
Kobe
by
Eyes Right 
Springfield, VA - I have been blessed to see in person many of the world’s top basketball players perform, but none approached the excitement which Kobe Bryant brought to the building.  I am not opining that he was the best player I have seen - that choice would be Oscar Robertson - but that Bryant brought a rabid fan base to see him play no matter where or whom the opposing team was.  The excitement in the building was beyond electric.
I back up this statement based on personal experience.  Whenever Kobe and his Los Angeles Lakers came to town to play the Washington Wizards, there was a high demand for tickets.  As a season ticket holder for the Wizards’ games, I often looked at the prices being asked on Stub Hub to see how much my tickets would bring on the re-sale market prior to the game.  If the price was sufficiently high, I might choose to sell my two tickets and watch the game on television.  No matter which superstar was on other opposing teams, no one came close to elevating ticket prices like Kobe.  Even tickets to see Michael Jordan in his prime while playing for the Chicago Bulls did not reach Kobe levels.  The only player who came close in recent years has been LeBron James.  Usually, however, in spite of my $90/seat tickets being worth nearly $500 each on these Kobe events, I chose to forgo the profit and join all the fans in attendance to watch this one-of-a-kind player in action up close and personal.
As opposed to most NBA games, the stands behind the opposing bench were always full at least 30 minutes prior to tip off so that the Laker zealots could watch Kobe during warm-ups and shower him with affection.  By game time, all 19,000 seats in Verizon Center (as it was named at the time) were filled, and most were wearing the purple and gold colors of the Lakers.  Every time Bryant made a shot (which was often), his adoring fans would drown out the smaller number of Wizards fans with chants of “MVP, MVP, MVP!!”  And Bryant would almost always deliver a win for the Lakers (not a particularly difficult challenge in view of the hapless nature of most Wizards’ teams during this era).
What made Bryant special to his fans (and to me) was not so much his exceptional basketball skills, such as his unique, and nearly impossible to guard, fall-away jump shot, but his attitude while playing the game.  Kobe was a basketball assassin.  His fierce determination to win was on such an obviously higher plane than any other player I have seen.  Whether he was participating in a not-very-important regular season game or in the most-watched arena of the NBA playoffs or on the U.S. Olympic team, there was no doubt that Kobe wanted to not only win more than any other player, but to grind his opponents to dust in the process.  
His nickname, which he himself chose and promoted, “The Black Mamba,” says it all.   According to his autobiography, “Muse,” he selected the name of this extremely fast, poisonous, and deadly African snake as an alter-ego to help him through his off-court struggles in 2003-4 when he was accused of raping a woman in Colorado.   He said that he got the idea from the Quentin Tarantino movie, Kill Bill, in which a black mamba is used by an assassin to kill a character.  Bryant apparently used this nickname device to allow him to separate basketball from his personal life.  His new on-court ferocity helped him channel his off-court frustration against basketball opponents who, in Kobe’s own words, “may be demolished in the process.”  No matter the actual reasons, most of Bryant’s opponents in the “game” of basketball understood, and experienced, his wrath.
Ironically, the counterpart to Kobe’s unrelenting and fierce play was a charming, infectious smile which he could flash at a moment’s notice.  Because opposing players would all come to Bryant to give and receive a hug at the end of each game, it was apparent that essentially all of Kobe’s fellow NBA players respected his game, if not his on-court attitude.  During Kobe’s last season in the NBA (2015-16) the Lakers were no longer a very good team; most of his supporting cast from the previous glory years had been traded, retired, or moved on. In his last game, however, he even further cemented his legacy by scoring 60 points and willing his team from another loss to a most unlikely victory in the final minutes of play.  In the final quarter Bryant not only personally outscored the entire opposing team (the Utah Jazz) 23-21, he scored 17 consecutive points, many in spectacular fashion – all as a 37-year old in his 19th season as a professional basketball player.
Following Kobe’s untimely death in a helicopter crash just three years after his retirement from professional basketball some commentators chose to dwell on the rape charge incident in the early 2000’s.  The woman refused to testify and a financial settlement was reached.  Bryant’s wife, Vanessa, stuck by him.  His subsequent actions on and off the basketball court served to ease, if not erase, this self-​inflicted wound.  In recent years his post​-basketball activities seemed poised to propel him to even higher glory.  But we will never know.  Even the most highly successful have no way of foretelling when this carousel of life will sling us off the ride.  But thanks, Kobe, for sharing so many moments of pure enjoyment during your all too brief journey with us.  

The Black Mamba is dead.  Long live The Black Mamba!
I thought you might like to know.
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