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Dominique Wilkins gets defensive about diabetes
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By BRANDON WEBB — sports@macon.com 

Dominique Wilkins’ Hall of Fame basketball career was built largely on offense.

The “Human Highlight Film” is the NBA’s fourth-leading career scorer and twice was the league’s slam dunk champion.

On Monday, however, the former Atlanta Hawks and Georgia Bulldogs star spoke at Northeast about defending himself against 

Type-2 diabetes and how others can guard against the risk factors that lead to the chronic disease.

“People ask me all the time why I’m involved in diabetes education and the answer is simple: Diabetes has devastated my 

family,” Wilkins said.

His father and grandfather died from the disease that is marked by high levels of glucose in the blood, while his mother also is 

diabetic. Wilkins was diagnosed with diabetes shortly after retiring 12 years ago.

“I wasn’t feeling well,” Wilkins said. “About a year after I retired, I had to start wearing glasses. I was fatigued. My legs ached. 

My skin was dry, and I seemed to have to go to the bathroom constantly.

“I thought it was just old age.”

The diagnosis, however, was familiar. Wilkins knew he had to make immediate lifestyle changes.

“I’m a very competitive person,” the 52-year-old Wilkins said. “I compete at everything I do. I decided that I wasn’t going to let 

this disease do what it did to my father and grandfather.”

Wilkins restructured his diet and exercise regimen and began taking medication to combat the affliction. He lost 34 pounds in 

two months.

Wilkins, who recently lobbied on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C., on behalf of diabetics, said he often encounters newly 

diagnosed diabetics while travelling across the country for speaking engagements. He said one of his key messages to those 

people is urging them to make the same lifestyle alterations that have helped him manage the disease.

“I tell them don’t be afraid of change,” Wilkins said. “When I played for the Hawks, I thought Atlanta was it. It wasn’t until I 

was traded that I realized the world was much bigger than just Atlanta.

“It’s the same mentality.”

Wilkins believes he was diabetic at an early age and played most, if not all, of his career with the effects.

“When you are in great shape, diabetes is very hard to detect because you are constantly burning those calories off,” he said. 

“A lot of those symptoms don’t come to the surface.

“I can look back now and identify things that were clues. At the end of my career I would shake really badly and sweat more 

than normal. My sugar would get so high during games that I would nearly pass out in the locker room afterward.”
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Wilkins emphasized to the crowd how important a healthy lifestyle is.

“I believe what you do now dictates what you become in the future,” Wilkins told the youth in the audience, before turning his 

attention toward the parents. “When you see a kid that is severely obese, it’s not the kid’s fault -- it’s the parents’ fault.

“My wife and I don’t keep our kids in the house. They have their little time to play video games and then they are outside the 

rest of the day. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be doing my kids justice.”

Wilkins, who is not insulin-dependent, said the lifestyle changes he made more than a decade ago have actually give him a 

better quality of life, even in wake of the disease.

“I feel as good now as I ever have in my life,” the nine-time NBA All-Star said. “Let me give you an example: Three years ago I 

was in Seoul, Korea for an exhibition with the Korean National Team. I hadn’t played basketball in 11 years. I was just 

supposed to come out onto the court, wave to the crowd and then return to the sidelines.

“But on my way back across the court, one of the players elbowed me. I bent down and tied my shoes and said ‘Uh-uh, I’m 

playing today.’ I scored 32 points in 2½ quarters. The only problem was I hurt for two weeks because it had been so long 

since I had played.” 
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