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THE BASKETBALL COURT was tucked 
behind a row of apartments in Yaoundé, 
Cameroon. Cracks stretched like spiderwebs 
across its blacktop surface. The hoops at each 
end had broken rims. Most people in the West 
African country of Cameroon played soccer, not 
basketball. At 15 years old, Joel Embiid was no 
different—until a basketball coach spotted him. 
When Joel stepped onto the court and played 
for the first time, everything changed.

CHAPTER ONE

The 
Video
The 

Video
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Standing at 6’9”, Joel had grown tall like most basketball 
players, but he didn’t know how to shoot or dribble. He bounced 
the ball off his foot, and had to chase it into the street. He let 
passes slip through his hands. Joel was terrible. But he loved the 
game, and wanted to learn more.

Joel’s coach, Guy Moudio, gave him an old video of Hakeem 
Olajuwon, a legend in the National Basketball Association 
(NBA). The video showed basketball played like nothing Joel had 
seen before. To Joel, it looked like Olajuwon was dancing on the 
court. “I just fell in love with his game, his footwork, how he 
moves,” said Joel. “I was so proud—I wanted to be like him, 
because he’s African, moved from Nigeria to the U.S. I just felt if 
I had the chance, I would try to do the same thing.” 

Focus, hard work, and determination from a young age 
has helped Embiid be a success.
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The video changed Joel’s life. Joel told his 
coach that he wanted to be Olajuwon. For 
months, Joel watched the tape, rewinding it over 
and over as he studied Olajuwon’s graceful, swift 
style of play. He tried to copy Olajuwon’s moves—
like the Dream Shake, where Olajuwon swayed 
his shoulders, slid past the guard, and scored. 

To get stronger, Joel strapped on a weighted 
vest, stood near the bent rim of the basket, and 
jumped to catch balls his coach lobbed in the air 
time after time. Sometimes Joel cried from the 
pain. But he got better. Fast. 

Joel Embiid’s journey to the NBA was just 
beginning. Within a few years, he would be an 
NBA star, with people comparing him to 
Olajuwon. Playing on a glossy wooden court 
instead of a cracked blacktop court, Joel would set 
NBA records as thousands of fans chanted his 
nickname—“The Process.”
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Hakeem Olajuwon of the Houston Rockets takes 
on Shaquille O’Neal of the Orlando Magic at the 

NBA Finals in 1995.
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