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Wilkens getting new title with Sonics

By Percy Allen
Seattle Times staff reporter

Lenny Wilkens has played many roles during his 12-year tenure with the Sonics.

He has been an All-Star player, whose retired No. 19 jersey hangs in the KeyArena rafters. He began a Hall of Fame
coaching career in Seattle in 1969, and a decade later he guided the team to back-to-back NBA Finals, including its
only NBA championship in 1979.

He served as general manager in 1985-86 and spent the past season covering the team as an FSN color analyst
before recently taking on duties as vice chairman and spearheading the campaign to drum up public support for a
new arena in Renton.

Next week he'll officially add the title of president of basketball operations to his resume and once and for all end any
speculation about a return to the sideline as the replacement for coach Bob Hill, who was fired Tuesday.

"l want to help this team become an elite team again, and | feel the best way for me to do that is in this position,” he
said. "I know the league. | know players. | know talent. | think | can be very effective in this role. It's something | want
to pursue.”

When it became apparent four months ago that Hill and general manager Rick Sund were in danger of losing their
jobs, the prevailing question concerning the Sonics was the status of Wilkens.

In December, he was tabbed by owner Clay Bennett to serve as the public face of the franchise at state Legislature
meetings, rallies and team events. Bennett said in March that he'd grown close to Wilkens in a relatively short time
while they campaigned for the arena, and described him as "my eyes and ears of the basketball side of things."

Many of Wilkens' friends, former players and advisors said he would have his pick of any job within the organization,
but they were uncertain whether he wanted another chance to coach. Those who believed he'd pick up the whistle
again said he still holds some resentment about how his coaching career ended in New York, where he compiled a
40-41 record over two seasons.

During a telephone interview Thursday, the 69-year-old Wilkens set the record straight.

"No. There's no resentment or anything like that," he said. "It's just that I'm done with it. That's a chapter of my life
that's closed. | enjoy being a coach. | think | was very effective as a coach. | watched a lot of my players grow and
become outstanding individuals, and that's what gives you joy. ... But it's over. I've moved on."

Wilkens' first assignment in his new role is finding a GM and coach, and not necessarily in that order. He said he has
had preliminary contact with candidates but declined to reveal who or how long the searches would last. He also
wouldn't talk specifically about the criteria he's using, but said his candidate lists will be "extensive."

He's open to hiring a young assistant with no head-coaching experience or a veteran coach, and he believes that
watching the team as a TV analyst over the past year gives him an understanding about what kind of coach the team
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needs.

A team source said Wilkens wasn't interested in the GM position because he wanted to keep the Bennett-to-Wilkens
chain of command intact.

Once Wilkens settles on a candidate for each job, he'll present his choice to Bennett, who has final approval on all
decisions.

"People are calling already,” Wilkens said. "So I'll talk with people. I'll sit down with people. | have a lot of friends in
the league, which can help you in this process and also slow you down. ... But the more people that are involved, the
better.”

Several league insiders believe the top coaching candidates on the market — including Larry Brown, Rick Carlisle
and Rick Adelman — will wait until after the May 22 draft lottery before contacting teams. Seattle is slated to pick fifth,
but it has an 18 percent chance of nabbing one of the two top picks.

"l don't think that it works that way," Wilkens said. "There's only 30 of these jobs out there. To get an opportunity to
coach at this level, they wouldn't wait. | think we'll get the person we want."

Wilkens has hired just one coach during his 47-year NBA career. After guiding the Sonics to a 31-51 record in 1984-
85, he moved into the front office and gave Bernie Bickerstaff his first NBA head-coaching job.

"I'll probably draw on that some as we move forward," he said. "You gain experience as you go along. Experience is
a great teacher. You gain knowledge."

While Wilkens conducts the coaching and GM searches, assistant GM Rich Cho will help him prepare for the Orlando
predraft camp June 4-8, player workouts and the June 28 draft.

Sund, who was reassigned as a consultant earlier in the week, said Thursday he's attending the Orlando camp on
behalf of the Sonics. He declined to speculate on what his role would be afterward, but he has a year remaining on
his contract.

Wilkens didn't say if there would be more fallout within the front office or the coaching staff.

He expects the scouting department, notably director of basketball operations Dave Pendergraft and director of
scouting Steve Rosenberry, to remain with the team at least through the start of free agency.

Wilkens said the new coach will be given the option of picking his own staff and failed to offer assurances that
assistants Jack Sikma, Detlef Schrempf, Ralph Lewis and Gordon Chiesa, whose contracts expire after the 2007-08
season, will return.

He also said filling the coach and GM vacancies takes precedence over negotiations with free-agent-to-be Rashard
Lewis.

"I'm excited about this," Wilkens said. "I'm ready to get going."

Percy Allen: 206-464-2278 or pallen@seattletimes.com
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