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K

Kenny Dobbs
(CHOCTAW)

BASKETBALL DUNKING CHAMPION

enny Dobbs has certainly made his mark on this

world—much of it from midair! At the young age of

twenty-seven, Kenny began entering basketball-

dunking contests and soon became widely recognized for his

unusual style and skill. Since then, Kenny—aka “The Dunk

Inventor”—has toured the globe with the National Basketball

Association (NBA) and Sprite as a celebrity dunker for sold-

out shows and halftime exhibitions.



Dobbs’s dunks are so creative that video-game maker 2K

Sports asked his permission to replicate them in the

bestselling basketball video game NBA 2K13. So when gamers

maneuver one of the NBA player’s avatars to the hoop for a

dunk, chances are good that they’re seeing copies of Kenny

Dobbs’s moves!

But it isn’t his dunking skill that means the most to

Kenny. As someone who knows what trouble is, he has

dedicated himself to delivering messages of hope and strength

to Native young people through the organization he founded,

Uprise Youth Movement.

He is able to share this message of empowerment because

his own life has been an example of overcoming difficulties to

achieve great success. Things haven’t always been so positive

for this slam-dunk champ. As a kid, Dobbs got involved with



gangs and drugs and lived a life of crime. After being arrested

for robbery and evading the police at the age of seventeen,

Dobbs faced the possibility of a considerable prison sentence.

It took a dramatic and terrifying turn of events to set him on

the path to a better life.

Born on St. Patrick’s Day in 1984 in Phoenix, Arizona,

Dobbs recalls a childhood filled with partying adults, illegal

drugs, and encounters with a lot of questionable people. He

remembers one occasion when his father screamed for his

gun as he tried to stop three men from entering their home,

the result of a drug deal gone wrong.

Unfortunately, such circumstances were normal for Dobbs.

He started using drugs with friends when he was eleven years

old. The basketball court was one of his few escapes. He

idolized players such as Michael Jordan and Dominique

Wilkins, but looking up to these role models wasn’t enough to

affect the choices he made day to day.

By age thirteen Dobbs was smoking marijuana regularly

and managed to get kicked out of sixth grade. Within a few

years he had already run away from home several times, had

dropped out of high school, and was selling drugs.

There were some positive influences in Kenny Dobbs’s life.

Kenny’s older cousin, known to the family as “Big Rick,” had

turned his own life around and saw that Kenny was heading

down the wrong path. Big Rick tried to teach Kenny how to

live life in a positive way. “He pressed me because he knew he

was a leading force,” said Kenny. “When Big Rick changed his

life, I knew it was a priority and a goal for him to get me to

change my life. He told me, ‘You gotta get it right.’ ”

Shortly after changing his life for the better, Big Rick died

of an illness. Soon after, Rick’s mother had a dream that

profoundly affected Kenny. “She told me that Big Rick said to

her in her dream for me ‘to get it right.’ That really hit me

hard, to know that he was telling me that and to hear her say

that.”

Although Kenny says he never forgot about his cousin’s

words, he was stubborn and continued to get into trouble.

“That was a spark,” he says. “But I didn’t change my life right

away. It took me another two and a half years. I’m the type of



person who is very stubborn. If I get burned by the fire, I’ll

touch it again.

“It took me extra time to learn my lesson. It wasn’t until

after I was arrested for robbery and I was looking at nine

years in prison and my back was up against the wall that I

realized that I needed to make changes.”

When he was seventeen, Kenny and his friends tried to rob

a furniture store. After their botched attempt, the police

followed and later caught Kenny. He was told he would be

facing from six to nine years in prison.





Released to await trial, Dobbs went out to party while his

younger sister slept in his room. During the time he was gone,

gunmen drove by and shot up the front of his house. Their

bullets barely missed Dobbs’s sister, who was lucky to not be

killed. When Dobbs returned to a home nearly destroyed by

shotguns, he found that his family had already changed the

locks. His mother would not let him in the house, and when

he tried to enter anyway, she slapped him in the face.

“It was a moment that affected me and my family, and my

eyes were opened,” said Dobbs. At this very low point, he

knew that he needed to change his life or he was going to die.

After years of making bad mistakes and getting into

trouble, Kenny finally decided to ask for guidance. He got

down on his knees and prayed to his Creator. He asked for a

miracle and promised that if he received one, he would

change his life forever.

Later, at his trial, both the police officer and the witness

against Kenny failed to show up. This is something that

Dobbs’s attorney said he had never seen happen before.

Dobbs was fined $5,000 for evading the police but was spared

any further incarceration.

“When the judge read off my sentence and told me I

wouldn’t serve any time, my attorney looked me and said, ‘It

is a miracle you’re not going to prison.’ ”

Kenny had received his miracle. Now he had a promise to

keep.

That day, Dobbs was given a second chance at life. He

made a decision to succeed and to turn his life around, and

he started making positive life choices.

Having only earned three high school credits before

dropping out, Dobbs enrolled in an accelerated learning

program and went back to school. For eighteen months, he



worked from 7:30 a.m. to 6:30 p.m. at his studies, and he

graduated with a high school diploma in 2003. He also paid

his parents back for the $5,000 fine they had covered for him.

In 2005 he married his girlfriend and they had a baby girl;

her name, Uriya, means “Light of God.”

Kenny went to work for the Division of Behavioral Health

Services in Arizona and served as chairman on the Arizona

State Youth Advisory Council for alcohol and substance abuse

prevention. He later enrolled at Glendale Community College

and began to play basketball, immediately impressing his

teammates and coaches with his jumping and dunking

prowess.

Through good and bad, basketball has remained a true

passion for Kenny. “I really started playing basketball when I

was probably about ten years old, when I got my first hoop. It

was one of those adjustable hoops; my dad put it up to ten

feet, and he never wanted me to lower it. When I got home

from school, after my dad had gone to work, I would put it

down to about seven or eight feet and have dunk-offs.

“I realized I had this talent for dunking after my first dunk

in the summer of eighth grade. It was just a regular dunk, but

ever since that happened, it was nonstop every day after

school. We would play our games, and once one game was

done, we would all test it out. Some of my friends were getting

higher than me, so it motivated me to keep jumpin’.”

In 2008 Kenny entered his first Hoop It Up dunk contest.

His performance made it to YouTube, and as a result Kenny

was invited to the 2008 Shaquille O’Neal Dunkman contest in

Los Angeles. He later competed at the NBA All-Star Weekend

and the Ball up’s Air up There Slam Dunk Contest judged by

1992 NBA Slam Dunk champion Cedric Ceballos and NBA pro

Julius Erving.

After winning several competitions, Kenny was asked to

join the Sprite Slam Dunk Showdown tour and performed in

several events covered by Fox Sports and ESPN.



HOW HIGH DOES KENNY JUMP?

With a vertical leap of 48 inches—that’s four feet (1.2 m)!—Kenny
Dobbs measures up to such basketball dunking greats as Darrell
Griffith, aka “Dr. Dunkenstein,” of the Utah Jazz, and Michael Jordan
of the Chicago Bulls. Both of these famous players achieved 48-inch
jumps during their basketball careers, and no other NBA stars have
leaped higher. One of the tricks Dobbs performs at dunking expos is
jumping over the heads of one or more kids to reach the goal. With
four feet between him and the ground, he can clear a seven-year-old
of average height.

Kenny started getting calls from other organizations too,

including one group called Flying 101, a dunk team that gave

exhibitions all over the world. Kenny signed up and toured

with Flying 101, displaying his slam-dunk style to

international audiences.

He continued to improve his jumping skills and hoped that

the possibility of playing for the NBA might become a reality if

he continued to work hard. He trained with James Cooper,

who had worked for the Los Angeles Lakers, and he studied

the physiology of slam dunking and basketball. He increased

his jump from 45 to 48 inches (114 to 121 cm), a height

reached by only a handful of the world’s most successful

basketball players.

“I started doing research, watching endless hours of dunk

contests online,” says Kenny. “I studied my competitors. I

wanted to find out what punches they threw and have a

counterpunch.”



In 2008 Kenny created the uprise Youth Movement. For

Uprise, he travels around the country giving exhibitions of his

slam-dunk skills and speaking to kids and teens at school

assemblies and special events. Kenny shares stories from his



own tough childhood and encourages young people to make

wise choices, overcome obstacles, and achieve their goals. He

also serves as an ambassador of the Native American

Basketball Invitational Foundation, another organization

dedicated to encouraging and empowering young people to

improve their lives.

Despite all that he has accomplished, Kenny keeps aiming

higher. On February 23, 2012, he competed in the Sprite

Slam Dunk Showdown, judged by dunking legends Darryl

Dawkins and LeBron James, during the NBA All-Star

Weekend. After wowing the crowd with his unique and

spectacular dunks, Kenny wiped out his competition by

bringing out three people to jump over and performing a

between-the-legs, over-their-heads slam dunk—while

blindfolded! Accepting the trophy from LeBron James, Kenny

kissed it and looked out to the crowd in triumph. He’d been

nicknamed the Dunk Inventor early on, but now he was being

acknowledged as the “Best Dunker in the World”!

Kenny’s continued success brought him a lot of attention,

and he received a call from the NBA’s Dallas Mavericks. After

training hard he was drafted to the Mavericks’ Development

League (D-League) team, the Texas Legends. Kenny had to

make a tough decision: should he give up his major

sponsorships as a slam-dunk champion to live his dream and

play for the NBA? He had to try.

As a D-League team member, Kenny made a small fraction

of his previous income, but he continued to work hard and do

his best. Fate intervened, however, when a player fell on

Kenny’s leg, fracturing his foot and damaging his knee. He

made no income as an injured reserve player.

“I was out there chasing my goal and my dream in the

NBA, and I was allowed the opportunity to get it out of my

system. I had doubted if I was even good enough to play.”

But he had indeed played for the NBA, and while healing

from his injury, Kenny realized he had been on the right path

before he joined the Legends. Even though several teams

wanted him, he decided to return to his first passions: slam

dunking and reaching out to help young people.



Once he healed, Kenny began touring again. He created a

slam-dunk mobile app that people can use to upload videos of

their best slam dunks for votes and prizes. He even has his

own comic book and instructional DVD.

On his tours, Dobbs is especially drawn to rural and

Native communities that might not ever be able to see a live

NBA game. Kenny explains his reasoning this way: “I want to

deliver a positive message of hope. I want to create a

movement for young people to become leaders.

“I feel so good that finally, for the first time, I know where I

want to go and where I want to be. I know exactly what I want

to do; I know what I’m called to do. I’m doing speaking and

I’m doing dunking. I have options to go in any direction, but I

know I want to reach as many youth with my message as

possible.”

Kenny has a message for anyone who wants to have a

better and more successful life. “The power is believing in

yourself and believing that you can achieve anything. That’s

what made the difference for me. I began believing that I

could graduate from high school. I began believing that I

could become a world champion. I began believing that I

could make it to the NBA. By believing in that, I began to

structure my time.

“No longer was I partying or wasting my time drinking or

using drugs. If it did not lead me toward my goal, then it was

holding me back, and I began to cut those things out.

“All of the friends that you are choosing to hang out with—

are they building you up? Are they encouraging you and

pushing you toward your dreams? Or are they holding you

back? Are they pulling you further and further away from the

path that will lead you to devoting your time to train, practice,

or study?

“I wanted to increase my vertical leap, so I began studying.

Instead of wasting my time playing video games, I was looking

up jump workout programs on the computer and spending

my time and energy in those areas that were going to benefit

me.

“When I handed my parents that high school diploma, it

was the greatest feeling I had ever had, and I wanted to



continue to have an impact on people’s lives.

“One key to success for me—and I want to make sure

people understand this—it wasn’t until I stopped trying to do

things on my own and I started to trust in God that my

situation turned around. The truth is we have to rely on and

believe in our Creator.”

Another lesson that Kenny has learned and applies to his

own life is the importance of imagining exactly where and

what he wants to be. “Our minds are very powerful. So if you

think you can become what you want to be—or if you think

you can’t—you are right.”



I

Shoni Shimmel

(UMATILLA)

PROFESSIONAL WOMEN’S BASKETBALL PLAYER

n April 2014, Shoni Schimmel, a member of the

Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation

in eastern Oregon, waited nervously in the lobby of the

Mohegan Sun Hotel in Uncasville, Connecticut. Shoni, who

was wearing a necklace from her great-grandmother, was

waiting to hear the results of the WNBA draft. Becoming a

professional basketball player had been her life-long dream.



Schimmel, a five-foot-nine (1.75 m) guard from the

University of Louisville, was ranked fifth in NCAA Division I

history with 387 three-point shots (just five shy of the 392

record), and she was also the first Louisville player ever to

finish her college career with 2,174 points and six hundred

assists. She didn’t have to wait long to hear her name called;

Shoni was selected eighth overall by the Atlanta Dream,

making her the highest-drafted Native American player in

WNBA history.

Soon after the WNBA draft, Shoni told reporters, “I was

very happy to hear my name called, and the fact that it’s

down the road in Atlanta will make the transition even easier .

. . I’m just so excited.” Following her interview, she tweeted to

her fans that this was “only the beginning.”

In the world of women’s basketball, Shoni Schimmel has

earned the nicknames “The Umatilla Thrilla” and “Showtime.”

To people in Indian Country, she is an absolute hero.



Shoni didn’t stop making an impression on the basketball

court after she was drafted by the Dream. During her first

rookie season in the WNBA, the twenty-two-year-old

succeeded in breaking her records from high school and

college. For example, in January 2014, despite being benched

for the final nine minutes of a game against Memphis, Shoni

beat her own previously set school record by hitting nine out

of twelve three-pointers to score a game high of twenty-nine

points and win the game.

At the end of her first year, Shoni was among the players

chosen for the WNBA’s end-of-season All-Star Game, which

took place on August 1 at the Skiatook Multipurpose Activity

Center in Skiatook, Oklahoma. After an impressive display of

talent, Shoni became the first Native American woman—and

rookie!—to win the coveted Most Valuable Player award for a

WNBA All-Star Game.

On the day after the game, Shoni played basketball with

one hundred Osage children. Later, addressing an excited

crowd of kids and adults, she said, “We grew up on the

reservation. I am always proud of being Native American

because it’s cool, it’s awesome, and who wouldn’t want to be

Native American, right?”



Her dream-come-true career as a WNBA player didn’t just

happen; she had been preparing for it for years. At the age of

four, Shoni began her journey into the world of basketball,

playing on the grassy dirt courts of the Umatilla Indian

Reservation. She would eventually have seven siblings,

including her younger sister Jude, who shared her love of the

game. In addition to her immediate family, Shoni had a

wealth of extended family members who also lived on the rez.

Unfortunately some of Shoni’s family on the reservation fell

into alcoholism and drug addiction. Her mother, Ceci Moses,

who had been a talented basketball player in school herself,

wanted a better life for her children and accepted a position at

a high school off of the reservation in Franklin, Oregon.

The decision was a tough one for Ceci, who worried that

some family members might think that she considered herself

better than them. In reality, she just wanted to seize this

positive opportunity for her family.



Ceci began coaching the Franklin High School girls’

basketball team, and Shoni joined its ranks. According to

Shoni’s father, Rick Schimmel, the team’s standing record

was four wins to twenty losses. When Shoni began playing for

the team, the win-to-loss ratio flipped to twenty wins and only

three losses.

In 2009, Shoni, then a junior, helped bring her last-place

team into the quarterfinals. By the time she was a senior, she

was receiving inquiries from colleges all over the country.

Although many colleges wanted Shoni, she eventually

decided to play for the Louisville Cardinals. Her sister Jude

joined her there the following year. Because Shoni and Jude

had played together for so many years on and off the rez, the

chemistry between them was magic. During their climb up

the ladder to the NCAA Championships, social media in

Indian Country exploded with words of support for the two

sisters, under the hashtags #SchimmelShow and

#SchimmelFinalFour.

Ultimately the Schimmel sisters did play together in the

NCAA Division 1 Women’s Basketball Championship (Final

Four) game in 2013. Though their team lost to the University

of Connecticut, Shoni and Jude had made great strides as

Native American women in college basketball. ESPN

announcers talked about them as the “two Indian sisters from

the reservation.” At about the same time, the Discovery Fit &

Health channel aired Off the Rez, a basketball documentary

about their lives playing basketball and their climb to

success.

Shoni was surprised and excited to hear ESPN talking

about Jude and her. “ESPN was covering the University of

Louisville, but they were also talking about two little Indian

girls. It was awesome because it was ESPN—you never hear

that,” said Shoni. “It still hadn’t sunk in because this is

something that doesn’t ever really happen. Other than

[baseball star] Jacoby Elsberry or [professional basketball

player] Tahnee Robinson, how many Indians are out there

doing this?”



Both Shoni and Jude appreciated what they had

accomplished this far and hoped for equally successful

professional careers. Though they worked hard, in part for a

sense of personal accomplishment, they also remembered

that many in Indian Country were looking up to them.

“That’s the one thing our mom always put into our brains

growing up,” says Shoni. “You are not doing it for yourself;

you are doing it for the other little Native American girls who

are going to come along. They will have an example in front of

them, and they will have the opportunity to go out there and

do this and believe in themselves.”

Her sister Jude adds, “We want to be that light of hope for

younger generations. We want them to know it is possible. It’s

not every day you see Native Americans doing this type of

thing. If you put your mind and heart into it, you can achieve

anything you want.”

Shoni understands that for many kids on the rez their

circumstances may seem difficult or impossible to overcome.



Making the leap from playing basketball on a playground or

at school as a “rez baller” to playing at the college level takes

strength, determination, and confidence.

“I just have confidence in myself to go out there and do it. I

mean, no one has done it, so why not go out there and be the

first one to do it? I like to be told I can’t do stuff because then

I want to go out there and prove I can. Why can’t I go away

from home, be far away, and be successful? My mom has

always said, ‘It is four years of your life; why not go out there

and see the world?’ Playing basketball, I’ve been able to see a

lot of places and meet a lot of people. If I hadn’t gone to the

University of Louisville, if I had stayed back on the West

Coast, I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to do half of that.”

At the end of her rookie WNBA season, Schimmel was in

the fourth spot with a one-handed layup over Brittney Griner

in the all-star game. She was also honored with Assist of the

Year and Photo of the Year awards from her team, the Atlanta

Dream. And, on December 25, 2014, ESPN’s SportsCenter



announced its top fifty plays of 2014, and Shoni earned the

fortieth spot.

Sounds like an amazing year, right? Lots of people must

have thought so, because the “Shoni Schimmel #23”

basketball jersey was the biggest-selling jersey in the entire

WNBA in 2014!



With such an incredible career and a long list of

accomplishments, Shoni maintains that anyone who wants to

succeed can—if they only believe.

“I would definitely say to believe in yourself. Have faith in

yourself to be able to go out there, to have the courage to get

off the reservation, to go to college, and to believe that you

can do it. You were put on this earth for a reason. You decide

what you want to do with your life. Continue with your

dreams because that’s what I’ve been doing since . . . I don’t

even know. I just wanted to play basketball. I’ve kept that

dream.”

And thanks to her unshakable faith and hard work, Shoni

Schimmel isn’t just dreaming anymore. She’s living the dream

—the Atlanta Dream.

ABOUT THE UMATILLA

The Umatilla tribal headquarters are located in Mission, Oregon. For
the past ten years, the tribe’s major focus has been restoring fish in
the Umatilla and Grande Ronde Rivers. In early 1980, under the
tribe’s leadership, salmon were reintroduced in the Umatilla River.
Today, along with the state of Oregon, the tribe operates facilities for
salmon egg retrieval and spawning that are helping to restore salmon
runs in these rivers. Seventy years after being driven to extinction in
the Umatilla River, Chinook salmon have returned, due to the efforts
and dedication of the Umatilla.
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