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  This endeavor would not have been possible without the support and encouragement of my wife, Robin, who gave up too many nights with her husband so that he could interview yet another former player or write another chapter.

  This book is also dedicated to our children, Christopher and Anna Kate, who had to be quiet when Daddy was on the telephone.

  I’d like to give a nod as well to the Syracuse coaches and players; legends all, who gave up so much of their time, telling and retelling stories from days gone by. Thank you, gentlemen. It was a pleasure.


  FOREWORD

  In September of 1976, a tall skinny kid with braces on his teeth arrived on the campus of Syracuse University, lost, scared and very naïve, not really knowing what to expect. Growing up in Cincinnati, I didn’t know much about Syracuse, New York, or Syracuse University I had never been to New York. Whenever I thought of New York, I automatically thought, New York City. I figured I was only a few miles from the Big Apple. That’s what we called New York City in Cincinnati. Boy, was I wrong.

  Four years later, I not only knew where New York City was, I had a love affair with Syracuse, the University and the people. From my seat, having been a part of a team that had won 100 games in four years, going 55 and one at home, and playing in four straight NCAA tournaments, I had learned to understand and appreciate what being a part of the deep and rich tradition of Syracuse University basketball was all about.

  When Mike Waters told me he was writing a book on some of the legendary players and coaches in SU basketball history, I knew he had an enjoyable, but tough task of trying to fit them all in without the book being 1,000 pages long. Then when Mike told me he was choosing 25, I knew he had his work cut out for him. Syracuse University basketball is filled with so many outstanding players that choosing 50, let alone 25, is a difficult thing to do.

  Many players and coaches have contributed to the success of SU basketball. I am truly blessed to have been one of many Mike Waters took on this Herculean task of choosing 25 to represent the great success and tradition this program has accomplished. If anyone is knowledgeable enough, passionate enough and hardworking enough to write a book on this subject, it’s Mike. His knowledge, understanding, insight and respect for this upstate New York giant and national power makes him uniquely qualified to accomplish such a task.

  Having reached the ultimate pinnacle of success in college basketball in 2003, the NCAA Championship, the timing is right for this book. Syracuse University basketball and its many heroes—-Jim Boeheim, Dave Bing, Dennis DuVal, Jim Lee, Roosevelt Bouie, Pearl Washington, Derrick Coleman, Lawrence Moten, and John Wallace, to name a few— have secured its rightful place in college basketball history. And now, the last shall come first; Carmelo Anthony obtained legendary status in one magnificent season at SU, leading the Orangemen to their first National Title.

  Congratulations to all of us who have been a part of Syracuse Basketball history Let’s all celebrate in the 2003 championship, and the many blessed moments along the way—all that makes being a member of the SU basketball family a special place to be.

  To God be the Glory,

  Louis Orr

  Class of 1980
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  INTRODUCTION

  After covering Syracuse University’s basketball teams for the Syracuse Post-Standard, I’ve witnessed the careers of three players who went on to be top three picks in the NBA draft, three Final Fours and one national championship I’ve covered games in over 30 states, including Hawaii three times and Alaska twice.

  I’ve experienced the enormity of the Carrier Dome. At the first Syracuse game I covered, a January 21, 1989 game against Notre Dame, I almost pulled a Tanner Boyle, the blond-haired shortstop for the Bad News Bears I stared up at the Dome’s huge roof and nearly fell backwards as Tanner did when he took the field at the Houston Astrodome.

  And yet, none of that prepared me for the experience of writing this book And it had nothing to do with the writing or the interviewing It was the players.

  One of the first people I interviewed for this book was Billy Owens I’d seen Billy during the 2003-04 season at the Carrier Dome for a Syracuse-St. John’s game. I told him about the book idea, and he quickly offered me his home and cell phone numbers.

  When I finally got around to calling him a few weeks later, the first thing Owens said was, “So who else have you talked to?” When I mentioned that I was having trouble getting in touch with Derrick Coleman, Owens’s former teammate, I had his number within seconds.

  I soon realized that I wasn’t dealing with a bunch of disconnected former college players I had stumbled into an extended family If I needed Stevie Thompson’s number, Mike Hopkins had it I tried to find Rudy Hackett for weeks over in Europe, and then Jim Lee gave me his ex-roommate’s new number in California When I couldn’t find Sherman Douglas, Troy Weaver provided the number.

  I also realized that far from being an imposition, the subjects of this book were excited to talk about their days at Syracuse University Requests for a 30-minute interview resulted in an hour of storytelling and yarn spinning When my tape recorder’s batteries failed during the first interview, Jim Lee had to tell his stories twice I don’t think he minded that much and, in fact, he might have enjoyed it.

  The other common experience during the writing process was how much these guys thought of each other It was the rare interview that didn’t include some politicking for a teammate to be a legend Raf Addison, bless him, argued on behalf of just about every SU player who played with him. Etan Thomas nominated Jason Hart Eddie Moss put up a strong argument for Dale Shackleford.

  When this book first came out, Syracuse had just won the 2003 NCAA championship I included one player from that team in the book Carmelo Anthony Over the years, those who have approached me about the book wondered why I had not included Gerry McNamara and/or Hakim Warrick.

  Since then, Syracuse has returned to the Final Four and next season Syracuse will leave the Big East for the Atlantic Coast Conference. And, now, 10 years after Syracuse’s national title, I can happily right a wrong with this revised edition of the Legends of Syracuse Basketball. In addition to legendary names such as Roosevelt Bouie, Pearl Washington and John Wallace, you will now find brand-new chapters on Gerry McNamara and Hakim Warrick.
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  Lewis Castle, Joseph Schwarzer and Vic Hanson (pictured on page 2) were the three greatest players in Syracuse University basketball at the halfway mark of the 20th century. All three were named All-Americans, and they led Syracuse to some of its greatest seasons before World War II.

  These three legendary men, and key contributors to the growth of basketball at Syracuse University, are grouped together in this chapter.

  LEWIS CASTLE

  In 1912, Lewis Castle became Syracuse’s first basketball All-American; the honor bestowed upon him by the Helms Foundation. Castle was also named to the 1914 All-America team. From 1912 to 1914, Castle led the Orangemen to a 31-6 record, and the 1913-14 team went undefeated in 12 games. Castle, who played football as well, is a member of the Helms Foundation Hall of Fame.

  Castle rowed with the Syracuse crew team and played halfback for three seasons on the football team. He was named student body president as a senior.

  After starting out 4-0, the 1913-14 Orangemen faced their toughest test of the season at Colgate. In the Syracuse basketball program’s infancy, the Orangemen rarely enjoyed any success against the Maroon in Hamilton. Syracuse had a lifetime record of 2-10 at Colgate going into that season’s match with its bitter Upstate New York rival. The Orangemen came away with a 29-28 over-time victory.

  
    LEWIS CASTLE

    Position: Guard

    Years lettered: 1912, ’13, ’14

    JOSEPH SCHWARZER

    Position: Guard

    Years lettered: 1916, ’17, ’18

    VIC HANSON

    Position: Center

    Years lettered: 1925, ’26, ’27

  

  In their last seven games of the season, the Orangemen were tested just twice. In the rematch with Colgate, Syracuse held off the Maroon 27-19 at Archbold Gym. Three days after the second win over Colgate, the Orangemen barely survived Oberlirf’s bid at an upset, scratching out a 25-22 victory.

  Syracuse claimed the then unofficial national championship.

  In the book, Syracuse Basketball J900-J975, the late Lew Ryan, who played with Castle in 1912, told author Rod MacDonald, “[Castle] was the greatest dribbler of his time. He dribbled with either hand and was a powerful fellow. He probably stood close to six feet and weighed about 190 pounds. That WB.S Syracuse University Athletic Communications big for a center in those days. He was a terrific all-around athlete.”
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  In MacDonald’s book, the late Edmund Dollard, who coached at Syracuse from 1911 to 1924, said Castle was “a fine all-around player, right alongside Joe Schwarzer as the two best in my time.”

  JOSEPH SCHWARZER

  In his three varsity seasons, Schwarzer helped the Orangemen to a 38-7 cumulative record, capped by the 1917-18 squad’s 16-1 mark.

  Throw in the 1914-15 freshman team’s 8-1 record in Schwarzer’s first year on the SU campus, and his four-year record is an astounding 46-8.

  In 1917-18, the Orangemen won their first 16 games of the season before losing to the University of Pennsylvania, 17-16, in the final game of the season. Still, the Helms Foundation named Syracuse as its national champion. Schwarzer earned All-America honors.

  In the book, Syracuse Basketball 1900-1975, author Rod MacDonald quoted Schwarzer, “I think maybe the toughest game I ever had was down at Williams when they put in one of their football tackles who was 6’2”, 200 pounds, who had never played a game of basketball, against me.

  “I never saw and felt so many elbows in my life as he gave me that night,” Schwarzer said. “And it was the only game I ever played that I didn’t score a basket. We beat them, but that guy gave me a terrific licking that day”

  The Orangemen did, in fact, beat the football-minded Williams squad 19-16 on that night.

  Schwarzer knew how to handle himself against rough play. He played football at SU, starting at end for the 1917 team which went 8-1-1 and finished the season ranked third in the nation.

  As the 1917-18 basketball season unfolded, Syracuse established itself as one of the nation’s top teams with a 27-24 victory over the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. At the same time, Schwarzer gained some notice as well, scoring 11 points in the win over the Quakers.

  A Philadelphia newspaper account of the game included this assessment: “Syracuse is the best team that has played here this season. But no one among the six New Yorkers who got into the game can be given as much credit for the victory as Joe Schwarzer, the captain of the team.”

  The 1917-18 Orangemen, coached by Edmund Dollard, put together 16 consecutive wins to start the season, but they could hardly be considered a juggernaut. Syracuse won five games decided by four points or fewer. Late in the season, the Orangemen had to play New York University and West Virginia without Schwarzer, who had fallen ill. Syracuse handled NYU easily, but barely survived at home against West Virginia, escaping with a 21-18 win.

  However, in the final game of the regular season, the Orangemen needed to pull one more victory from the brink of defeat—and came up short. Penn, the team that had nearly knocked off Syracuse early in the season, came into Archbold and turned the tables on the Orange. The Quakers edged Syracuse, 17-16, scoring 13 of their 17 points at the free throw line.

  Schwarzer, who died in 1989 at the age of 94, earned his law degree at Syracuse University’s College of Law in 1919. He earned letters in basketball, football and baseball. He later served as an assistant coach on the SU football team. He also was an assistant at New York University and later became the head football coach at Manhattan College.

  Schwarzer and Hanson had a connection through SU basketball. Schwarzer had coached the freshman squad when Hanson arrived on the SU campus in the fall of 1923. That freshman squad went undefeated, winning all 17 of its games.

  VIC HANSON

  Though he played before the Great Depression, Vic Hanson is still recognized as one of Syracuse’s all-time greats. Hanson was a three-time Helms Foundation All-American from 1925 to 1927. He was the national player of the year in 1927. He is a member of both the Helms Foundation and Naismith Memorial Halls of Fame. In Hanson’s three varsity seasons, Syracuse compiled a 49-7 record.

  In Hanson’s career, he only suffered one home loss:—a 29-28 overtime loss to Pittsburgh during his senior season.

  Hanson also played football at Syracuse. He is the only player inducted in both the College Football Hall of Fame and the Naismith Memorial Hall of Fame. In 1999, Hanson was one of 44 players named to Syracuse’s All-Century football team. He is also a member of the 25-player All-Century basketball team. Hanson played both defensive line and offensive end for the Orangemen.

  Hanson grew up in Syracuse. He attended Central High School and also St. John’s Manlius.

  While he excelled in both basketball and football at Syracuse University, he also played baseball, and there are some reports from his playing days that baseball was his favorite sport. At one point, Hanson received a tryout from the New York Yankees.

  Lew Andreas coached Syracuse from 1924 to 1950, compiling a 358-135 record.

  In MacDonald’s 1975 book on the Syracuse program, Andreas says, “ [Hanson] was probably the finest basketball player we ever had. He was a wonderful competitor, a very skillful and guileful player, but most of all, a fine team leader.”

  In those days of the center jump after every basket, teams valued each possession dearly. The Orangemen built their offensive scheme around Hanson, making sure their best scoring threat got as many opportunities as possible. In the age of the designated free throw shooter, Hanson took nearly all of Syracuse’s free throw attempts.

  In 1925-26, Hanson led the Orangemen to a 19-1 record and the title of Helms Foundation national champions. The Orangemen won their first 15 games.

  In perhaps the best game of his entire career, Hanson scored 25 points in a 30-25 overtime victory at Pennsylvania on December 29,1925.

  The two squads were tied at 25 at the end of regulation. Hanson had already scored 21 of his team’s points. In the extra period, Syracuse blanked Penn. Meanwhile, Hanson scored four of Syracuse’s five points.

  “Well, it was one of those nights when everything went right,” Hanson said in MacDonald’s book. “I felt good, and I was running, and I had the touch. A long shot would drop in. Sometimes they rimmed, but everything went in. That was a great night.”

  The Orangemen could hang their hats on that victory as Penn went on to claim the Eastern League championship. Another landmark victory came against eventual Big Ten Conference champ Michigan, 36-32 at Archbold, on February 6,1926.

  The Orange had to come from behind to beat Michigan. Syracuse trailed by four points with three minutes remaining. Late in the game, Hanson pulled his teammates into a huddle and changed the team’s strategy. He dribbled away from the basket, bringing two defenders with him. He found open teammates and rallied the Orange to victory. In a game against Army at West Point, the Orangemen rallied from an 11-5 halftime deficit to win 23-20 despite the absence of Andreas, who had to remain in Syracuse with a severe case of tonsilitis.

  Syracuse’s only loss that season came at Penn State. The Orangemen, playing without starter Gotch Carr, who was declared academically ineligible, and again without Andreas, whose tonsilitis had turned into an ear infection, lost 37-31 to the Nittany Lions. “We didn’t take [the loss] to heart too much,” Philip Rakov told the Syracuse Herald-Journal.

  “After we lost, their captain came in and thanked us. We’d saved his job—he was going to be benched.”

  The Orangemen bounced back later in the season to defeat Penn State in Syracuse, 29-12.

  Much was expected of Syracuse in Hanson’s senior year. In addition to the returning All-American, Gotch Garr, Charles Lee, Bill Eisemann and Stanley Richtmeyer all were back from the previous year’s squad.

  But Michigan awaited its rematch from the year before and downed the Orangemen, 31-27, in Ann Arbor. Wisconsin knocked off Syracuse two days in a game played in Cleveland, Ohio. Stunningly, Syracuse lost its third straight—an overtime game—against Pittsburgh at home. Three losses in a week’s span, equaling the total number of losses in Hanson’s first two varsity seasons.

  The Orangemen recovered quickly and wound up winning 11 of their last 12 games.

  Syracuse University honors Vic Hanson every year when it bestows one of its most prestigious awards to a past student-athlete or coach. The award itself is named after him —the Hardwood Club’s Vic Hanson Medal of Excellence.

  On December 19, 1981, Syracuse University officials retired Hanson’s No. 8 along with Dave Bing’s No. 22. On that occasion, SU coach Jim Boeheim said, “The two great, great basketball players in Syracuse University history are Vic Hanson and Dave Bing. Syracuse might not retire any more numbers in the future, but these two guys deserve it more than anybody else.”
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  Billy Gabor has no idea who gave him the nickname or even when he first came to be known as "Bullet" Billy Gabor, but there's no mistaking the why.

  Gabor's ex-teammates swear they never played with or against anyone faster than Bullet Billy.

  “Billy was the best athlete we had on those teams without a doubt,” according to Ed Stickel, who played with Gabor for three years from 1945-46 through the 1947-48 season. “He was the quickest. He was the fastest.”

  With Gabor leading the way, the Syracuse Orangemen went to the 1946 National Invitation Tournament and the 1947 NCAA District II playoffs, all while employing an up-tempo brand of basketball, which took full advantage of the speedy guard from Binghamton.

  “We were ahead of our time because of our fast-breaking style of play,” said Royce Newell, a lanky six-foot-eight forward/center. “Our job as the youngsters was to get the rebound, get it to Billy and he was gone.”

  Gabor’s career at Syracuse began with the 1942-43 season. He became the first freshman to lead the Orangemen in scoring despite not playing in the first five games of the year. Even though World War II interrupted Gabor’s career, he still returned to Syracuse University for the 1945-46 season and led the Orangemen in scoring for the next three years.

  He left school as SU’s all-time leading scorer with 1,344 career points, and it wasn’t until Dave Bing came along almost 20 years later, that he relinquished the top spot on the school’s scoring list.

  
    BILLY GABOR

    Position: Guard

    Years lettered: 1943, ’46 ’47, ’48

    Scoring averages: 1943: 10.7 ppg

    1946: 14.6 ppg

    1947: 16.3 ppg

    1948: 14.4 ppg

    Career: 14.6 ppg

  

  Another 10 years after Bing eclipsed Gabor’s scoring records, Gabor was still the benchmark for the fastest players in the game.

  In 1976, a speedy guard named Ricky Green helped lead the University of Michigan to the NCAA championship game. Michigan coach Johnny Orr said Green was the fastest player he’d seen since Billy Gabor.

  “I really don’t know who gave me the nickname,” Gabor, who now lives in Jupiter, Florida, said. “But it stuck.”

  And Gabor stuck in the Syracuse starting lineup as well, once he got the chance, that is.

  After losing six of the first seven games in the 1942-43 season, Syracuse coach Lew Andreas put Gabor into the starting lineup. Gabor responded with 22 points in a 52-51 victory at Cornell.

  “He started me every game after that,” said Gabor.

  Like many of the student-athletes at Syracuse University back then, Gabor joined a reserve unit known as Dean Knapp’s Army, named after the university’s dean.

  “As soon as we joined, we all got called up,” Gabor recalled. “I went in the service in March of ‘43. I’m a realist. I go with the punches. You got to do what you’ve got to do.”

  In his words, Gabor fought “the battle of Texas,” going from one Air Force base to another. He rose to the rank of lieutenant, became a bombardier and was stationed at Langley Field in Virginia when V-J Day created a bombardier surplus. He was sent home.

  While Gabor and many other student-athletes were away, Syracuse University officials cancelled the 1943-44 season. He missed a very forgettable 1944-45 campaign in which the Orangemen, consisting of young and inexperienced players, finished with a 7-12 record.

  In the fall of 1945, however, Andreas brought in a stellar freshman class, including Stickel and Newell, to go along with returning WWII vets such as Roy Peters, Andy Mogish, Larry Crandall and Gabor.

  Andreas used the old hands to guide the newcomers.

  “He assigned one of the older players to look after the younger players,” Stickel said. “I always suspected Roy Peters was assigned to look after me.”

  “We weren’t a normal team,” said Newell, “but we jelled pretty good, considering everything.”

  The combination of young and old somehow seemed to click. Syracuse won their first six games, averaging a whopping 80.6 points per game.

  “We had a great team,” Gabor said. “We had a lot of guys who could play.”

  But first and foremost, Syracuse had Gabor. Not only could the Bullet score in bunches, but he created havoc on the defensive end of the court.

  “He was quick with his hands,” Newell said. “Out front, he could drive someone crazy on defense. He’d steal the ball and was down the court before you knew it.”

  The Orangemen closed the regular season with wins in 16 of their last 17 games. They won at St. John’s, at Cornell and at Colgate. The only blemish was a 43-41 loss at Canisius. Two weeks later, Syracuse avenged that loss with a 62-32 trouncing of the Golden Griffs.

  “We weren’t a normal team, but we jelled pretty good, considering everything.”

  [ROYCE NEWELL]

  Their 23-3 record earned the Orangemen an invitation to the NIT; the first post-season tournament appearance in the school’s history.

  The Orangemen wound up losing to an underdog Muhlenberg team, 47-41, at Madison Square Garden, but the table had been set for more good things to come.

  “It was the start of Syracuse coming back into basketball,” Stickel said. “In those days, the NIT was bigger than the NCAA Tournament. We felt good that as freshmen we were able to play in the National Invitation Tournament.”

  The 1946-47 team got off to an 11-1 start, but then the Orangemen suffered a setback. Archbold Gymasium, the squad’s homecourt, burned down. The team became a band of vagabonds. Home games were played at the Jefferson Street Armory. Worse yet, the team had to scrounge for practice facilities, shuttling off campus to practice at the Armory, Central High School and other local gyms.

  “We started playing at the Jefferson Street Armory and then at the State Fairgrounds,” Gabor recalled. “It was hard. We had to get rides to the Fairgrounds. I didn’t have a car. It was difficult to get out to the Fairgrounds for practices.”

  The disruption seemed to take its toll on the players. Syracuse lost three of its last six games, including “home” games against Canisius and Colgate, which the Orangemen had defeated on the road earlier in the season.

  Still, Syracuse concluded the regular season with a 19-5 record, and Gabor led the way with 16.3 points per game. The Orangemen lost to CCNY, 61-59, in the NCAA District II playoffs, narrowly missing out on a trip to the NCAA Tournament, which back then, consisted of a meager eight-team field. Gabor, who suffered a bruised thigh in the final regular season game at Cornell, struggled to score 14 points in the loss to CCNY.

  Still, Gabor, whom the Helms Foundation named to its 1947 All-America team, had high hopes for the 1947-48 season, which would be his last on the Hill.

  But Gabor sprained a big toe early in the season and then compounded the injury during a Christmas trip to the National Collegiate Basketball Tournament in Los Angeles.

  “If you’ve never had a sprained big toe, you can’t believe how painful it is,” Gabor said. The Orangemen beat Loyola of Chicago and Brigham Young University in the first two games of the tournament and faced Marshall for the championship. “Before Marshall, Coach asked if I could scrimmage. What I am going to say? I’m scrimmaging with the big toe and I sprained the ankle on the other foot.”

  Gabor attempted to play against Marshall, but in the final seconds of a tight game, Gabor’s leg buckled on a breakaway.

  “He was limited as far as movement and quickness for the rest of the season,” Stickel said of Gabor’s injured ankle.

  Syracuse’s fortunes crumbled soon after. Stickel sprained ligaments in his knee, sat out for three weeks and was hardly the same when he returned. The Orangemen lost 10 of their last 14 games to wind up 11-13 for the year. Gabor, despite being injured, still led the team with 14.4 points per game.

  “Billy would’ve been an All-American if we’d had a better record,” Newell said.

  The season did have one happy moment for Gabor and the Orangemen. In Gabor’s final home game, he scored 25 points to lead Syracuse to a 72-59 victory over Niagara. The win meant something special to Gabor because Niagara coach Pat Gallagher had overlooked Gabor when he was a prospect at Binghamton’s Central High School.

  “He came down to see me play one game and I didn’t have one of my better games,” Gabor said. “I waited for him after the game. He said ‘I’ll let you know if I have a scholarship.”

  “I never heard from the guy and I went to Syracuse instead,” Gabor continued. “We played Niagara every year and he never beat me. I felt very good about that fact.”

  “Billy was a special player. He was so quick. That made him one of the outstanding players in the country·”

  [ROYCE NEWELL]

  After his Syracuse University career ended, Gabor spent seven seasons with the Syracuse Nationals of the NBA.

  The Nats became a hot ticket with the likes of Gabor, Dolph Schayes, Al Cervi and Paul Seymour.

  “In those days, it was the place to be,” Gabor said of Nats’ games. “It was like going to a Syracuse University game today That’s the way it was with the Nats. We drew tremendously and did very well.”

  Gabor enjoyed a productive career in the NBA. He played in the 1953 All-Star Game.

  “I remember him playing with the Nats,” Newell said. “Him and [Boston Celtics legend] Bob Cousy had a great rivalry. He was one of the few guys back then who could guard Cousy. He gave him a tough time.”

  The Nats lost in the NBA finals twice to the Minneapolis Lakers, but in 1955 the Nats finally broke through, defeating Fort Wayne for the championship. However, Gabor wasn’t there to fully enjoy the title.

  He contracted hepatitis early in the 1954-55 season and missed all but three games.

  “I didn’t play,” said Gabor, “but I was considered a member of the team and I was voted a share of the championship.”

  And that’s how Gabor’s basketball career ended.

  Gabor remembers Nats’ owner Danny Biasone asking the team doctor, “If he was your son, would you let him play?” The doctor said no. And that was enough for Gabor.

  “I was reaching the end of my career and I figured I’d quit on top,” he said.

  The Bullet had shot his way through Syracuse basketball history both as a collegian and as a pro.

  “Billy was a special player,” Newell said. “He was so quick. That made him one of the outstanding players in the country.”
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  One of college basketball’s worst betting scandals led Vinnie Cohen out of New York City to Syracuse.

  Cohen grew up in Brooklyn and attended famed Boys High, which later produced future Syracuse stars such as Dwayne “Pearl” Washington and Sam Penceal. Cohen led Boys High to the New York City championship in 1953. Cohen was all set to go to college, but not to Syracuse.

  “I was all set to go to either CCNY or Long Island University,” Cohen said. “CCNY had won the NIT and the NCAA. Most ball players from the city were dying to go to City College or LIU or even St. John’s.”

  However, that year the gambling scandal involving players at CCNY broke. College basketball in New York City had a pall cast over it. CCNY disbanded its basketball program.

  Cohen turned to Boys High School coach Mickey Fisher for help. Fisher contacted Syracuse coach Marc Guley, who offered Cohen not a scholarship, but a deal.

  “He said, ‘You come up, and if you demonstrate that you can play college basketball, we’ll give you a scholarship, but the first six months, you’ve got to pay for yourself’,” Cohen recalled. “That was the deal.”

  It was a deal similar to the one Syracuse’s football coaches had given a certain football player from Long Island named Jim Brown. Cohen and Brown became roommates at Syracuse.

  In the 1953-54 season, Cohen played for Syracuse’s freshman team.

  “At the end of my freshman season, I’m the leading scorer, so I go to the coach,” Cohen said. “I said, I think I’ve demonstrated that I can play up here. He said, ‘Well, yes, but, let us take a look at it a little longer.’”

  Cohen left the SU campus and headed back to New York City. “I’m a New York kid, I understand the hustle, so I get my stuff and get on a train and go home,” Cohen said. “I talked to Coach Fisher and he said, ‘Let me call St. John’s, I think I can get you a scholarship there.’”

  
    VINCE COHEN

    Position: Guard

    Years lettered: 1955, ’56, ’57

    Scoring averages; 1955: 15.8 ppg

    1956: 18.2 ppg

    1957: 24.2 ppg

    Career: 19.7 ppg

  

  Before Fisher could make the call, Andy Mogish, Syracuse’s freshman coach, called and convinced Cohen to return to Syracuse where a full scholarship awaited him.

  It turned out to be a scholarship worth spending. Cohen averaged 15.8,18.2 and 24.2 points per game in his three varsity seasons.

  Until Dave Bing came along, the most prolific scorer in Syracuse basketball history was Cohen. From 1955 to 1957, Cohen scored 1,337 points, leading the Orangemen in each of his three varsity seasons. As a senior, Cohen was the leading scorer on the first Syracuse team to earn an invitation to the NCAA Tournament.

  A six-foot-one guard, Cohen combined raw strength with the quickness of a sprinter breaking from the starting blocks. He used a stunning first step to drive past opponents and in the open court, he would finish off fast-breaks with a leap and a finger-roll.

  “He could do it all,” former teammate Larry Loudis said. “He could do a little of everything. We ran in that day and age. We’d come down on the break and Vinnie would be at the foul line. He’d leap into the air and just lay it in.”

  “What made him great, was he could leap,” said Manny Breland, who also played with Cohen. “For his size, he had a tremendous vertical leap. From a standstill, he could get up there.”

  Cohen also had that Brooklyn background. He crafted his game on the borough’s famed courts.

  “Having come from Brooklyn’s Boys High and that era, that’s better than the camps they have today,” Breland said. “All of the kids who grew up in New York and went on to be All-Americans at different schools, they played against each other all the time.”

  Growing up in Brooklyn also prepared Cohen for life.

  “I remember watching an old movie called Blackboard Jungle,” Loudis said. “It showed deep violence in the schools in New York. I remember Vince saying, ‘Larry, that’s tame.’”

  And yet, Brooklyn couldn’t prepare Cohen for what he would experience at Syracuse.
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