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Kyle Stack

If the Los Angeles Lakers win the NBA championship this June, their 16th title season will be
possibly the most documented campaign in their storied history.

That's due to a pair of NBA Entertainment film crews which followed them from the start of training
camp last September through a deflating loss to the New Orleans Hornets in late March. Their
mission: Follow the Lakers at practice, during games and on the road to document their quest to win
the franchise's seventh back-to-back championship.

The hour-long documentary for ESPN, titled The Association: Los Angeles Lakers and narrated by
actor and long-time Lakers fan Andy Garcia, debuted April 16. It tracked several major story lines
during the season as the team pursued another path to the Finals after defeating the Orlando Magic
for the 2008-09 championship.

There was free agent signee Ron Artest trying to incorporate himself onto a new team and native
New Yorker Lamar Odom reflecting on life in Los Angeles. There was the possibility of this being
Phil Jackson's last season as head coach. There were also unexpected hiccups along the way, such as
Kobe Bryant's cornucopia of injuries and its effect on his and the team's play.

NBAE has experience following teams, notably with its Real Training Camp
coverage of various teams every preseason. However, they had never
attempted to follow a team around the clock from the onset of training camp
through much of the regular season. The Lakers were a "logical choice" to
follow, according to Dion Cocoros, VP of Original Production for NBA Entertainment, who oversaw
the project.

"We were talking about how it would be pretty cool to do a season-long documentary and to do it for
an ESPN special," Cocoros said by phone from NBAE's Secaucus, N.J. offices. "We got on board
with the Lakers, they said 'come along for the ride' and we just started filming."
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Even with the major story lines, there are smaller,
spontaneous moments littered throughout the
documentary which reflect the inside access NBAE
was afforded.

One example was captured at a practice in which
Phil Jackson verbally expressed his dissatisfaction
to Pau Gasol about his effort during a drill. That
scene represented the unique look into an NBA
team's season that Cocoros and his crew wanted to
give viewers.

"Nobody sees what Jackson says to Gasol when
he's frustrated with him," Cocoros said. "Nobody
gets to see what Kobe says in the back of the bus on his way to the [Madison Square] Garden."

Another unplanned scenario in which the film crew adapted on the fly was when they captured
Miami Heat guard Dwyane Wade embracing Bryant in the hallway outside the Lakers locker room
after Bryant hit a game-clinching three-pointer at the buzzer in a December 4 contest in Los Angeles.

According to Cocoros, the film crew was planning to interview Bryant as he was leaving Staples
Center with his family when Wade suddenly approached him and began chatting about Bryant's
acrobatic game-winner.

"There's an example of [the crew] deciding on the fly that the Kobe-Wade conversation was more
important than an interview with Kobe," Cocoros emphasized.

Nearly all the coverage for the documentary was compiled from two film crews shooting in HD. One
primary crew -- a producer, camera man and sound man -- tagged along with a second group
working in rotation. The experience NBAE and its film crews had compiled with the Lakers front
office, the coaching staff and the players from their past championships helped the film run smoothly
from the beginning.

"There's no question the familiarity helped the project," Cocoros said.
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There was also no question that the Lakers coaches and players would co-exist with an embedded
film crew following them into areas normally deemed off-limits to the media, such as visits into the
training room, an area typically regarded as sacred by coaches and players.

"I don't think our being there ruffled them because they're pros and they know they have a job to do
and we have a job to do," Cocoros explained while adding that players gave their cell phone numbers
to the film crew to assure access.

Lakers spokesman John Black conceded that documentaries and other media responsibilities are a
distraction but that they're simply a fact of life in pro sports.

"That's part of the job. ... It's not just walking into a gym and playing basketball," Black said. He also
noted that the Lakers trust NBAE "implicitly" and were thrilled with the documentary.

Despite all the story lines and subplots offered by a franchise nearly as famous for its off-court drama
as it is for its on-court success, Cocoros dismissed the notion that fitting a season's worth of footage
into one hour could be overwhelming.

"It's a nice challenge to have," Cocoros said. "We're covering the basketball journey so we're able to
knock off a few of those story lines that might be for other people to tell. It's important that Artest is
learning the Triangle [offense] and struggling with it. It's not as important about following him home
at night."

Following the team wasn't the
only responsibility for the film
crews. Producers spent up to a
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couple days taking scenic shots
around Los Angeles, whether it
was of a sunset-soaked beach,
one of L.A.'s famous congested
freeways or the main entrance to
Staples Center. It was a vital way
to establish a "scene-setter," as
Cocoros termed it, for an
impending scene.

Scenic shots as well as all team footage were sent regularly during the season to a 10-person staff in
the New Jersey office. Film editors would break down footage as production assistants worked with
producers to sort through game broadcasts for an announcer's memorable call to a key play, which
would be included in the final cut to bring emphasis to that storytelling moment.

The pressure of gathering footage into late March for a documentary which was scheduled to air in
mid-April created an environment of "controlled chaos" as the editing process revved up, according
to Cocoros.

"Everybody is used to that," Cocoros said. "Putting it all together is what it's all about. It's crazy the
last week or so but everybody here has been doing it for so long that I wouldn't have it any other
way."

Spending a season with one team gave Cocoros and his crew insight that the typical NBA fan could
never be familiar with, such as Bryant keeping the locker room loose. Yes, the same Kobe Bryant of
the cold-blooded glares and jutted-out jaw.

"Kobe keeps them loose in terms of him being so tough on the younger guys," Cocoros said. "Even
though he's so serious, in a way that keeps everyone loose because that's what they're expecting.
They know everything is okay when he's getting on them."

Surprises also existed in how the team handled their own struggles. The documentary ended with the
Lakers losing 108-100 to the Hornets on March 29, their second loss in three games which
eventually led to a disconcerting 4-7 end to the regular season.

Cocoros noted that he expected the players to reject any claim that they were worried about their
play heading into the postseason. Instead, they were sincere in their admission that the road back to
the NBA Finals wasn't a given simply because they had been there the previous two seasons. (The
Lakers lost the 2008 Finals to the Boston Celtics.)

"The guys were very honest with them not knowing what to expect," Cocoros said.

The same could be said for Cocoros and his crew regarding their uncertainty of what they would
capture as they followed the Lakers. Only now they realize they were tracking a Lakers team that's
close to fulfilling the goal they set out to achieve the first day of training camp. And NBAE was there
to record it.
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