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J eff Newton still remembers the feeling and remem-
bered never wanting to feel it again.

Newton and the 2002 Indiana men’s basketball 
team had surged to an improbable run to the National Cham-
pionship game, only to lose to Maryland by 12. Newton fondly 
remembers the run, in 
which he played an integral 
role, and considers himself 
fortunate that the Final Four 
took place in his hometown 
of Atlanta, but the loss in 
the final game still haunts 
him.

After his basketball career 
has taken him half a world 
away and back, Newton, 
now 34, laughs humor-
lessly over the phone from 
his home in Atlanta when 
recalling the feeling after 
that loss.

“I remember the feeling, 
really,” Newton says, “just 
being kind of sick to my 
stomach, coming all that 
way and coming up short.”

A.J. Moye, Newton’s team-
mate at Indiana that year 
who has been his closest 
friend since their teenage 
days in Atlanta, remembers 
the scene in the locker room 
vividly after that loss. He 
recalls sitting there in the 
Georgia Dome until 2 a.m., 
unable to move as he and 
Newton slowly became the 
last two players left in the 
room. Moye, a fierce com-
petitor, cried as he sat at his 
locker, and Newton stayed 
with him the whole time, 

Moye recalls.
Moye still thinks of that game and that night at least two or 

three times a week and knows that the rest of his teammates 
that year think about it often. Each player holds his own memo-
ries of that April night in his own way, however.

“I know he hurts about it, and he knows I hurt about it,” Moye 
said of Newton, “and the cool thing is, we never talked about it. 
We still haven’t talked about it. That’s how it is with everyone 

on our team.”
Though he doesn’t talk 

about that loss in his home-
town with his Indiana team-
mates, Newton brought that 
game up seven years later in 
a place far from his home-
town — in a gym in Tokyo.

An
unexpected 

journey
Newton’s road to that 

Tokyo gym in May 2009 
was one he didn’t expect to 
follow.

After he graduated from 
Indiana in 2003, Newton 
went through the NBA Draft 
process but wasn’t picked 
up by a team. He continued 
to hang around Bloom-
ington for the time being, 

Jeff Newton 
enjoyed a solid 
if unspectacular 
career at Indiana, 
but he made his 
presence felt in a 
big way in Japan 
and became a su-
perstar.

Jeff Newton helped IU reach the national title 
game. Then he helped redefine Japanese basketball

By Alex McCarthy
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unsure of the next step. That is, until former teammate and 
then-NBA player Jared Jeffries came back to his hometown of 
Bloomington for a visit.

Newton had gotten a little out of shape, and when Jeffries 
noticed, he took action.

“Come on,” Jeffries said to Newton, “you’re coming with me 
down to Florida.”

Newton went and lived with Jeffries for the next three 
months, working out with Jeffries and getting back into bas-
ketball shape. It was then that he got a call saying that a new 
basketball league was starting in Japan and was interested in 
adding him. 

He found further relief in the fact that the team that added 
him was the Osaka Evessa, which also had former Hoosier Lynn 
Washington on the roster. His 
and Newton’s times at IU had 
overlapped, and Newton was 
happy to have a familiar face 
in such an unfamiliar place.

The transition was odd at 
first as the 6-foot-9 Newton 
hardly fit in his new surround-
ings — literally.

“Everything’s a little bit 
smaller over there,” Newton 
recalled, laughing. “That’s one 
thing. If you hit your head 
enough, you’ll just get used 
to it.”

He also quickly got ac-
climated to the different food 
options, eating rice porridge 
for breakfast many mornings. 
After hardly being able to 
even identify what it was the 
first time he had it, Newton 
quickly grew to like it as well 
as various fish and sushi 
styles he had never tried.

The practices were a major 
difference, one that Newton 
and Washington knew they 
had to change. At Indiana, 
head coach Mike Davis 
got in his players’ faces. In 
Japan, coaches were far 
too polite and respectful 
for Newton’s tastes. 

At one of the first 
practices, Newton and 
Washington were going at 
each other hard, because 
they didn’t know how to 
practice any differently. 
They were yelling back and forth, getting physical and tossing 
loud insults back and forth.

Their coach, Kensaku Tennichi, stopped practice and pulled 
them aside. Through a translator, Tennichi asked Newton and 
Washington why they were so mad at each other, fearing that 
two of his best players were beginning to feud. The two IU 
alumni laughed at it, explaining that trash talk is merely a part 
of the way they played.

Newton learned a little Japanese during his time there and 

understands it much better than he speaks it. Though he didn’t 
use crisp Japanese on the floor, he knew how to get his point 
across. When he or Washington had a problem or was frustrat-
ed, there was little mystery to how they felt.

“They may not understand English,” Newton said of his 
Japanese teammates and coaches, “but they understand a curse 
word. When you say it loud enough, they’re like, ‘Oh my god, 
what’s going on?’”

The sometimes-brash new approach to the game they 
brought worked and worked immediately. Osaka won the Bas-
ketball Japan League (bj-league) championship the first season. 
And the second. And the third.

The Evessa steamrolled through their opponents, leaving 
no doubt which was the best team in the league. Washington 

won the league MVP in two 
of those three seasons, and 
Osaka’s David Palmer won 
the third MVP in that span. 
Newton didn’t get the indi-
vidual recognition with the 
Evessa but was key to the 
three-peat.

After that third champion-
ship, Newton left Osaka to 
play for the Ryukyu Golden 
Kings, a team that had fin-
ished in last place the season 
before. The sun began to set 
on the Osaka reign over the 
league with that move, but 
Newton was only halfway 
done with his ring collection.

When Newton retired from 
the league in 2014, he did 
so with a league-record six 
championship rings, includ-
ing one in his final season. 

He said the first one was 
a relief, and the sixth was a 
fitting way to end his time 
in Japan, but the fourth 
championship holds a spe-
cial place for him because 
of the kind of redemption it 
brought him.

Follow me
Before every game, New-

ton had a similar routine, 
turning a soft-spoken man 

into a screaming, adrenaline-filled competitor. 
A few minutes before every game, Newton pumped himself 

up to the point where he let out what Moye dubbed his “call of 
the wild,” letting loose a scream just before heading out onto 
the court. 

Newton began letting loose his yell while he was still in high 
school, looking to make sure his teammates were awake and as 
amped-up as he was.

“It used to be real quiet in the locker room beforehand,” 
Newton said. “It kind of just breaks the ice of the silence a little 
bit, gets everybody to relax a little bit by scaring the shit out of 
them for a minute.”

To get to that point, like many other players of this genera-
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Newton was a key cog 
in IU’s run to the nation-
al title game in 2002, 
and he anchored the 
middle for the Hoosiers 
as a senior the next 
season.
Photo Sam Riche
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tion, Newton prefers solitude before games, reducing his world 
down to himself and his headphones. One song has remained 
with Newton for the better part of two decades, a Cee-Lo Green 
song entitled “Under Tha Influence (Follow Me).” 

The song begins with low distorted guitars before Green 
comes in, beckoning the listener.

I’m going crazy
Would you like to come with me?
By the end of the five-minute song, the guitars and key-

boards provide a sonic punch behind Green’s signature voice, 
repeating “follow me” over and over. 

In the 2009 playoffs, Newton needed his team to follow him.
He was in his first year with the new team, the Golden Kings. 

They had been underdogs all season, not expected to be able 
to defeat Newton’s old team, which still had Washington. Enter-
ing those playoffs, the Golden Kings were a dark horse with few 
external expectations, somewhat similar to the 2002 Indiana 
team.

Newton enjoyed being the underdog for a change and 
played with a chip on his shoulder. When the Golden Kings met 
Osaka in the conference finals that year, Newton needed to 

have more than just a chip on his shoulder.
Overmatched and playing against an experienced winning 

team, the Golden Kings were down by 18 entering the fourth 
quarter as Newton remembers. Newton, poised to go crazy, 
beckoned his teammates to come with him.

“Really, I remember just saying in the huddle, ‘We’ve got 
nothing to lose at this point,’” Newton said. “’Nobody expected 
us to make it here. Let’s just play. Let’s just go out and play.’ 
They kind of just followed my lead.”

Newton scored 20 points by himself in that quarter, total-
ing 50 for the game in an effort that has become legendary in 
Japanese basketball history, standing as the highest-scoring 
single-game effort ever. Ryukyu took its first lead of the half on 
a step-back Newton three-pointer with 30 seconds to play. Af-
ter an Evessa offensive foul going the other way, Newton sealed 
the 93-87 victory by scoring Ryukyu’s final four points from the 
foul line.

His final line was a crowded one as he shot 20-for-32 from the 
field with 19 rebounds, six assists, five blocks and two steals, 
according to an article from the Japan Times. Washington, 
thwarted on his attempt for a fourth-straight championship 

tion Newton prefers solitude before games reducing his world have more than just a chip on his shoulder

Newton (right with ball) may 
not have been familiar with 
Japanese basketball, but he 
quickly became a dominant 
presence in the paint and 
won multiple titles.
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by the man who had won the previous three alongside Wash-
ington, hears constant reminders of that improbable loss from 
Newton.

“To this day,” Newton said, “every time I see him, he’s going to 
hear about that game.”

The situation following that game, however, reminded New-
ton of a similar scenario from seven years prior.

Tokyo, 2009
During Indiana’s run to the 2002 championship game, Newton 

had been a key cog, especially in the national semifinal against 
Oklahoma. Newton scored 19 points in that game, adding four 
rebounds, four blocks and two steals. 

His performance prompted Tampa Bay Times columnist Gary 
Shelton to call Newton a “legend who strapped Indiana across his 
back and carried the Hoosiers to the national final.”

When he again put his underdog team on his back and led the 
Golden Kings to the 2009 bj-league championship game, New-
ton saw the situation as all too familiar. He didn’t want another 
letdown. He didn’t want to stay in that locker room in Tokyo for 
hours after the game like he stayed in the locker room in Atlanta, 
his stomach in knots.

Newton spoke to his team prior to the championship game, 
reminding his teammates that after an emotional win in the 
semifinals, it’s tough to get 
the adrenaline back up for the 
finale. 

The Golden Kings were play-
ing the Tokyo Apache in the 
capital city, but the Apache 
got no love from the officials 
and behind a team-wide effort, 
the Golden Kings did what the 
2002 Hoosiers couldn’t and 
completed the unlikely cham-
pionship run. 

“I guess they all heard me,” 
Newton said of his pregame 
talk to the team.

The game was close 
throughout, and all five 
Ryukyu starters scored in double-digits, with Newton scoring the 
lowest of all of them with 11 points. He didn’t need to carry the 
team like he did in the semifinals, and it resulted in his fourth 
championship in a row.

Newton, in an enviable position to be able to have a favorite 
championship, holds that season’s win above the rest. It didn’t 
quite exorcise all the demons from the 2002 loss, but it helped 
cement Newton as a proven winner and a player worth following.

Becoming a legend
After being part of the three-peat in Evessa, Newton was a 

respected player, but the 2009 run vaulted him to a new ech-
elon. He won the league MVP for the regular season and for the 
postseason, and proved he didn’t need Washington alongside 
him to win a championship.

Newton is commonly seen among the greatest players in the 
brief history of the bj-league, but to accurately understand his 
place in the league’s history requires a bit of understanding 
about the league itself. 

The Basketball Japan League began in 2005 when Newton ar-
rived. Prior to that, a corporately-owned and semi-professional 
league called the JBL had been around but didn’t garner much 

success. The bj-league was the first basketball league taken 
seriously on an international level, and American players such 
as Newton and Washington helped build it.

Helped by those efforts, the Japan Basketball Association has 
formed a 45-team league for next season under the request 
of FIBA, which, as Japan Times writer Ed Odeven says, “further 
confuses the history and timelines of basketball in Japan.”

One fact about Japanese basketball known for sure is that 
Newton is one of the most accomplished and respected players 
to ever suit up in Japan.

“Since the launch of the Basketball Japan League (bj-league) 
in 2005,” Odeven said in an email, “Newton ranks among the 
greatest players. I’d put him in the top 10, and you could make 
a strong argument for top five. He’s also among the best front-
court/post players this century in Japan basketball.”

During the relatively short-lived span of the bj-league, no-
body defined winning more than Newton. His nine years of play 
yielded six championships, drawing a comparison to former 
Boston Celtics center Bill Russell — who won 11 NBA champion-
ships — in a recent column of Odeven’s.

Newton’s legendary career earned him an honor that no 
other player in the history of the bj-league earned. Earlier this 
year, the Golden Kings retired Newton’s jersey, making him the 
first (and only) player in bj-league history to have his number 

retired. 
He traveled back to Japan for the ceremony, one that took 

the normally low-key Newton by surprise. He didn’t have any 
kind of speech prepared as he walked onto the court. As he saw 
his No. 50 jersey being raised into the rafters, he became over-
whelmed with emotion, unable to say much beyond a thank-
you to the organization and the fans.

“I guess I didn’t realize how big a moment it was until it was 
happening,” Newton said.

Newton’s career was defined by so-called “big moments,” and 
many of those moments and games brought him back to the 
feeling he had after the loss in 2002. He said that even after 
winning championships in Japan, he still thought of that loss 
before every important game he played. 

He knew he never wanted to feel sick to his stomach the 
way he did after that loss to Maryland, and time after time, 
fended off that feeling in Japan. From trash-talking in practice 
to letting his “call of the wild” fire up teammates before games, 
Newton’s time at Indiana and experience in a memorable tour-
nament run helped not only define his game for years to come 
but also set a standard for an entire league and the sport 
itself in Japan.
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One fact about Japanese basket-
ball known for sure is that New-

ton is one of the most accom-
plished and respected players to 

ever suit up in Japan.


