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Ernie Grunfeld, President of the Washington Wizards Basketball Team

McMillen:
Today we are very pleased to have Ernie Grunfeld with us and I want to thank Ernie for being with us on our one-on-one podcast.  The first thing I want to ask Ernie is, you know, being contemporaries for many, many years in the NBA, I think you were there nine years, I was there 11 years.  You've been in the NBA about 37 years as an executive in various levels, one of the things I wanted to know, do you believe that the players today compare against the greats of our generation?  The Bird's, the Jordan's, the Jabbar who we all played against.

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, I think great players compare against each other of any era, even players before us, the Oscar Robertsons, Jerry West, Elgin Baylor even going back to George Michael and, you know, Russell.  I think the great players could play in any era, and absolutely LeBron James, Dwayne Wade and Kobe Bryant would have been great players really in any era.

McMillen:
That's interesting.  What is the major difference in the game in your eyes?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, I think the players now are a lot bigger and stronger; maybe they are more athletic than they were back maybe even 10 to 15 years ago.  I think that the nutritional aspect of it, that the diets that the players are on now, the strengthen and conditioning programs the players are on now, I think it just makes them better athletically, I am not sure the skill level is better than it was.  As a matter of fact, I think the skill level of players as far as passing the ball, the ball handling and things of that nature were probably better 10, 12 years ago, but athletically I think these players are a little bit better.

McMillen:
That's very interesting.  So you've been with the Wizards for a number of years now and you basically have remade the team.  Three first round picks, you trade away some great players, what’s the outlook for next year in your eyes and what's your biggest concern, what do you worry about?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, Tom, I think that the future looks very bright for our organization.  Last year I thought the team got stale, we didn’t play up to our capabilities and maybe that group that was together had been together for a little bit too long. I decided it was time for us to go in a different direction and we made a lot of trades.  We traded away four fifths of out starting lineup and we are rebuilding. We are very, very lucky because in our rebuilding we are also fortunate to get that number one pick, and what better way to start a new era than with the number one;  and a rebuilding process than with the number one pick.   We also had a couple of other second round - first round picks and we have some good promising young players that are coming back to our team, players like JaVale McGee and Andray Blatche.  And of course the number one pick we have got was John Wall and the two toughest positions to fill in this regard was point guard and center and I think John has the potential to be an outstanding point guard for many years to come.  So we made a lot of changes, but I think our future is very bright and I think we have a very talented group of young players that can grow together and hopefully get us back to the playoffs and eventually be a championship contender.

McMillen:
Well, I had the honor of playing for Abe Pollin, it was a great privilege to play for him three years and now with Ted, it seems from many respects he is rebuilding in very similar ways that he rebuilt the Capitals.

Ernie Grunfeld:
Yes,  he absolutely is.  Ted's philosophy is to build through the draft and let the young players grown and mature together and that’s what we try to do.  After we made those trades we were positioned to get a high draft choice and we traded and got another draft figure, we got the 17th pick: a 20 year-old French player names Kevin Seraphin and we moved all our older players even though they are only 29, 30 years old, but in the NBA that gets old, older rather, but we wanted to build with a lot of young players, enthusiastic players, players that we can mould into a cohesive unit. That was Ted's philosophy with the Capitals and it really worked for them.  They are one of the best teams in the NHL right now and a very young team still.  And we are trying to follow the same model.

McMillen:
Well, I think it's very exciting and, you know, the Eastern Conference has certainly improved a great deal.  When you read all the news about Miami and the question there in your mind, do you see it as an All Star team or real contender, I mean, putting the chemistry of all of that together, it is no easy task.

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, chemistry, it's going to take a little bit of time for them to jell and to mesh together, but they have three outstanding players, LeBron James, Dwayne Wade, Chris Bosh and they have added some ball club and some decent perimeter players, complementary type of players to those guys.  So I think right now in the east they have to be considered the favorites.  Of course Orlando also has a very good team as do the Boston Celtics.  Atlanta has a nice solid team coming back, but I don’t think there is any question that Miami Heat right now have to be considered as the favorites in the east.

McMillen:
Well, Boston had a great off-season and I was interested to see Shaq sign with Celtics, did you ever give any consideration to Shaq or it wasn’t part of your plan?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, that wasn’t part of our plan.  I think we are going in a different direction.  You know, Boston right now feels like they are ready to compete for championship and they are, and their center from last year, Kendrick Perkins had an ACL tear, so he won't be back till the mid season or till the end of the season, so they need someone in the middle and obviously Shaq having all of that experience being through the big playoff battles in the NBA is a good piece for them to add.  But we weren't looking for a one or two year kind of band aid, we are looking to develop our young players and we are looking to keep our core together for many years to come.

McMillen:
What do you think is the biggest challenge the NBA faces?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, there are a lot of challenges.  I think right now the biggest thing we have is collective bargaining coming up at the end of next year and that’s what people at the league office are working on.  But right now we are focusing more on this coming season and they try to put the best possible product out there.

McMillen:
I was in New York--of course you spend a lot of time there-- and you know the taxi cab drivers have a unique geo.  I got in a cab and the guy said, ‘well, you must have played basketball’ and I said, ‘yes, I played in the NBA for 11 years,’ ‘well, that was really the real NBA,’ he says, ‘it's all about money today.’  It's interesting, when you talk about the NBA it's a fine line between, you know, it's a great product.  and there are tremendous international growth opportunities. But the challenge is keeping those fans interested without pricing them out of the game either..

Ernie:
Well, it makes a good point, that is,,it’s entertainment and fans come and watch and get entertained by some of the greatest athletes in the world.  And there is a fine line of pricing some people out.  That’s why many teams have discounted tickets and try to get everybody in there, as many people in there as possible.  But at the end of the day it is a business and the players make a lot of money and you have to be able to pay those high salaries.

McMillen:
When you and I were in the league, I think the average salary was about $250,000, today it's what?

Ernie Grunfeld:
And I think my last year was 1986 and I think the average salary then was about $350 and the average salary today is about 5.5 million, so the league has come a long way.

McMillen:
That’s amazing, isn’t it, really, truly and the growth of the game in China and India and others.  Looking at it is very exciting.  You know, I was - one of the things, a commonality in our biographies is that I was in that 1972 Olympic team that had that unbelievable game against the Soviet Union where they actually won the game and then they kept turning the clock back and then of course Soviets won or at least they were awarded the medals, we refused to accept the silver medal in those games.  And then you came in at '76 and played in Montreal, I never really had a chance to ask you, what was the pressure of that going out in '76 after our very difficult game in '72?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, we were on a mission and obviously that was the only game ever that United States has lost in Olympic competition up to that point and we were on a mission to get the gold back for the United States.  What happened in '72 will inspire all and that was really our goal, but low and behold we win the gold medal but we never got a chance to play against Russian team because Yugoslavia beat them in the semi-final, so we played Yugoslavia for the finals but that was really out whole mantra, is to bring the gold back to United States where we felt like it belonged.

McMillen:
Well, it was a very - it was very meaningful for us to play in that '72 team-- we can really never ever forget that game because of course the Israeli athletes were murdered in the village.

Ernie Grunfeld:
Yes.

McMillen:
And then you guys came back and won it, so it was really a great relief to us to see that happen.  You know, the Wizards, you had a great run.   I think your team is very young, has a lot of potential. John Wall is extraordinary, his speed is just extraordinary.  Run down your starting line for two minutes and give us a little bit, what you think will be your top five players?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Well, we don’t know, you know, that’s up to the players really to decide in training camp on who owns the spots and who plays really well together, what the best combination is out there.  But having to name them now obviously we have Gilbert Arenas coming back after his suspension of last year and he has worked very hard in the off season, so I think it will be him and John Wall in the back court and Kirk Hinrich backing them up and Kirk is a player that we traded for in this off season who is a combo guard and I think he will fit in real well.

McMillen:
Very seasoned player.

Ernie Grunfeld:
Very heady, very seasoned player and in the front court Andray Blatche who is only 23 years old, he is six foot 11, he is going to be our power forward.  Last year after we made all of those trades, in the last 32 games this season when he really had an expanded role, he averaged close to 22 points and 8.5 rebounds and we look for more growth from him I think he will give it to us, he is a very talented player, very skilled player for a big man.  At the small forward position we have Al Thornton coming back and that’s a position that’s kind of open right now, we don’t know who is going to take advantage of the opportunity there.  But Al Thornton we have coming back and can play there.  We also signed - resigned Josh Howard who had a knee injury last year, now we don’t know if he will be ready for opening night or not, but obviously he is a very good player at that position.  And our center position is going to be very young, but talented as far as athleticism is concerned, JaVale McGee who is 22 years old, he is going to his third year in the league, he is an outstanding athlete, really runs the floor well, a good shot blocker and he grew an inch, he is almost seven foot one now and he is playing right now with USA basketball in the world championships and he got invited to that from his performance in summer league.  So we are expecting improvement from him also and we think he will start at that position.

McMillen:
How is Andray's injury?

Ernie Grunfeld:
Andray had an injury, he is doing very well.  We think he is going to be back in time for training camp and the regular season.  He had a small fracture in his foot and he had surgery on that and his rehab is going very well.

McMillen:
That’s great.  Well, Ernie, thank you very much for being part of this, it's always great to talk basketball with you and I remember you always set a very, very difficult tech, so I am glad I don’t have to.

Ernie Grunfeld:
And you had some very sharp elbows coming through those picks.

McMillen:
That’swhy I wore those pads, you know, in order to make sure that I didn’t hurt anybody, but look forward to see you, and really congratulations and good luck next year.

Ernie Grunfeld:
Okay Tom, thanks a lot.  Very nice talking to you.

McMillen:
Bye-bye.

