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The first time Steve Johnston saw Samardo Samuels play in Jamaica, Samuels was 14 years old and already standing at 6-6. But what struck Johnston that day wasn't the way Samuels used his height to his advantage - it was the way that he didn't. "When I first saw him, he wasn't very aggressive," says Johnston, a New Yorker who is the vice president of Jamaican Basketball Development. "He really lacked confidence in his game. I don't think he knew how good he was." 
But that was three years ago. Now 17, not even Samuels can doubt the level of ability he has. The 6-9 junior forward is one of the most highly recruited players in the country and has turned St. Benedict's in Newark into one of the preseason favorites to win New Jersey's Tournament of Champions. 


What makes Samuels so much better than he was when Johnston first laid eyes on him is the way he uses his height and his strength on the court. Few prep players can match up with Samuels physically, and he knows it. So he takes full advantage, says St. Benedict's coach Dan Hurley. 

"He's not launching threes, he's not a 6-9 kid trying to play like a point guard," says Hurley. "When it comes down to it, he's going to go to the basket to take care of business and he's going to finish big." 

Johnston spotted Samuels at one of the camps his organization runs on Jamaica. Soon after, he was on the phone with Samuels' parents, trying to convince them to move to the U.S., where he knew Samuels could get the proper training to develop into what Johnston, along with a lot of others, thinks he can one day be - an NBA player. 

Johnston says he has seen many Jamaican kids who waited too long to take advantage of the superior coaching in this country, only to have their development stall out. He didn't want the same thing to happen to Samuels. 

Taking Johnston's advice, Samuels left his family three years ago and spent part of his freshman year at Our Saviour New American, a prep school in Long Island, before transferring to St. Benedict's later that year. He played for the St. Benedict's prep school team last season and is part of the reason that St. Benedict's new high school team is expected to be nationally ranked this season. 

Samuels says that there are times when he knows he doesn't even have to use his height and strength on the court because the competition just doesn't match up. Those are the moments when he concentrates on the rest of his game - his medium- to long-range jumper, his passing skills and moving without the ball. 

"Sometimes I come out and just try to work on something else," says Samuels, who grew up in the Montego Bay area. His parents haven't seen him play in the U.S., but Johnston is trying to make that happen this season. 

Johnston, who was born in New York but took advantage of his Jamaican heritage and played for Jamaica's national team from 1996 to 2002, isn't surprised at how good Samuels has turned out to be. Though he wasn't always the backboard-breaking bully he is now, Johnston says he saw tremendous potential in Samuels at a very young age. 

"The thing that drew me to him was that he was 6-6, 6-7 at 14," says Johnston. "Still, I was at that camp a week and I didn't see him dunk one time. The thing I saw that was impressive was the way he moved." 

Samuels, who was tutored last season by teammate Lance Thomas, now a freshman forward at Duke, was once recruited by nearly every major Division I program in the country. But now, only the best of the best have a shot at him. UConn, Florida, Duke, North Carolina and Louisville are in aggressive pursuit. 

On Nov. 11, Samuels took an unofficial visit to Georgetown, where he met Hoyas legend and former Knicks center Patrick Ewing, the most prominent player to come out of Jamaica. 

Those closest to Samuels say it's not a stretch to think that he can one day be as successful in basketball as Ewing was. Hurley thinks Samuels would be "playing serious minutes" on just about any Big East team right now. 

Sometimes Samuels' all-around skills are underestimated just because he is so physically imposing. But Johnston, the person most responsible for bringing Samuels to the States, knows his prodigy can do it all. And that Samuels is only getting better. 

"He has a chance to do things," says Johnston, "that few guys from Jamaica have ever done."   
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