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Dikembe Mutombo Mpolondo Mukamba Jean Jacque Wamutombao
iz nardly a forgettakie name, Bul il is one that s frestratingly and fregquantly
amitted from debates cn the greatest plavers of the current generatian,
Haah storers get a stan (Kobe Bryant, Allen verson), 45 Go graal
digtributors [Steve Mash, Jason iKidd) and other powertul big man (Tem
Duncan, Shaquille O'Meal, bul even at 72", 280 pounds; Mutombo & the
overooked supsrstar Hisoaight All-Star appesrances, four Defansive Player
of the Year awards and prodigious, generation defining shol blocking seam
1o hava faded from the shared consciousness as fans continue their task
of finding the Mext Big Thing. So it was strangsly fitting that LIS Presidant
Geange W, Bush - harchy an arbitraier of basketball, or goodness for that
mattar — 10k it upon hirmsel te pay homage 1o e centra from the

035 :::: handle

ST L WA IR R LIRIARY O CONGHESS ARD Hott L)

Damocratic Bepublic of Congo on his biggest stage: tha annual Stats of
the Linion address, calting him & “son of the Congo”, and an American
cilizan ha s proud to have in his country,

Of course, the prasident could hardly have been swayed by a biocked
shot or a timely rebound; rather it is Mutormbo's latter day career asa
LMIGEF and NBA Cares ambagsador thal drew W's altention, One of tha
mast intimicating playess in recent memory, Deks has established himsalf
as a bastion of chanty and dus diigence off the coun, raising maonsy
through hes Dikembe Mutombe Foundation and posting change on ths
ground in Alrca. Ha has poured milions of his own dofars, earned an tha
hardwood and the frairing roor, Inte his various projects — a sacrifice thal
even tha most cold-hearied cymic must look wpon with admiration.
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Ewar hurntile, his breath calohes wihen be atampts e sanawer why b
s Biser 50 willing 1o commit his’ persceal forune to:healing Afica.
"Bvan If | have contnbuted & millken of tweo o five,” ha stans, his hamon
& African diction sounding almost anary in Bs urgency 16 explan limsal,
Abwas only to show people that | am s very commilted.” He pauses
and considars what ha has said, Hao hears a flaw In e logic he has laid
out and atempls 10 clanh, T want pecole 0 sae 1hat 5o thay will be
msgired o go-outand be part of the-work that we have been daing. |
want to see a result! | want to ba part of the wark, not just by donating
money.”

His voice has been gravely and egeless sinoe he antarad tho league,
and ramains 5o, 10 fact, phwsically, ha seems to have agsd very littl, if at
& durrg his 1 5-year NBA odyssey, Staggeringly adult, standing with
Commissioner David Stern in 1981 - whan ke was drafted ahead of
surg-fire pecks such as Michigan State University's Steve Smith and the
Livmearsity of Arroras Brign Wiliams — Mutombo was a man-child before
- becama a man:-and refraing such'a canfronting phywsioal speckmen
that it 5 strandge to hear [he gust humity mhis voice. Past his trademark
firger-wiaggirg and beyand s granite shouldars s a man an a-mission
of peace and weliness.

Al dl-years-oid, Mulombo nas spent the lkst three seazons with the
Houston Rockets, tutcring Yao Ming — suraly & banaficiany of his
boundary-snapging entrance info the league — and even ook ouer fram
fhe Chinese national st ths starting centre posibon when the injury bug
struck and the tearm found ised in dire straits. Mutomoo's decads and 2
Faf In tha NEAS Iranches hava sesn g massive change in (he stroolunes of
fher league, Gong are the days of four-vear college commitmants when
iha league was afmost exclusively Amedican In its composition. Today,
dozans of forsign-borm players maks up tBams' msters, and 1he Afnzan
influx — whie not 83 copious ss5-the European invasion - has been wall
and truly faft. “if vou asked e 15 vears acn how many Alrican bagketbal
players wara-in the eagoe, | would have said there are ebout three of us;
me, Hakeem Olaiuwen sod Manute Bol,” he remembers. “Today thare
& 20-s0ma playens frem Africa in the isague. Thal was my foal Gooiirg
in, gnd | think 've sucoesded, but lweanl more ™

Amaongst the Africans onboard are stars of tomorow B ke Dicgu, 2
Migenan playing for the Indiara Pacers (who President of Baskatbal
Opeeations Larry Bird 1abelied the "gam of lhe deal” thel sent away stars
Siephen Jackson and Al Harringionl, Pape Sow of the Toronto Raptors
and DaSangana Diop of the Dallas Mavencks, both fom Sensgal, Alics
dlso boasts 1he number one dratt cholce of 1988, Michas Olowokand of
Nigena; and ona of the most exciting playaers in ha sague Dday, in e
formm ol Lugd Deng, of the Sudan, by way of Egypt and England.

With & ranewed Tracy MoGrady fseding him down low, Mutombo fed
the Bockels to o 20-12 recomd sans Yag, and jocked the squad into a
plavolt berh, His 33 games azs & starier provided the anchar for the
defance-onented sguad, and hiz ability 1o Clean the gass was vital on the
Jeatively undersized team. Hig22-rebicund exgiosion sgainst the Denver
Mugaets in January was testarment to Mutombe's amazing physical and
mental sfate and, of course, his blocking was as sharpy &5 ever as he
swatted A8 shola churing his sting as starting centre, including five blocks
aganst e Lakers i Januany. I was that periormance that taok him past
Kaream Abdul-Jabbar on the Bst of the greatest shol-biockers In histary —
although savaral turdead stll sepsrate bim from fzader Hakeem
Blajuwan. His etfort confinmad his status as one of thie all-fime greais an
the dirty end of e tirebar and ha'll retirg ahsard 0f housebold names like
Tim Dunean, Shaguile O'Neal, Bavid Robinson and Moses Malone,
Because of hie work ethic and dedicaticn to baskelball avar & nation-
frodting 1148-game carser, his place is thomughly deserved and will
-atEnd the test of time

atill, it's lese the blocks themmalves than the fingerwaoning that
Ipdges Dieke in ne publc's imagination. Staring &l the end of his days in
Dienver fwhere the crowd had nicknamed him “Mount Mutombo™), any
fime someone wolsd attempt to pon a shot over him, Pe would
emphaticaly deny tham, waving & singls finger as i1 to say: "not in my
house!” Fane iove it and the Denver faitiful wans well known for thair
complimantary wagaing. bullding a sense of expactation lor Mutomibn 1o
il after svery shol, BOL by 1998, the wag had drawn the e of coaches
&l players, and the league effectivaly tanned it. Moatombo, ever
obediont, crivwad to the commissianer, gat a "no way”, and settled down
9 Block shots without the infectious atter-affact.

Ir 2002, cpirion shifted agaln when the big man's Mew York Knicks
“wera piaving againgt the New Jarsey Mats and | blocked 11 shiots in the
game,” he ramambers, “The lans kept wavmg ineir finger at ma in the
stands, 5o | said; ' got to bring it back. 1ol the league office: *You can
fir mie,” bt a refarca said i | dids' do it in & quy's face, | wiowid be
okay, a0 | stared waggirg rmy fingar o the fans,”

“its furmy, man,” said IKirk Snyder, now 3 teammate on the Bockets,
of his first block by Mutombo. “vou almest wanted 10 get your shot
Dok ust o gee hemedo 8 That's the longsst fingsr that e ever
SRR,

Aswallas pleasing the crawds, Mutombd's fingss wag s symibilic of
the pfayer he has become on the court: pessionate, intimidating and
belovad, These ara qualities that nave been apparent, even in his aarky
days with the Gecrgetown Linseersily Hoyag, Amiving in Washington 0G0
1887 a8 a student of medicing, he was datermined to work hard in his
‘studies, get his degree and head back o Afica to real the linesses that
wirg, and e, ravagng fns continent. Flans chiénosd whan lenendany
coach Jonn Thompsen — ang ¢an imaging with great passion - asked ha
hilking African 1o join the schoeals starled baskethal procram. hWuteimiac
e plaved for Zaiss's junior national team and, unbaknownst 10 him,
sgouting tapes had enced up In Thompson's office. Geargatown - one of
the finast univarsities in 1he ooy — Fad snced up with & Baskeatbal
preadicny whien i Brought over the burgeaning doctor

“...his generosity has
been widespread, the
first major contribution
coming in 1996 when
he paid for the Zaire
female basketball
team to travel to
Atlanta to play at the
Olympics.”

"1 went toGeongaetown on-an axchange peogram for medscine,”
dMutormbo remembers. "Whan | armved | was askecd I 1 sdsd s ha
Pasketbzl team, so thals what | gid" Athough he eventuasy majored in
Enguistics and diplomacy, he kept a pessng interest in immunciogy and
pathology — espacialy as they refaled the commuricabls dissases in
Alrica, " pever Tomol my love for medicing, and that's wisy 1'm doirg
what I'm daing,” he claims. He has bean building a hospital in Kinshasa,
narmad alter his mother, and whan it opened early this yesr, the 528
million facility bacames tha first buitt in 1he capital city in neary 20 years,
aince the haks and fearty sarky dayvs of independence. During his life, (he
DRG - called, vanoushy, Saie and the Republic of Conogo — hes only ssen
a handful of leaders, and the lagacy of is long time kKeptodratic,
Europhilic leaciar MoDull Sese Seko alill hangs over the country.
Mtombo has brought a8 breath-of modemity 1o the word ol Congoleae
medicing. "My hospiial = named after rmyy mom, and i is for her” ha says
gently, “If is because my Tamiy meaans 2ot (o e that | bt i, Dot |
wasn't realy doirg ths for my mom, | was doeng it becsuse | ust got sck
and fired of sering how pecols wera dying in tha Congo.”

Al Gagrgetowe, Mutombo: had 1o dominats the basketball coort first
lo get his chance 1o-save the werld, While the rest of college ball was
slow fo catch on - Baskatbal Times Magazing listed the centreas a
21107 point guard — Thompsan kesw what he had, and kept the big man
behind future NBA star Alonzo Mowrning: honing his game and waorking
o his fitnass and skdl s=is, YWhite his offence nesded work, aven then
Mutombo's eyve for detence was extraondingny With his limited
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expenenca, hewas never schoclad on defensive mancsuving:and woukd
stay grounded whils opponents [aked and baulked, tirming his one and
only jump to swat thair shot, Athough playing oaly 11 minuies par gama,
ne shot a mind-boggling 70.6 parcant from the field and blocksed Y5
ghots in just 33 garmes — ingluding an NCAA-recond 12 blocks in ong
stunning display against St Johr's University — and the Hoyas' crowds
soan 2l mlove with thair new centre, nicknaming the Mourning!
Mutormbo combination *Rejection Row®. Hiz growth as s basketbaber
was impressive, as he started 24 of 31 games in his second season and
averaged & double-toubla with four blocks per. He was named to the Big
Ezst First-Team and became the Hoyas' leadar at both ends of the fioar
what Molrring went down with an injury, He finished his final collaga
seasan with averages of 15 polnts; 12 rebounds, five blocks and two
assists and an indelile label 83 “the next Hakesm Clajwon”. The
Nuggets saarsd hims with The fourth pick in the 1991 draf, and s NBA
caresr fincs has teen nothing but spectacular
Mutembe immediately estabiished hamsell as the go-1o quy in
Denver, starting every game he played and finishing the year on (he All-
Rooxie First Team and as-an All-Star - tha st of eight appesrancss in
the MBA's showease game, His numbers wese axceptional, with averages
Al 18,6 pointz, 12,53 repounds, 2.2 assists and thres Blocks. The Mugnets
gradualy improvsd, reaching the-playofis in 1984, and coming up against
juggarnaut Seatife BuperSonics, led By Gary Paylon and Shawn Kemp
and hoasting a franchise-bast B3 wing. White no elght-seed had gugr
frumpead & lop-sesdsd opponent, That's exacthy whal happened aoesnst
fha Supes. Down 2-0 in the best of five seras, the Mugs ralisd with a
110-93 poundeg of Seatthe in gama thres and 2 dramatic overtime win in
game four, In the fith and deciding geme, Derver topped out at the
buzzar of the firgt overime by four, Mutombeo, grediclatsyy, Grabbed tha
iast rebound of the night, and collkpsed under 1ne weight of his team-
matas, seouring one of the greal upsels in histary. In fact, in this issue,
handle ratedd that series as the second-greatest upset ever, just bahind
1his year's thiling Golden State-over-Dallas shiocker. Tha run could net
lagt, unforiunately, and the coyrageous Muggets bowed to Utah in saven
games In the second found, Mutombo averaged a doubla-doubis in the
o post-season saras!, and racked an unbeatable 5.8 blocks per game,
Mutombo continued toown the pamt after he laft Danver, posting
davre-tobles during Ris time with the Atlanta Hawks, the Philadsiphia
T6ers, the Mew Jerssy Mats, the Mew York Knicks and the Houston
Rockets, and taking four Defensie Flayer of the Year awards. In 2000-
2001, be became anly the sikth playar 1o win back-to-back rebounding
Titles &nd, in 2003, finally rmiade it 10 the finals with the Nets. Settling in
Housten, his-game has lacked the flair and agaression of the haloyon
days of his yauth, but there has often bean that old spark of intimidation,
-aspacially in the play of pet-project Yao and the hard-nosed Rockets
“taam,
Anugly heckling incidant camsa cloze 1o prematurely ending the Big
man’s cargar Iast yesr as a fan, durng an sxhibiton mateh aganst the
Criando Magic, abused Deke, calling him-a “oig monkey”. Mutombo
eracked and threatened (o go o the stands i it over happened again,
Later, ha coolad down and graciously accepted 1he man's apology, Btting
e hackle speak for itsalf: a racist arow fired by ignorance that
“Mutombo weone with raceimarnk dignity. In many ways, that barb is 8
‘microcosm for Mutombos lifs he has st no hardship or difficulties stand
In-hes way, and has used his own resiience and protessionalism 1o show
the workd how Lo gros SEronder
Barn ong of fan in Kinshass, Mutombo's childbood was scarmed with
poitical Wernoil and codfrontad with 2 depth of poverty that his
teammates and fans could never tnhy understand. Even before he lait
Africa, HIVAIDS was an onommous strugolie and, in his own estimate, s
contracted “misiana & thousand mes when | was young.” His
eaggerstion i purposaiul, &5 N knows he was lcky to azcapa the
Idseace unscathed, aapecially becauss hie caught It again “during 2 trip
Cwtan Dwas alrsacly in the league,” he remembers, "My Foundation wanis
1o educate peaple and find a way in which we can stay malada-froe whils
- gt the samie tre halp all these companies thal are trying Lo lind a gure,
Malaria s killng svery few seconds in Affica and no oneis talking sbout
tham " The disease is relatively sasy o pravent, givan proper aguprant
- and madication, and it joins a fist in Mutombo’s mind with ubareulosis
and AIDS gy Tdiseases of the poor 1hal have begun to desiroy the fabrc
of sociaty m Africa” His tone turns 1o griaf when he says: “Whensver a
wllags or a family 15 destroyad, 1tis the story of Africa, When you go to.a

place where there should e ten vilages, and you dor't find them, it's
becayss thay are gone forever, Fifly percent of 1he people living In Africa
ars under (he age of 15 and ase in grave danger it we don't find the
solution, | want to be part of thie soiution.”

Thiragh all the turmndil in hiz courtry, Muatombo could 2ea at a young
age that he had a chance 1o make a diffgrence; He was given a Qooper
aducation at a Salation Army school, where he lagrnt about nistory,
religlan and socety and knew himself to be lucky 1o have ample food and
shefter, He want fo urivarsily on a USAID scholarship and kept the
Congo at the forefront of his mind, even while fe was becoming 2
superior Basketbal player, One ol his first acts upon entesing the MNEA
was 1o become an ambassador for CABE, an international refief agenay,
which ook him back to Africa In 1983 with Commissionear Starm and
Giaorgetown alumnl Alonzo Mourning and Patrick Ewing. They visited
Somai refuges camps in-Kenya and troukle spots e South Africa,
lorecasting the risa of the NBA Gares inlarmaliongl wing, and itg ties 1o
UMICER and LINAIDS, as wall as his creation of the Dikembe Mutombn
Foundation at the-age of 30, ¥ am an ambassacor for LIMICEF regarding
the fights against AIDS and malara anc for vascinations,” he states in the
claar, concise vernacular of an aid worker “We aretrying to fraat chiliran
with the polio vaccine ard st year vaccinated maone than 20 milion
praopk. We have a chanee to fid the world — or al lsas! reducs the
martality in Africa — of the infecticn and, although fimes are hard ngiht
riow, we are trying to set an example,.”

LNICEFs Executiva Director Ann Vaneman is 4 bit mors expanshe
on his invohement, fating lest, inogood humoor, that Mutombo |s "really,
really tall" Sha is also keon to tell the workd that he i “a very imprassiva,
commitisa indwiuzl who wants o give back, ana undarstands his own
ronts and the country that be's come from,” she énfnuses. “He under-
stands the kingds of issuss the people in Aftics lsce and | am impressed
with his desire 10 make a dferance and willingness to spend his own
monay. Thare sra other celebinty-tpes (hat invest in the daeveloping
wirkd, but | think his story is somewhat unigus because he comes from a
devalaping country. When somebody visits these countries, they Garmer
publficity i thiat country, but also bing e message back 1o the
tevaloped world, He's been a resily greal robe modal for evaryans.”

Gnkeard s, importantly, the NBA, “The league has so many
prngrams.” Mutamibo ssys. "Our players redlly de care abaut the |=sues
i e warldd today: wa cana about HVAAIDS; wi care about malana; we
care about the poverly, we cam about housing and ather scoial
problems; we care aboul [eracy) snd we care aboul young peopia who
are nol getting a chance. When peopla fook st us and think hat we'va
st madie money playing the gams of baskatball, our players ans trying (o
be ssen doing this Imperiant work, We're not just & bunch of millonaires,
but & groupn of hureen beings working day and night to be part of the
wichar world: We are Bashkatos! Without Borders!”

His speech is impassioned and fieroe, and wholly the sor of devotion
that-one would expect, based on the way he plays basketball, It is &t
once pleasing.and discrsnting to here Dikemba Mutombo speak sbout
e any anc dissase and Imagine his finger waving ke some sorl of
hacknayed metaphor: "Mot i my hoisel”

Whaen lcoking at butombo's charlable wors over the last twenty
vears, It is hard not 1o be emazed, Professional athleles are not known
for thesr waorldliness, or for their phifamhr't:pic largess, but his generosity
has been widespread, the first majer contribaution corming in 1998 whan
e pald for the Zaire fernale basketball team bo travel to Atlanta to play at
the Clympics, He has worked with the ONE Campaign with Bone to
“bake Poverty Histony™ and has-taken on many roles with the United
Mations, For his work, e has won a sting of accolades, including the
Prasidents Ssrvice Award — the highes! honour for volunteer sendce in
Armanica — but it s 20 clearhy, blindingty, not about the seoognition,
Gikamoe Mutombo's work has curad, prevented and educated, but i s
still ar upward battie, snd ore that will naver, In his lifatirme, ba fully won.
S, why push s hard? The answer may e in e moderm Alrican
provearh: “When you take the elevaior up and reach the top, don't forget
to send i back down 50 that someaone else can take it up,” he onoe said.
“This is my way of sending the elsvator bask down,” )

The Biamba Marie Mutombo Hospital will have its official
opening July 17 and is in need of donations. Anyone interested in
contributing should visit www.dmf.org to learn more.

handlz ;::; 045



