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NBA’s LeBron-Curry-Durant torch
has been passed to a new generation

By JOHN HOLLINGER
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n Game 1 of the Suns-Timber-
wolves series, Minnesota's An-

neuvered himself open fora
down and

3-pointer,
yapped about it to Durlm all the
way to the other end of the court.
For three more games, it hap-
pened over and over again, un-
til Durant’s team was uncer-
emoniously swept out of the
playoffs Sunday. Fittingly, the fi-
capped by Durant’s busi.

unceremoni-
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postseason. At least they made it
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State Warriors didn't even make

the playoffs, torpedoed by the
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on the two-decade run of domi-
nance for this trinjty. Durant is

Curry i At

You can turn the triangle into a
square by adding Kawhi Leonard:
the two-time Finals MVP turns
33 in June and is once again out
with knee problems. He's operat-
ed at full strength in exactly three
of the last 17 LA Clippers playoff
games and hasnt finished a sea-
son healthy since the 2020 NBA
bubble.

Minus those four, we're ‘\mrss
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State Warriors failed to reach the
NBA playoffs this season.

champions from 2011 to 2020 ...
and those four were so good that
they also managed to represent the
best player on eight of the 10 teams
that lost the NBA Finals in that de-

cham-

(Your exceptions
Dirk Nowitzki in 2011 and Jimmy
Butler in 2020, while 2013 Leon-
ard wasn't quite yet what we'd see
in the following Finals)

Now, they can't even scratch the
second round, except for perhaps
Leonard making 1 as an cbserver.
You wonder if any of the four ever
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ing a full-on rout of the
that carried the NBA through the
last decade-plus. One of James,
Curry, Durant or Leonard was the
best player on nine of thed0 NBA~
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Lakers fell 41 t the Denver Nuggets

As recently as last year, three of
them made the second round of
the playoffs, and we weren't that
far away from a LeBron versus Du-
rant West finals.

Thus, this feels like 2 seminal
moment for the NBA, and per-
haps for how it markets itself.

date has been de-

n their series.
cruised through a Charmin-soft
bracket and won the first In-Sea-
son Tournament.

This postseason, however, feels
like the true turning point. The
league now belongs to Jokic, the
defending champion and likely
soon-to-be three-time MVP; be
sides Joker, there are a cobort of
stars roughly a decade or more
younger than that trio: All-'NBAers
Shai Gilgeous-Alexander, Luka
Doncic and Jayson Tatum, most
notably, with Edwards, Tyrese
Haliburton and Victor Wemban-
yama making their case to join
them on the pedestal. (It wounds
me that | can't confidently type “Ja

" here)

Yes, Antetokounmpo and Embi-
id are around, too, as are some oth-
er prime- qedrnm‘rzrdsb\n
thony Davis, Jalen Brunson, Devin
Booker and Donovan Mitchedl, for
instance). Nonetheless, it feels
Tike, other than Jokic and Giannis,
we're skipping right past this gen-
eration to the next one. Think of
how many SGA vs. Luka Red River

savers:
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battles we might get over the next
decade, for instance, starting per-
haps a week from now.

1t's a brave new world where the
league’s best players not only are
new (and thus much less familiar)
faces, but are mostly in non-glam-
or markets. Make a list of the i5-
20 guys you think will be running
the league in 2027; now count how
many play for the seven teams in
California, New York or Chicagp. De-
pending on your thoughts on Brun-
son, the answer is either one or none.

That can change of course —
once upon a time, James played
in Cleveland, Leonard played in
San Antonio and Durant played
in Oklahoma City. But most of
the players I listed above are on
good teams in great situations,
and the more favorable rules on
contract extensions mean few
will hit free agency before their
30th birthday. You can never rule
out the #thisleague moments,
but in all likelihood, few of the
next generation’s stars are mov-
ing anytime soon.

This is ultimately good for the
long-term health of the NBA, es-
pecially with James and Curry
thus far executing a gentle fade-
out while the kids grab the torch;
theyre still good enough to keep
us entertained on a Tuesday night
in January, if nothing else, and
turn out some extra casuals on
Christmas.

But this spring’s resuits have
taken us beyond plausible doubt
about what’s happening; Ed-
wards, Gilgeous-Alexander, Jokic
and Doncic are your likely leading
men for the West's semifinals, af-
ter each of their teams won at Jeast
50 games in the regular season

Those Edwards-Durant face-
offs this past week signified a larg-
e generational shift, that this mo-
ment is about much more than the
Nuggets. After nearly two decades,
a much brozder changing of the
guard is underway
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