 2012. We’ll get to that, but first you need to read about his remarkable backstory: where Jeremy came from, how he was raised, and how this unheralded and lightly regarded prospect beat Lincredible—ah, incredible—odds to play in the NBA.





Chapter 1

CHASING THE AMERICAN DREAM

There are plenty of entry points for Jeremy’s story, but a good place to start is by painting a picture of China in the late 1940s, when civil war ripped apart the world’s most populous country. Chinese Nationalist forces led by General Chiang Kai-shek fought the People’s Liberation Army — led by Chinese Communist Party leader Mao Zedong — for control of China, which at that time was a feudal society where a small elite class lived well and hundreds of millions barely survived. In 1949, after three years of bloody conflict, the Communist forces won, and Chiang Kai-shek and approximately two million Nationalist Chinese fled for their lives to the island of Taiwan off the coast of mainland China.

Among those refugees were Jeremy’s grandparents on his mother’s side. Jeremy’s mother, Shirley (“Shirley” is actually an anglicized version of her Chinese first name), was born to a mother who was one of Taiwan’s first prominent female physicians. One time during the 1970s, a contingent of American doctors visited Taiwan to study the advances that Taiwanese physicians were making in health care. As Shirley’s mother made contacts with those in the American medical community, the seed was planted to immigrate to the United States, where the family could pursue a better life. In 1978, just after Shirley graduated from high school in Taiwan, she and the family moved to the United States.

Shirley worked hard learning English and later enrolled at Old Dominion University, a college in Norfolk, Virginia. Her major was computer science, a discipline with a bright future. Many felt the computer revolution would explode in the 1980s. A newfangled invention called the PC, or personal computer, was beginning to find its way into American homes.

There weren’t too many Asians (or second-generation Asian-Americans, for that matter) at Old Dominion, and those who spoke Mandarin could be counted on two hands. The dozen or so Chinese-speaking students formed a small Asian support group for fun and fellowship, and one of those who joined was a graduate student from Taiwan —a handsome young man named Gie-Ming Lin, who had come to the United States to work on his doctorate in computer engineering. His ancestors had lived in Taiwan since the nineteenth century, long before Communist oppression began on the mainland in the late 1940s and early 1950s.

Sharing the same cultural background and a common language brought Gie-Ming and Shirley together, and they began dating. It wasn’t long before their love blossomed. When Gie-Ming told her that his plan was to finish his doctorate at Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana, they decided to move together to Purdue, where Shirley would continue her undergraduate classes in computer science while Gie-Ming worked on his PhD.

Don’t get the idea that these two foreign-born students had plenty of time to linger over coffees at the student union, attend a concert at the Elliott Hall of Music, or go sledding down Slayter Hill after the first snowfall of winter. Gie-Ming’s and Shirley’s parents didn’t have the financial resources to contribute to their education, so they both had to work to pay their own tuition and living expenses. Shirley took shifts waitressing and bartending, while Gie-Ming moonlighted in his chosen field of computer engineering.

While at Purdue, Shirley was introduced to a Christian fellowship group and heard the gospel presented for the first time. Curious about who Jesus was, she began exploring and learning about the Lord of the universe and how he came to this earth to die for her sins. She fell in love with Jesus and got saved. When she told Gie-Ming what she had done, he investigated the gospel and became a Christian as well. They soon connected with a Chinese-speaking church and began their walk with Christ.

Gie-Ming and Shirley married while they were still in school. They liked living in the United States and became two of the many millions of immigrants chasing the American dream.

They certainly weren’t afraid to work hard—or live frugally. Early on, Gie-Ming and Shirley would go fishing on the weekend at a nearby reservoir. Behind the dam was a lake teeming with bluegill, shad, crappie, and huge bass. Gie-Ming, who loved fishing and was quite good at it, would catch his limit and bring home his haul in a galvanized bucket. They would eat some of the fish that night and toss the rest into the freezer.

And that’s how the young couple would feed themselves all week long —from the fish Gie-Ming caught on weekends.

One evening, Gie-Ming flipped on the television to relax and came across a basketball game. The Los Angeles Lakers were playing the Boston Celtics during one of their great 1980s NBA Finals battles, and the sight of Larry Bird and Magic Johnson doing wondrous things on the Boston Garden parquet floor mesmerized Gie-Ming. He was smitten by the athleticism of these larger-than-life figures who made the basketball court look small. Gie-Ming started watching NBA basketball every chance he had, which wasn’t often since his studies and part-time work ate up much of his free time.

Wait a minute—wasn’t there a new technology arriving in people’s homes back then? Yes, it was called the VHS recorder, and this then-state-of-the-art device could record television broadcasts on cassettes that contained magnetic tape. Suddenly, the images and sound of TV shows and sporting events could be played back at a more convenient time —or replayed over and over for the viewer’s enjoyment. The advent of the VHS tape in the 1980s revolutionized the way Gie-Ming—and millions of Americans —watched TV.

Gie-Ming started taping NBA games, and he loved watching Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s sky hook, Dr. J’s (Julius Erving’s) gravity-defying dunks, and Magic leading the fast break and handling the ball like it was on the end of a string. It wasn’t long before Gie-Ming was a certifiable basketball junkie. He studied those tapes with the same fervor he displayed when he studied for his PhD. He couldn’t tell friends why he loved basketball, but he just did.

Gie-Ming also started playing a bit of basketball himself. He taught himself how to dribble and how to shoot by practicing jump shot after jump shot at a nearby playground. He was too shy to join a basketball league, but he could be coaxed into playing the occasional pickup game. He loved breaking a sweat on the basketball court, and playing the game became his favorite form of exercise.

After Gie-Ming and Shirley completed their schooling at Purdue, they moved to Los Angeles, where Gie-Ming worked for a company that designed microchips. Shirley jumped on the mommy track and gave birth to their first child, a son they named Joshua. Two years later, on August 23, 1988, ten years to the day after Kobe Bryant entered the world in Philadelphia, Jeremy Shu-How Lin was born.

A Westward Move

A job offer transferred the Lin family to Florida for two years, but then Silicon Valley lured Jeremy’s parents, Gie-Ming and Shirley, to Northern California in the early 1990s. Gie-Ming’s expertise became computer chip design, while Shirley—who had given birth to her third son, Joseph—returned to work in her specialty: quality control, which meant making sure new computer programs were bug-free when they were released.

The Lins settled in Palo Alto, a community of sixty thousand residents that bordered Stanford University. Gie-Ming, who wanted to introduce his favorite game —basketball—to his three sons, signed up for a family membership at the local YMCA. When firstborn Joshua was five years old, Gie-Ming introduced him to the fundamentals of basketball by using the passing, dribbling, and shooting drills he had studied on his VHS tapes. Jeremy received the same instruction when he started kindergarten, and so would Joseph when he reached that age.

When Jeremy entered first grade, his parents signed him up for a youth basketball league. But at that young age, Jeremy wasn’t very interested in the action around him. He was like those kids in T-ball who lie down on the outfield grass and watch the clouds pass by instead of focusing on what the next batter is going to do. Most of the time, Jeremy stood at half-court and sucked his thumb while the ball went up and down the floor. Since he couldn’t be bothered to try harder, his mom stopped coming to his games.

As Jeremy grew and matured, he eventually became more interested in basketball, especially after he grew big enough to be able to launch an effective shot toward the rim and watch it swish through the net. As shot after shot poured through the hoop, he was hooked. He asked his mother if she would come back and watch him play, but she wanted to know if he was actually going to try before she committed to returning to his games.

“You watch,” he promised. “I’m going to play, and I’m going to score.”

He scored all right. Sometimes Jeremy scored the maximum amount of points one player was allowed under Biddy Basketball rules.

For the rest of Jeremy’s elementary school years, his parents regularly took him and his brothers to the gym to practice or play in pickup games. They also enrolled him in youth soccer, but basketball was the game he wanted to play.

As the demands of school grew, Jeremy and his brothers would do their homework after school and wait for their father to come home for dinner, and then everyone would head over to the Y at eight o’clock for ninety minutes of shooting and pickup games. Gie-Ming continued to stress the fundamentals because he wanted the game’s basic moves to become second nature to Jeremy.

As Jeremy improved, he couldn’t get enough hoops action. On many nights, he and his family practiced and played right up until the time they closed the doors at the Palo Alto Family YMCA at 9:45 p.m.

While basketball turned out to be a fun family sport for the Lins, they weren’t going to sacrifice academics or church on the altar of basketball. Academics were important to Gie-Ming and Shirley because they had seen firsthand how education could give them a better life. Church was even more important because they knew what a relationship with Christ meant to them and to the spiritual well-being of their sons.

Wherever they lived, the Lins gravitated toward a Chinese Christian church. When they moved to Palo Alto, they found a church they immediately liked: the Chinese Church in Christ in nearby Mountain View. This place of worship was really two churches in one. There were services every Sunday morning—in Mandarin and in English — in separate fellowship halls. Several hundred attended the Mandarin-speaking services, while fewer people attended the worship services presented in English. The English-speaking ministry that the Lin family became involved in was known as Redeemer Bible Fellowship.

The strong demand for a church service in Mandarin was reflective of the demographics of the San Francisco Bay Area, home to the nation’s highest concentration of Asian-Americans. At one time, the United States census revealed that 27 percent of the people living in Pala Alto were Asian-Americans—racially identifying themselves as Chinese-American, Filipino-American, Korean-American, Japanese-American, or Vietnamese-American. There was a large Taiwanese-American community in nearby Cupertino (24 percent of the population), while other bedroom communities such as Millbrae, Foster City, Piedmont, and Albany had Asian populations of 10 percent or greater.

Stephen Chen, pastor of the Chinese Church in Christ’s Redeemer Bible Fellowship, remembers the first time he met Jeremy a little more than ten years ago, when Chen was a twenty-three-year-old youth counselor. “Jeremy was around thirteen years old when I first ran into him,” he said. “We were having a church cleaning day, and he was running around with his friends and being rambunctious. I remember scolding him, saying, ‘Hey, we’re trying to clean things up, and you’re making things more messy.’ ”

Feeling chastised, Jeremy went home and told his parents he didn’t want to go to that church anymore because the youth guy had been so mean to him. His parents didn’t take his side, however, and the incident soon blew over.

Stephen Chen, who was always looking for things to do with the youth in the church, discovered that Jeremy and his older brother, Josh, were avid basketball players. Josh was starting to play high school basketball, and Jeremy was living and breathing the game in middle school.

“I hadn’t played a lick of basketball before that time,” Stephen said. “But I wanted to connect with the Lin brothers, so I asked them if we could do a little exchange: I would teach them about the Bible, and they would teach me how to play basketball.”

Josh and Jeremy readily accepted. After the youth group meeting ended, they’d go to a nearby basketball court, where the Lin brothers taught Stephen how to do a layup, properly shoot the ball, and box out on rebounds. Then they would get the youth group together, choose up sides, and play basketball games.

“Jeremy would pass me the ball, even when the game was on the line,” Stephen said. “He wasn’t afraid that I’d lose the game for him. If we did lose, his older brother would get upset, but Jeremy would even console his brother. Even at that young age, Jeremy was hospitable, eager to get along with different types of people. He was also a natural leader, and kids listened to him.”

Before entering high school, Jeremy wanted to get baptized as a public statement that he believed in Jesus Christ as his Savior and Lord. Stephen was pleased to hear of that desire. The Chinese Church in Christ had a baptismal font inside the church sanctuary, and Jeremy was dunked during a Sunday morning service. Not long after that, Stephen asked him if he would join the youth ministry’s leadership team.

Jeremy was willing. The church had been renting a local high school gym on Sunday evenings so the kids in the youth group could play basketball and invite their friends to join them. “Jeremy would always be the one who would ask other kids to come out and play basketball with us,” Stephen said. “And they would come. Jeremy wanted everyone to feel at home. That was just another way he extended kindness to others.”

The gym had two full courts across the main court. Many dads saw how much fun their kids were having, so they would play too—fathers on one court, their sons on the other. Moms would visit with each other during the games of roundball.

All this basketball playing—after school, on weekends, and on Sunday nights—helped Jeremy to become quite a player, even though he was a shrimp on the court. As he entered his freshman year of high school, Jeremy topped out at five foot three and weighed 125 pounds. Jeremy had set his sights on playing high school basketball, but he knew that if he didn’t grow a lot in the next couple of years, he wasn’t going to get a chance to play, no matter how talented he was.

One day, Jeremy told Stephen, “I want to be at least six feet tall.”

Stephen looked at Jeremy. He knew that Asians were stereotyped as a short people, and there was some truth to that. The average male height in the United States is five foot ten, while in China, the average male height is five foot seven. Unfortunately for Jeremy, his parents weren’t tall either. Both stood five foot six, so he didn’t have a great gene pool working for him.

“So how are you going to become six feet tall?” Stephen asked.

“I’m going to drink milk every day,” young Jeremy replied.

For the next few years, Shirley was constantly running to the local supermarket to buy milk by the gallon. Jeremy drank the dairy product like it was … water. Jeremy had a glass of milk with his breakfast cereal, drank milk at lunch, and always had a couple more glasses of milk with dinner. He also gulped calcium supplements like they were Nerds candy.

“I drank so much milk because I was obsessed with my height,” Jeremy said. “I would wake up in the morning and measure myself every day because I heard that you’re always taller in the morning, at least when you’re growing. I wanted to see if I had grown overnight.”

Jeremy’s great wish was to be taller than his older brother, Josh, who was in the midst of a growth spurt that would take him to five foot ten during high school. Desperate to will his body to grow taller, Jeremy even climbed on monkey bars at school and let himself hang upside down, thinking that doing so might expand his spinal column and make him taller.

Jeremy understood that he couldn’t “force” his body to grow, but he also believed that to be competitive in the game of basketball, he had to grow to at least six feet.

And that was a tall order.





Chapter 2

WHERE’S THE MIRACLE-GRO?

When Jeremy moved up to Palo Alto High School, he made a big impression on his freshman basketball coach — even though he was one of the smallest players on the team. Years of playing in youth basketball leagues at the Y had honed his skills. His freshman coach stood up at the team’s end-of-the-season banquet and declared, “Jeremy has a better skill set than anyone I’ve seen at his age.”1

And then something miraculous happened.

Jeremy grew.

And grew.

And grew.

By Jeremy’s junior year, he had sprouted nine inches to reach the magic number—six feet of height. He was still as skinny as a beanstalk, however, and weighed around a buck-fifty. The good news is that his growth spurt wasn’t over. He would go on to add two more inches of height by his senior year of high school to reach six foot two. Jeremy turned out to be a real late bloomer. He added another inch or inch-and-a-half during his college years to reach his present height, which is a tad over six foot three. He also added bulk by hitting the weight room. His body would fill out to a solid 200 pounds.

No longer the shortest player on the court, Jeremy showed his coaches and Palo Alto High opponents that he could run the offense, shoot lights-out, and make the player he was guarding work extra hard. His position was point guard, which may well be the most specialized role in basketball. The point guard is expected to lead the team’s half-court offense, run the fast break, make the right pass at the right time, work the pick-and-roll, and penetrate the defense, which creates open teammates when he gets double-teamed.

When Jeremy dribbled the ball into the front court, he played like a quarterback who approached the line of scrimmage and scanned the defense to determine both its vulnerabilities and its capabilities. Jeremy’s mind quickly calculated how an opponent’s defense was set up and where the weak spots were. His quickness and mobility were huge assets.

His father, always ahead of the technological curve, had been filming Jeremy since his middle school days. He would break down the film, and then father and son would review what happened in his games. There was always something to glean from the tapes.

During his sophomore season, Jeremy was not only good enough to win the point guard starting role, but his fantastic play also earned him the first of three first team All – Santa Clara Valley Athletic League awards. His junior season was even better. Jeremy was the driving force behind the Palo Alto Vikings, helping the team set a school record for victories by posting a 32 – 2 record.

His coach, Peter Diepenbrock, recognized that he had something special and turned him loose. He sat down with his player and said, “Let’s tell it like it is. I’m the defensive coordinator; you’re the offensive coordinator. Just get it done.”2


Taking It Nice and Easy

Jeremy fearlessly pushed the ball up the court while playing for the Palo Alto High basketball team, playing an up-tempo game, but he was more cautious on the road when he was taking his driver’s license test.

He flunked his first time out because he drove too slow — 15 mph in a 25 mph residential zone.



And that’s just what Jeremy did in his senior year when he was the motor that propelled his team to the Division II California state championship. Going into the championship game, Palo Alto was a huge underdog against perennial powerhouse Mater Dei, a Catholic high school from Santa Ana in Southern California. No team had won more state basketball titles than Mater Dei, and the Monarchs, who had a 33 – 2 record, came into the game ranked among the nation’s top high school teams.

Talk about a David-versus-Goliath matchup. Mater Dei was loaded with Division I recruits and had eight players six foot seven inches or taller, while Palo Alto had no one over six foot six. Playing at Arco Arena, home of the Sacramento Kings, Jeremy was all over the court, and he personally engineered the plucky and undersized Palo Alto team to a two-point lead with two minutes to play. Could the Vikings hang on?

Jeremy brought the offense up the floor, trying to eat up as much clock as possible. Suddenly, there were just seconds left on the 35-second shot clock. Jeremy was above the top of the key when he launched a rainbow toward the rim to beat the shot clock buzzer. The ball banked in, giving Palo Alto a five-point lead.

Mater Dei wasn’t finished yet, and neither was Jeremy. The Monarchs cut the lead to two points with 30 seconds to go, and then Jeremy dribbled the ball into the front court. Mater Dei didn’t want to foul him because the Monarchs knew he was an excellent free throw shooter, so they waited for him to dish off to a teammate. Jeremy, however, sensed an opening and drove to the basket in a flash, taking on Mater Dei’s star player, six-foot-eight Taylor King, in the paint. Jeremy went up and over King for a layup that gave him a total of 17 points in the game and iced the state championship in the 51 – 47 win. Palo Alto High finished their amazing season with a 32 – 1 record.

You would think that with all the college scouts in the stands for a state championship game, Jeremy would have had to go into the Federal Witness Protection Program to get a moment’s respite. But the recruiting interest had been underwhelming all season long and stayed that way after the win over Mater Dei. It wasn’t like Jeremy played for a tumbleweed-strewn high school in the middle of the Nevada desert. He was part of a respected program at Palo Alto High, and his coach, Peter Diepenbrock, was well-known to college coaches.

And Jeremy was highly regarded in Northern California high school basketball circles. He was named first team All-State and Northern California’s Division II Scholar Athlete of the Year. The San Francisco Chronicle newspaper named him Boys Player of the Year, as did the San Jose Mercury News and the Palo Alto Daily News.

Despite all the great ink and the bushel basket of postseason awards, despite sending out DVDs of highlights that a friend at church had prepared, and despite Coach Diepenbrock’s lobbying efforts with college coaches, Jeremy did not receive any scholarship offers to play at a Division I school. That “missing in action” list included Stanford University, which was located literally across the street from Palo Alto High. (A wide boulevard named El Camino Real separates the two schools.)

It’s perplexing why Stanford didn’t offer Jeremy a scholarship. After all, Jeremy checked off a lot of boxes for the Cardinal:


	great high school basketball résumé

	local product

	strong academic record good enough to pass Stanford’s stringent academic standards

	Asian-American



Regarding the last bullet point, almost 20 percent of the undergraduate Stanford student body was Asian-American, and, as you read earlier, the school was located in a part of the country with a strong Asian population. But the Stanford basketball program took a pass. Some Stanford boosters interceded for Jeremy, telling the coaches that they simply had to give this Lin kid a look. But the best response the family received was that Jeremy could always try to make the team as a walk-on.

The Lins’ eyes turned across the bay toward Berkeley, but the University of California coaching staff said the same thing: You can try to walk on, but no guarantees. During one recruiting visit, a Cal coach called Jeremy “Ron.”

The disrespect continued at Jeremy’s dream school— UCLA—where Josh was enrolled. Jeremy would have loved to have played for the storied Bruin program, and he was the kind of upstanding young man the legendary Bruin coach John Wooden would have loved to recruit back in the 1960s and 1970s. But the message from UCLA coaches was the same: You’ll have to make the team as a walk-on.

Jeremy knew that few walk-ons—nonscholarship players invited to try out for the team—ever stick on a Division I basketball roster. He would never say it himself, but some basketball observers thought the fact that Jeremy was Asian-American cost him a Division I scholarship. Recruiters couldn’t look past his ethnicity, couldn’t imagine an Asian-looking kid having the game to compete against the very best players in the country. For whatever reason, they couldn’t picture him playing basketball at the Pac-10 level.

Running Up Against a Wall

Jeremy had run into a “system” that blocked his path like two Shaqs in the paint. College coaches, who are the decision makers, look for something quantifiable in a high school player— like how tall he is or how high he can jump or how many points per game he scores. Jeremy’s greatest strengths didn’t show up in a box score. His game was running the show, leading the offense, and setting up teammates. He had an incredible feel for the game, a Magic-like peripheral vision, and a take-charge attitude that coaches love to see in their point guards.

“He knew exactly what needed to be done at every point in the basketball game,” said his high school coach, Peter Diepenbrock. “He was able to exert his will on basketball games in ways you would not expect. It was just hard to quantify his fearlessness.”3

The problem likely stemmed from the fact that major college coaches had never recruited a standout Asian-American player before, so they didn’t know what to do with Jeremy. Asian-American gym rats like him were a novelty in college basketball; only one out of every two hundred Division I basketball players came from Asian-American households. In many coaches’ minds, college basketball stars had a different skin color or looked different than Jeremy.

The family had some options, however, thanks to Gie-Ming’s and Shirley’s insistence that their sons study and perform just as well in the classroom as they did on the basketball court. You could say that Shirley was a bit of a “tiger mom,” insisting that Jeremy put as much effort into hitting the books as he did into improving his outside jump shot.

One time, Coach Diepenbrock received a phone call from Shirley, who had some distressing news: Jeremy’s grade in a math class had slipped to a precarious A-. “Peter, Peter, Jeremy has an A- in this class. If it’s not an A by next week, I am taking him off basketball,” she threatened.

“Yes, I will stay on top of Jeremy,” the coach promised.4

Thankfully, Jeremy righted the listing academic ship. Throughout high school, he carried a 4.2 grade point average (in the grade point system, an A is worth 4 points, but AP, or Advanced Placement, classes were weighted more heavily because of their difficulty) at Palo Alto High, where he had scored a perfect 800 on his SAT II Math IIC during his freshman year. Jeremy’s parents felt that if Pac-10 and other Division I teams didn’t want their son, then maybe he could play for a top-ranked academic college — like Harvard, for example.

The Lins looked east—toward the eight Ivy League schools, which are the most selective (and therefore elite) universities in the country. Harvard and Brown each stepped up. Both coaches said they would guarantee Jeremy a roster spot. Each made the case that they really wanted him to play for their basketball programs.

In the Lin family, there was no discussion. If Harvard — the assumed No. 1 school in the country in nearly everyone’s eyes—wanted him, then he was going to play basketball for the Crimson, even if that meant his parents would have to pay for his schooling out of their own pockets. Harvard, like Yale, Princeton, Columbia, and the rest of the Ivy League schools, didn’t offer athletic scholarships.

This was no small consideration for Jeremy’s parents. In round numbers, a year of undergraduate studies at Harvard costs fifty thousand dollars, which covers tuition, room and board, books, fees, and the like. The Lins were already shelling out money for Josh’s education at UCLA.

“The tuition is nuts,” Jeremy told me in our interviews. “My parents did everything they could to get me through school. I received some financial aid from Harvard and took out some student loans.”

“You were probably glad your parents stressed academics because you probably wouldn’t have gotten into Harvard without being a strong student, right?” I said.

“Oh, definitely, I wouldn’t have made if they hadn’t been pushing me.”

“Did they push you more in academics or athletics?”

“Academics. They were pushing for that.”

Good thing that Gie-Ming and Shirley kept their eyes on the academics ball. Harvard turned out to be not only a great basketball school for Jeremy—where his game could grow—but a place that added to the Jeremy Lin legend.


By the Numbers

18: The number of Asian-American men’s players in Division college basketball (0.4 percent). This statistic comes from the 2009 NCAA Race and Ethnicity Report, which released during the time when Jeremy Lin was playing basketball at Harvard.

23: The number of students at Harvard with the last name of Lin while Jeremy was attending the university and playing basketball there.
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