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Early Life
Yao Ming was born the only child of Chinese bas-
ketball stars Yao Zhiyuan and Fang Fengdi. He
weighed 11 pounds at birth, more than twice the
average weight of a Chinese newborn. At ten years
old, Yao was examined by doctors because of his
height: 5 feet 5 inches. The doctors estimated he
would grow to be more than 7 feet tall; his adult
height is 7 feet 6 inches. As the son of two profes-
sional basketball players, not surprisingly, Yao was

playing competitive basketball by the age of nine,
the same year that he entered junior high school.

The Road to Excellence
At thirteen, Yao tried out for the Sharks junior
club, a youth team associated with the local Chi-
nese professional squad, the Shanghai Sharks. He
practiced a total of 10 hours a day to be able to
make the team. After four years with the junior
team, he joined the senior-level team. At seven-
teen, he made his debut in the Chinese Basketball
Association (CBA). As a rookie, he averaged 10
points and 8 rebounds per game. During this time,
Yao met his future wife, Ye Li.

Yao spent four years with the Shanghai Sharks.
During his second season, he broke
his foot, reducing his jumping ability
significantly. In his third and fourth
years with the Sharks, he dramatically
increased his overall play, not only in
points per game, rebounds, and min-
utes played, but also in the way he was
able to dominate a game.

The Emerging Champion
By Yao’s second year with the Shang-
hai Sharks, the NBA was courting him.
While he did sign a contract with an
agent, Yao’s contract was deemed in-
valid, thus preventing his entry into
the NBA at the age of nineteen. By
2002, at twenty-one, Yao had a team of
people working for him to get him
into the NBA. Nicknamed “Team Yao,”
the hard-working group reached an
agreement to get Yao into the NBA
draft. Though he was widely predicted
to be chosen number-one in the draft,
some teams were concerned about
whether the CBA would allow Yao to
play in the United States. The Hous-
ton Rockets assured Chinese officials
that they would pick Yao with the num-
ber-one selection, and he was cleared
to play basketball in the United States.

434

Yao Ming during his first season in the NBA. (AP/Wide World Photos)



One of the contingencies in Yao’s NBA contract
stipulated that he play for the Chinese national
team. As a result, Yao missed his rookie training
camp with the Rockets while he played in the FIBA
World Championship. His initial NBA debut was a
poor one. He scored 1 point and had 1 rebound.
His next twelve games were equally unimpressive.
Many basketball analysts declared him an NBA
bust.

However Yao improved as the season pro-
gressed. He scored 20 points against the Los An-
geles Lakers in mid-November and finished his
rookie season with 13.5 points-per-game and 8.2-
rebounds-per-game averages. He was second in the
NBA rookie of the year voting, behind Amare
Stoudemire, and was a unanimous pick for NBA all-
star rookie first ream. Furthermore, he was named
the Sporting News rookie of the year. With the resig-
nation of Rudy Tomjanovich, Yao started his
second season under offensive-minded Jeff Van
Gundy. The results were immediate.

In his second year, Yao significantly increased
his points and rebounds averages to 17.5 and 9.0,
respectively. He was also voted to be the starting
center in the 2004 NBA all-star game. Houston
played its first postseason game in many years.
While the Rockets lost to the Lakers, Yao had a

solid series performance with 15 points and 7.4 re-
bounds per game. In 2005, the Rockets added
Tracy “T-Mac” McGrady. However, Yao spent most
of the year injured and the pair was only able to
play a total of thirty games together. The 2006 sea-
son did not start out much better when Yao broke
his right knee just before Christmas. He returned
for the playoffs, though. In a seven-game series
with the Utah Jazz, Yao put up superstar numbers,
averaging 25.1 points and 10.3 rebounds. However,
the Rockets lost the series.

Continuing the Story
Life outside of the NBA became profitable for Yao
as well. He participated in the 2004 and 2008 Olym-
pics with the Chinese national team. At the latter
Games, held in Beijing, he led the delegation of
Chinese Olympians at the Opening Ceremonies.
In 2004, he coauthored a book, titled Yao: A Life in
Two Worlds, with Ric Bucher. He was featured in the
documentary The Year of the Yao, which told of his
rookie year in the NBA and included comments
from basketball greats Charles Barkley and Sha-
quille O’Neal as well as other sport stars like Mi-
chael Irvin. The documentary focused on the cul-
tural differences that Yao faced as he moved from
China to the United States. In 2005, another book
was published titled Operation Yao Ming that ex-
plored the life of Yao and his parents. On August 6,
2007, Yao married his longtime sweetheart, Ye Li.

Summary
A true success story, Yao Ming became an inspira-
tion to millions of Chinese children and one of the
most famous Chinese athletes ever. He takes an ac-
tive role in many nonprofit foundations, including
the NBA’s Basketball Without Borders. In 2003,

Basketball Yao Ming
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NBA Statistics
Season GP FGM FG% FTM FT% Reb. Ast. TP PPG

2002-03 82 401 .498 301 .811 675 137 1,104 13.5
2003-04 82 535 .522 361 .809 735 122 1,431 17.5
2004-05 80 538 .552 389 .783 669 61 1,465 18.3
2005-06 57 467 .519 337 .853 581 85 1,271 22.3
2006-07 48 423 .516 356 .862 452 94 1,202 25.0
2007-08 55 432 .507 345 .850 594 129 1,209 22.0

Totals 404 2,796 .520 2,089 .826 3,706 628 7,682 19.0

Notes: GP = games played; FGM = field goals made; FG% = field goal percentage; FTM = free throws made; FT% = free throw percentage; Reb. =
rebounds; Ast. = assists; TP = total points; PPG = points per game

Honors and Awards
2002 First pick in the NBA draft
2003 NBA All-Rookie First Team

The Sporting News Rookie of the Year
Laureus Newcomer of the Year award

2003-09 NBA All-Star Team
2004, 2006, 2008 All-NBA Third Team

2007 All-NBA Second Team



he helped raise $300,000 to help fight the severe
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak. In
2007, he held a charity basketball game that raised
more than $965,000 for underprivileged children
throughout China, and he donated $2 million to
the relief effort after the 2008 Sichuan earthquake.
Furthermore, has helped open the door for Chi-
nese basketball players to join the NBA.

Karen Hayslett-McCall
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