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9 NBA players take the court
for first time at All-Star game
By Bob Nightengale, USA TODAY

DALLAS — They walked around

like kids at Disney World, looking

at one another in disbelief, trying to

comprehend their new status in

the basketball world.

"No matter what happens the rest

of our lives," New York Knicks

center David Lee said, "we can say

we were an All-Star. I'm not going

to go around saying I'm on the

same level of LeBron James, but

I'm an All-Star, just like he is."

Lee, who forfeited $2,000 worth of airline tickets to

attend a friend's wedding, was among nine first-

timers on the East and West rosters for Sunday's All-

Star Game at Cowboys Stadium.

GAME REPORT: East 141, West 139

GALLERY: Top shots from NBA All-Star weekend

"It's a testament to the league and how hard these

guys have worked," said Los Angeles Lakers star

Kobe Bryant, whose ankle injury kept him from

playing Sunday. "They're the next generation. What's

nice, too, is that you can also see the respect they have to their peers."

Perhaps no one relished his experience more than Utah Jazz guard Deron Williams, playing near his hometown. Williams

couldn't accommodate all his friends and relatives who needed tickets, so he bought a 25-guest suite.

"This has been surreal," Williams said. "When you're little, you dream of being in the NBA. And now that you're in the All-Star

Game, you can't believe it's really happening. ... It's great to see all of the young guys coming in at the same time like this."

All-Star weekend was another chapter in the season's breakout story of Oklahoma City Thunder forward Kevin Durant, who

said he was too excited to sleep. He was mobbed all weekend as the game's next superstar, received a huge embrace from

Hall of Famer Magic Johnson and given the nickname "Durantula."

"A lot of people say things, that I'm the next best thing, but I don't see it," said Durant, who is No. 2 in the NBA in scoring (29.7

points a game) and has 25 games in a row of at least 25 points. "Guys like LeBron and Kobe are way above me. That's a level

I'm trying to get to. I'm just trying to absorb everything and learn from those guys."

And the nickname?

"I guess that's what everybody has started calling me," Durant, 21, said. "Dwyane Wade said he liked it. I'll stick with it if those

guys like it. If not, we might have to change it."

No one waited longer for his first All-Star appearance than Memphis Grizzlies forward Zach Randolph, in his ninth season. He

believed he should have been named years ago but was snubbed because of a reputation of being immature.

"I'm starting to get the respect I deserve," said Randolph, averaging 20.5 points and 11.5 rebounds. "Hopefully, this is the first

of many All-Star games."

Atlanta Hawks forward Al Horford, who grew up in the Dominican Republic, was thrilled for what his selection meant to

Hispanic players. He knows basketball is not as popular as baseball in his homeland, where he grew up a Sammy Sosa fan,

but it's getting close.

"This is a big honor opening doors for other guys, and being able to represent Hispanic people," Horford said. "There's so

much more (Hispanic) talent that's coming out now."

Second-year guard Derrick Rose is the first Chicago Bull named to the All-Star Game since Michael Jordan 12 years ago.

Rose got a congratulatory call from him.

"You can't get better than that," Rose said. "You're talking about my all-time favorite."
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