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Crashing the Borders





Introduction

IF YOU HAVE EVER loved basketball, then you had to hate November 19, 2004. If you have relished the sounds and smells of the gymnasium—the sweet squeaking of sneaker soles, the rustling of nets, and, yes, even the chatter less euphemistically known as trash talk—then your senses came under assault by what you saw that night at The Palace of Auburn Hills in suburban Detroit. And the more times you watched the most frightening eruption of sustained violence ever in the American sports arena, the more you saw the replaying of a troubled young man named Ron Artest bolt from his reclining press-table position, across your television screen, and into everlasting infamy, the more angry you were and the more you hurt for the game that had brought so much joy into your life.

Since I was a young boy peering out my bedroom window at the netless rims of the basketball courts between Henderson Avenue buildings in the West Brighton Houses, a city project squeezed into a working-class neighborhood on Staten Island, I have loved the game. Loved it for its simplicity and accessibility, for the way it packed people of all shapes and sizes, races and ethnicities, into pressurized chambers of passion. Loved it for the freedom of individuality it promised within the framework of the collective. Loved it for the hours I could dribble my weathered ball down on the courts, even when they were empty in the dead of winter, and shoot and shoot until my fingers felt frostbit. Loved it to my five-foot-eight-inch playing limits, or for just being in the crowd when the kids with size and skills commanded the courts.

One of our blessed, Heyward Dotson, older than me by a few years, became a star at Stuyvesant High School and then all the way uptown at Columbia University. Occasionally, Dotson would bring Jim McMillian—a college teammate who went on to shine in the NBA—and other hotshot players from around the world’s preeminent basketball city to New York’s most isolated borough, to our unevenly paved oasis inside one of the Island’s few pockets of relative poverty. We’d all gather round, watching in awe as these gods of the game communed at rim level.

One summer, when I was twelve or thirteen, my friends and I shuffled down to the courts for a clinic sponsored by the New York City Housing Authority. The main attraction was the impossibly tall and already famous UCLA underclassman, Lew Alcindor, along with a couple of Knicks backcourt reserves, Emmette Bryant and Fred Crawford. But it was another fellow, introduced as Mr. Bruce Spraggins from the New Jersey Americans of the brand-new American Basketball Association, who caught my attention, a six-five forward with a killer jump shot and no public profile.

When the Americans-cum-Nets prevailed after decades of misadventure to land in their first NBA Finals in June 2002, I wondered what had become of Spraggins and other franchise originals. I called Herb Turetzky, the only official scorer in the history of the franchise and a native of the same Brownsville neighborhood in Brooklyn that I had lived in until my family moved to Staten Island when I was ten. “Remember him?” Turetzky said. “Spraggins, Levern Tart, Tony Jackson—those are my guys.” He put me in touch, and Spraggins, answering the telephone at his apartment on 107th Street and First Avenue in Manhattan, said, of course he recalled the clinic for the kids in the Staten Island projects. “When we had that shootout we’d always do after the instruction part, I don’t think I missed more than one shot,” Spraggins bragged, affirming my belief that lifelong basketball memories could be made anywhere there was a ball, a basket, and the ability to stretch the truth.

As a sportswriter and columnist for four New York City dailies, I’ve been lucky enough to accumulate a few decades’ worth. I have covered my share of games in the dowdiest high-school gyms and in the swankiest of luxury-box palaces. Years of following the Knicks with a suitcase and a laptop have taught me to navigate my way around most American downtowns and even a few intersections of Los Angeles freeways. Beginning with the 1992 Barcelona Summer Olympics and the original (and one au-thentic) Dream Team, basketball has helped me travel the world, to places I never dreamed of as a child whose family never ventured beyond the Catskills. From Europe to Australia, all the way to Tbilisi in the Republic of Georgia, in what just a decade earlier was behind the Iron Curtain.

I visited with the family of a Denver Nuggets’ 2002 first-round draft pick named Nikoloz Tskitishvili, for a project investigating the accelerating rate of foreign-born players coming from all corners of the globe. On the wall at the end of a foyer inside a one-bedroom flat, I noticed a poster of Michael Jordan soaring for one of his patented dunks. Further inspection revealed the familiar trappings of Madison Square Garden, and looking closer still, myself, hunched over the press table, eyes on the airborne Jordan.

Thrilled no end to find myself enshrined with Jordan in this remote city in the heart of the Caucasus, I summoned Tskitishvili’s mother, and the small circle of relatives and friends present to meet The New York Times columnist who had traveled so far to talk about their Nikoloz, with the assistance of an interpreter. “Look, it’s me,” I said, finger to the poster, and suddenly there was pandemonium, hugs all around, my back and shoulders pounded, a bottle of wine opened, a toast offered in the finest of Georgian traditions. To me, “friend of Jordan.”

While I didn’t break it to them that I wasn’t quite on the level of Ahmad Rashad, the Jordan sidekick moonlighting as a network cheerleader, I certainly was no stranger to the Jordan phenomenon, to the man who in many respects was the global face of American entertainment culture across the 1990s. From his first championship three-peat with the Bulls through the Salt Lake City followthrough on the title-winning jumper that capped his second, there was no escaping Jordan and, by extension, the NBA growth industry.

I couldn’t imagine having wanted to, for what other game offered a sports journalist the kind of upfront access to the field of play I’d had back in the projects when Bruce Spraggins paid us a visit? Even when deadlines became impossibly demanding, as the games dragged later into the East Coast night, you could always count on a window opening during the course of the game, the kind of dramatic scene, audio included, unavailable in the distant baseball and pro football press boxes.

Several years ago, Pat Williams—one of pro basketball’s more eclectic personalities, a personnel maven in Philadelphia and Orlando who doubled as a motivational speaker and quasi comic—called to say he was doing a book on Jordan and asked if I had a favorite story that best characterized the man. “That’s easy,” I told Williams, and proceeded to write him a few paragraphs about a 1992 playoff game, Chicago at New York, a brutal seven-game series in which the game plan of Pat Riley’s thuggish Knicks was to physically intimidate the Bulls, especially Scottie Pippen. On a late-game fast break, the Knicks’ John Starks hammered Pippen to the floor, leaving him dazed and bloodied on the bench during a subsequent timeout.

I was sitting at the edge of the press table, a couple of feet from the Bulls’ huddle, when Jordan shoved aside his coach, Phil Jackson, like he was the ball boy. Jordan kneeled in front of Pippen, shook a finger in his face, and snarled, “You better not take that shit,” and demanded Pippen drive the ball to the rim even harder next time. In Jordan’s eyes, I saw a frightening rage, however controlled, that I came to believe separated him from the others far more than his levitation skills. The old timers will tell you Bill Russell had that quality as well.

Having covered the sport from the tipoff of the rivalry between Magic Johnson and Larry Bird, right through the coming of LeBron James, I’d be the first to acknowledge that superstars drive basketball, especially the pro game, more than any other team sport. But for me, the foot soldiers and the families have always been equally and often more appealing to be around. I can still see the pride and joy on the faces of Chris Mullin’s now-deceased parents, Rod and Eileen, on the day he signed his first pro contract in Oakland. I can still hear the raspy oration of Mullin’s St. John’s college teammate, Mark Jackson, on the sunlit Brooklyn afternoon he eulogized Harry Jackson, when he said Harry was more than a father, he was “Daddy,” and everyone in the tear-stained congregation who knew the difference shouted, “Amen.”

To have been a young reporter, out on the road with the Knicks, writing about people I was more used to cheering for from the Garden cheap seats, made for an unusual and unsettling transformation. Willis Reed, the captain and wounded hero of the Knicks’ 1970 championship team, had replaced Holzman as coach when I began reporting in the late 1970s for the New York Post. Dispatched on my Murdochian mission to search and distort, I proceeded to question Reed’s strategy in one of my first road games, at Cleveland. The next night, in Detroit, Reed walked into the hotel bar where I was suddenly sitting nervously, nose in my beer. He walked over, put his arm around my shoulder. “Come on over to sit with us and have something to eat,” he said.

The following season, Reed was fired, the Post’s headline writers surely contributing, and replaced by Holzman, who remains the only Knicks coach to win a championship ring. Holzman, renowned for coaching an erudite brand of ball, was already into his sixties, but if you looked past the wrinkles, what you saw in the eyes was a street kid from Brooklyn, not so different from the African-American kids to come long after. Holzman was a tough guy with a quick needle who always got to the point. Example: When his friend and fellow basketball lifer, the Knicks’ longtime scout, Fuzzy Levane, suffered a brain aneurysm and fell comatose in the early 1990s, I asked Holzman to describe Levane for a column I was preparing. It took Holzman two or three seconds to come up with the perfect quote, albeit one too colorful for the Times: “No one ever said, ‘Here comes that asshole, Fuzzy.’”

As things would have it, Levane outlived Holzman, who died in 1998, months before his beloved Knicks made an unexpected push to the NBA finals. On the night they beat Indiana to close out the ’99 Eastern Conference finals at Madison Square Garden, I bumped into Levane in a mad rush through the lower stands and up to the pressroom. He was sitting in his seat, crying. “All these nights, I’ve been looking across the court out of habit, to where Red always sat,” he said. “I’d go home and want to tell him something about the game and I’d pick up the phone, start dialing, and say, ‘What the hell am I doing?’”

Lifelong habits are tough to break, even as we lose our mentors, as the names and faces change, as the years whirl by. My father was never much of a sports fan but somehow my job covering the Knicks brought us closer than we’d ever been in the years before he died in 1990. All of a sudden, he was watching NBA games, calling me in my Brooklyn Heights apartment, making a connection. “This Larry Bird is something,” he’d say. “This Bernard King …”

Now I watch my own sons—vertically challenged as I was—play in their youth-league games. They spend hours in the gymnasium at the local Y, they love the game, and that’s all that matters. School mornings, we browse box scores over breakfast. We challenge one another in the backyard. We go see the Rutgers women play Connecticut and the preseason NIT doubleheaders at the Garden the night before Thanksgiving. We bond at night in our den, driving their mother crazy by flipping NBA League Pass channels at a furious pace, when half a dozen games are in simultaneous climax.

That’s exactly where I was, reclining on the couch, watching the Knicks close out a tough road loss in Dallas, when the telephone rang on the night of November 19, 2004, the office calling to suggest that I immediately switch to ESPN. “I’ve never seen anything like this,” the Time’s Sunday sports editor, Bob Goetz, said. Neither had any of us. It was sobering and sad, but as I watched those images from Auburn Hills, replayed through the night and on into the following weeks, I began to realize that they were not a chance happening, not an unavoidable car wreck, as much as they were the unfortunate culmination of events and forces that had been building for more than a decade. The veritable race riot was almost inevitable for an industry plagued by conflicts of culture and class, some of them self-created.

By conventional measures—ballooning NBA salaries, fervent corporate involvement, expanded network subsidies—it can be argued that basketball is a thriving game on both the college and pro levels. However, what are the primary indicators for whether a sport is truly succeeding? If America’s universities are raking in multimillions while educating few and embarrassing many, can college basketball be worthy of applause? If the NBA is a wildly profitable vehicle for the physically blessed but reinforces stereotypes and constructs walls of alienation and mistrust, is it fulfilling its mission on a grander societal scale? Both answers are no.

The perception of basketball as a black sport over the last several decades, combined with virulent racial sensitivities in America, practically demanded that proprietary logic and good taste be maintained. They have not been. While capitalists reigned, American basketball values warped, creating a system set up to benefit those who feed off the talent more than the talented themselves. More recently, as the sport has gone global in stunningly accelerated fashion, the American system has even worked against its own players in this increasingly competitive world.

Again and again, players at both the collegiate and professional levels have made a mess of their affairs, often in painfully public ways. Too many have played the role of the jock reprobate and have been deserving of the scorn they received by the media and the fans. Here, nobody gets a free pass, but the spotlight is further cast on the powerbrokers and policy makers from the pros on down, those who turned a blind eye to the dysfunction so long as it didn’t stem the flow of dollars, who could have acted a decade ago to help keep basketball a beautiful game of grace and skill, and not the ugly spectacle it turned into at The Palace of Auburn Hills.

This book, a representation of more than two decades of my covering the sport with a particular focus on my years at The New York Times, traces the evolutionary arc that has carried this great game to once-unimagined heights and, sadly, to alarming and dangerous depths. Using a mix of personal experience and observation in memoir form, with additional interviewing done throughout the 2004-05 season, I hope to get to the root of what has made the great American game of basketball the wonder of the world but left it stumbling at home, searching for its soul.
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1

Malice

TWO-AND-A-HALF short weeks had passed since the reelection of George W. Bush. John Kerry’s concession had come the morning after, leaving no hanging chads to preoccupy a country seeking domestic distraction from the calamity of the war in Iraq. Between the denouement of the brass-knuckled politics and the sudden and shocking onset of the beer-stained basketbrawl, California fertilizer salesman Scott Peterson was convicted of murdering his pregnant wife, Laci, after starring in a grim reality television series for well over a year. There was now a vacancy for generic villainy in the America’s cable court of public opinion, and along came Ron Artest and a handful of relatively famous professional basketball players, all black, millionaire rich, and dragging along their entire industry to a quick, decisive, and unforgiving judgment.

It wasn’t as if basketball in general and the NBA in particular were strangers to controversy and to the wrath of assorted critics nationwide. The number alone on Artest’s Indiana Pacers jersey—the purposefully chosen ninety-one—evoked the contrived and inane escapades of former Chicago Bulls’ bad boy Dennis Rodman. NBA-bashing, in fact, began to occur on a fairly regular basis after Michael Jordan quit the Bulls prior to the lockout-abbreviated 1998-99 season and was no longer around to obscure the collage of image-rattling headlines by heightening playoff television ratings on his way to another championship. Some of those headlines—relating to gambling bacchanals with the scent of organized crime—even involved Jordan, around the time of his 1993-94 sabbatical from the Bulls. But as long as he churned out reality television hits, as long as Jordan wielded supreme leverage with the league and enjoyed a mythic status in the media, he was untouchable, unlike those who would inherit the sport.

Preventable tragedy exacerbated a growing perception of lifestyle recklessness during the 1999-2000 season when a Charlotte Hornets’ player, Bobby Phills, died in a car crash while drag-racing a teammate, David Wesley, on the road leading from the team’s arena. Soon after, Jayson Williams, a retired New Jersey Nets star ensconced in an analyst’s chair for network television games, was arrested in the shooting death of a chauffeur. The case involved alcohol and a nasty attempt by Williams to cover up his role in the shooting. In the summer of 2003, Kobe Bryant—the league’s most luminous player, the self-styled Jordan heir—was embroiled in an explosive sexual assault case that became its own cable cause célèbre. The criminal charges were eventually dropped and a civil-suit settlement was reached, but not before Bryant’s carefully crafted image as the jump-shooting boy next door was shredded and burned.

Drugs, guns, gambling, misogyny; you name it, and David Stern had been given the opportunity to explain it. After a long run of dizzying growth and critical acclaim, the longtime commissioner seemed to have a permanent place on the All-Defensive Team. His annual state of the union at the All-Star Weekend remained a spit-shined performance, replete with assurances of sustained revenue growth. But during the 2004-05 season’s break in Denver, the residue of The Fight was impossible to ignore. The league announced a new fan code of conduct for its thirty arenas and implemented restrictions on alcohol consumption, including the elimination of fourth-quarter sales. (This was a wonderful and long-overdue idea, considering the number of Detroit fans whose cups were emptied on the Pacers’ heads with seconds remaining in a lopsided game.)

Perhaps the most shocking and revealing development was the halftime show of the nationally televised All-Star Game. In the climate following an election supposedly won by conservatives on the moral values vote, one year after one exposed breast at the Super Bowl precipitated a near-hysterical backlash against licentiousness in the entertainment industry, the NBA even outdid the NFL’s PG-rated Paul McCartney halftime bash the month before, throwing raw meat to the red-state masses. The sight of country-western singers bounding onto the court on horseback was too much for TNT commentator Charles Barkley. “This ain’t no NASCAR race,” complained Sir Charles, a Republican.

There was little doubt that Stern perceived the fight as a wound that needed to be salved, and fast, though in less-scripted conversation, he would ask why no one wanted to talk about the majority of NBA players who didn’t show up on police dockets, or why David Robinson’s $11 million largesse to create the inner-city Carver Academy school in San Antonio wasn’t as big a story as Latrell Sprewell’s rejection of an even larger contract extension by the Minnesota Timberwolves before the 2004—05 season. Sprewell complained to reporters that he had to feed his family but, out of touch with political correctness or good taste as he frequently was, he didn’t speak for Grant Hill, any more than the conniving Bryant spoke for Tim Duncan, Allan Houston, Richard Jefferson, and dozens of others who represented the league in more conventional, stable ways.

Unfortunately for Stern, perception in the sports and entertainment business was the reality of sagging television ratings.

Stern would invariably sigh when fingers were pointed, and cleverly suggest that such heated objections reflected a passion for the game. “We invite the closest view of us, and over the years, millions of fans have accepted that invitation,” Stern said, when I asked him if the 2004 Christmas Day grudge match between Kobe’s Lakers and Shaq’s Heat misrepresented holiday values. It was one of those deflective rejoinders the lawyer in Stern was typically well prepared with, but he privately worried that a seismic event like the Pistons-Pacers brawl would make the league as toxic on Madison Avenue as it was during the late 1970s, before Stern succeeded the late Larry O’Brien as commissioner in 1984. Stern recalled the league’s public image back then as “too black, too drug infested.”

Over the years, Stern and I had had our squabbles, once going a couple of years without speaking, but it would have been foolish of me to let the professional relationship end and not just because Stern, as the boss of pro ball, was an important source or quote. He was also an engaging, enlightening conversationalist with much more on his mind than the state of the game. On a sports landscape mostly controlled by well-heeled Republican donors looking out for their own tax breaks, Stern steadfastly remained an active Democrat, who contributed $2,000 to the Kerry-John Edwards campaign, $25,000 to the Kerry Victory 2004 committee, and $32,500 to the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee. “And proud of it,” he told me when I teased him following Bush’s reelection about being, within the hierarchy of sports, a lone liberal wolf.

As a young man embarking on a law career, Stern did extensive pro bono work on what became a nationally renowned case challenging the unseemly practice of racial steering by real-estate brokers in and around Teaneck, the diverse northern New Jersey community in which Stern grew up. Law was his calling, until his Manhattan firm—Proskauer Rose Goetz & Mendelsohn—assigned him to its longtime NBA account. In 1978, he walked into the office of George Gallantz, his mentor, to say he had an offer from the basketball people to be legal counsel. “Well, you schmuck,” Gallantz roared, “how can you put your life in the hands of one client?”

Stern rolled the dice, and became very wealthy and famous, often deified during the heady 1990s as the most savvy sports commissioner of his time, and perhaps all time. As much as Stern could make you crazy with his bullish attitudes and unfailing buoyancy, there was no doubt that he loved his league, and cared about those who passed through it. In 1986, he banished Micheal Ray Richardson, a troubled young player with a severe stutter, for repeated drug offenses. In 2002, he quietly arranged for the Denver Nuggets to bring Richardson back into the fold, in a community relations position.

No less a social commentator and Berkeley academic than Dr. Harry Edwards—never a wallflower when he sniffed racial injustice on the American sports scene—counted himself as an admirer, calling Stern “an honest broker of the product who, at the end of the day, respects the men who play in his league and the community from which they come.” Nor was there any question that the personal and very public calamities that befell the players and increasingly alarmed the league’s sponsors pained Stern to no end. He was, however, far beyond the point of cultivating himself as the friendly commissioner for all, from the wealthiest owner on down to the lowliest ball boy. The man who once dubbed himself “Easy Dave” locked out his players for much of the 1998-99 season, demanding and getting what baseball owners would die for, what sports management people called “cost certainty,” in the form of a firm ceiling on salaries. On the day the lockout ended, Stern left a settlement meeting with league security on both flanks.

Given his politics and his longtime relationship with the African-American community, it was a delicate balancing act to be the top NBA cop, to operate a league that was trying, as Stern said, to “bridge both populations,” the predominantly corporate crowd in the premium seats that accounted for roughly 18 percent of the league’s $3 billion in revenue and the younger demographic driving the licensing and merchandising sales earning each team more than $4 million a year. Handling the fight in Auburn Hills was akin to walking the racial high wire without a net. Even as he severely punished the instigators to calm sponsors and fans, Stern was privately troubled by the belief that the behavioral bar was set higher for a league largely dominated by African-American players making huge sums of money. And who, as Stern put it, “are unencumbered by helmets, long sleeves, and pads.”

This conviction was shared by many league insiders and was most strenuously articulated by Billy Hunter, the executive director of the Players Association and a former federal prosecutor, in the days following the Detroit-Indiana brawl. “I’m strongly of the opinion that a significant number of people in this country feel that most of the guys in this league don’t deserve what they earn,” Hunter, an African-American, told The New York Times. “And I think a lot of it has to do with color, with race, that the guys who are earning it are not contrite and humble enough.”

While media-friendly superstars such as Magic Johnson and Michael Jordan had, for the most part, transcended racial typecasting, there was anecdotal evidence to support the opinion that Hunter wasn’t just shooting from the lip, or firing up a hot air ball. Few modern athletes seemed to rouse negative emotions the way pro basketball players often could. Even in NBA fights that were confined to the court, the sight of large black men rushing off the bench to throw punches at one another tended to evoke outcries in the media and from fans about the end of sports civilization as we know it.

Wrestling is inherently violent. Real sports aren’t supposed to be, but mostly white hockey crowds thrill to the sight of NHL players dropping their gloves and punching each other toothless and senseless. In 1998—about the time the combustible Sprewell was plastered in newspapers nationwide as a snarling coach-choker in cornrows following his inexcusable attack on his Golden State Warriors’ coach, P. J. Carlesimo—no less a mainstream authority than Sports Illustrated weighed in with a sizable feature on hockey goons, extolling them as “a surprisingly honest and amiable bunch” and for abiding by the “unwritten code of the NHL tough guy.” In other words, in direct opposition to the contemporary black athlete’s so-called culture of disrespect, the NHL thugs comprised a laudable white, violent culture of respect.

The former was not a neighborhood that the NHL wished to wander into. In March 2000, the Florida Panthers’ Peter Worrell, one of hockey’s few black players, shook up the sport by failing to do what one normally does when zonked in the head with a hockey stick. As opposed to crumpling to the ice, semiconscious, oozing blood, he remained upright, alert, and enraged. Worrell responded to being attacked by the New Jersey Devils’ Scott Nie-dermeyer with the infamous throat slash, in vogue at the time as a sort of gangsta silent battle cry, not once, twice, but three times. This infuriated the Devils and set off a leaguewide demographics alarm. While the NHL suspended Niedermeyer for ten games and did not punish Worrell, officials in the New York office were quick to make clear that such imagery had no place, and would not be tolerated, in a clean, wholesome sport like hockey.

Bobby Phills’ death while drag racing David Wesley became a lesson in lifestyle recklessness. When, in 2003, Dany Heatley of hockey’s Atlanta Thrashers was charged with vehicular homicide resulting in the death of his teammate, Dan Snyder, the thematic coverage focused more on Heatley’s remorse and the clemency granted him by Snyder’s family than on the act of driving up to eighty-two miles per hour in a thirty-five zone in Heatley’s Ferrari. After all these years, such racial double standards were much too common, and mainstream sports were a powerful conditioning agent in enforcing them. In the aftermath of the Pistons-Pacers fight came the predictable dissections of the sport in print and across the airwaves, the familiar panels of blowhards hastily rounded up to outshout one another on Fox, CNN, and MSNBC. The fight was even big enough to darken the typically sanguine moods of the network morning shows.

Condemnations of the NBA’s hip-hop milieu were widespread, by white and black sportswriters alike. Michael Wilbon of The Washington Post, Shaun Powell of Newsday, Bryan Burwell of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, and Jason Whitlock of The Kansas City Star—all highly respected and African-American—railed against some black NBA players for confusing upscale basketball crowds with the audiences for rap. Whitlock warned that if the players’ priorities didn’t change, they’d find themselves preening for a few measly bucks on a street-ball tour, the bastardized version of the game spun off from the Harlem Rucker League and other schoolyard venues, playing to small, vociferous crowds around the country.

Watchwords like posse—evoking street-gang violence—crept into the postfight dialogue. Many diatribes began with “these guys,” sounding too much like “black thugs with tattoos and cornrows.” In my postfight column, I wondered why flamboyant hairstyles and body design, not exactly a creation of the black basketball community, were such a crime against American culture. Why were basketball players, generally speaking, the easiest targets of the sports police? Why was basketball an institution so often said to be risking ruin due to the way its players looked or comported themselves when pro football, which, in recent years, had dealt with as many, if not more, unseemly transgressions, was considered, especially as a business, the model sports league? How much of the quick-trigger and typically negative appraisals directed at Stern’s “unencumbered” went only skin deep? After the column ran, Billy Hunter called to say, in so many words, “that’s what I’m talking about.”

On a much broader scale, it had become much too easy, almost a cliché, to blame the black athlete for diminished levels of sportsmanship and civility within the American arena. Seldom discussed was the actual genesis of disrespecting one’s opponent for the benefit of self-promotion and who had established the precedent. All the way back in the 1950s, legendary Celtics coach Red Auerbach was quite good at calling attention to his own success, lighting a victory cigar on the Boston bench nearing the end of another Bill Russell-inspired victory. Auerbach’s self-aggrandizements infuriated opponents, who occasionally took out their frustrations on his players. All these years later, in a climate of incivility consistently harpooned by critics, Auerbach’s look-at-me revelry is still portrayed as having been part of his charisma, as good, harmless fun.

Mark Gastineau, a white defensive lineman for the Jets, was known in the 1980s for his sack dances. Long before marketing edginess became an art form, long before Dennis Rodman got his first tattoo, Jimmy Connors and then John McEnroe became the cutting edge in boorish behavior on the field of play. Their antics, ranging from playful to profane, put lily-white, country-club tennis into the mainstream conversation; tennis was said to be boring after Connors and McEnroe. A good portion of the media proceeded to habitually dismiss the all-time record-holder of grand slam titles, the gentlemanly Pete Sampras, as an unemotional serve-and-volley drone.

Media people constantly complained that basketball players were too angry. They looked too threatening, yet magazines mostly edited by middle-aged whites continuously posed them scowling on covers. Sports shows on television and radio regularly featured experts whose popularity was directly related to their ability to angrily outshout colleagues. National sports talk radio hosts tried to stir up their callers with weekly segments called Shut Up Tuesday and Bite Me Wednesday. Columnists, myself included, often fell into the trap of thinking we had to go negative to maintain a persona in the increasingly noisy chorus.

Belligerence in sports was hardly exclusive to one particular era, culture, or race. The oldtimers often made that abundantly clear whenever the serious reminiscing began. According to Dolph Schayes, the old Syracuse Nationals’ star and lifelong Auerbach and Celtics hater, “Many of our games ended in fights.” These days, it had just become a hell of a lot easier to promote it. Two days after what soon became known as the Malice at the Palace, Paul Silas stood outside the Cavaliers’ locker room at Madison Square Garden, recalling an Atlanta night in 1968 when he and Phil Jackson got into it and Lou Hudson set the Knicks’ brawny center, Willis Reed, off with a punch and, the next thing they all knew, Nate Bowman and Bill Bridges were wrestling in the stands, with Bowman, a Knick, taking a merciless pounding from the hometown fans.

“That was just one of ’em,” Silas said with an unmistakable gleam in his eye. He wasn’t being callous. He wasn’t trying to downplay the severity of what had occurred less than forty-eight hours earlier. Silas, an NBA lifer and career-long pragmatist, was just acknowledging the realities of large, aggressive men hurling their bodies at ball and rim, battling one another on a nightly basis. There were bound to be crashes, pileups, fights, and the occasional brawl. “We’ll deal with this and get past it,” Silas said. “Nothing was worse than Kermit Washington and Rudy T.”

Except that the 1977 punch by Washington, a Lakers’ power forward shattered the face of Rudy Tomjanovich, then of the Houston Rockets, was one punch, did not involve fans, and preceded the age of cable, digital, and satellite television. Washington never quite shed the stigma of The Punch, the title of a later book by John Feinstein, and always believed there were racial implications of a black man nearly killing a white man. However, the episode could only be relived through grainy footage that didn’t spread like a computer virus on SportsCenter and three hundred digital channels and the Internet. In contrast, the Pistons-Pacers game was shown live on national television and, within minutes, the fight, perfectly timed for the eleven o’clock news, transcended sports.

Even a marketing impresario like Stern, forever extracting revenue from the networks and the NBA’s own channels of distribution and promotion, was stunned by how the medium could, in a heartbeat, become a deadly energy source, a near-nuclear meltdown. “They just show it and show it and show it,” he told me, exasperated, acknowledging that the fight had become the Za-pruder film of sports. In the hours following the debacle, he watched it dozens of times, every horrific frame, beginning with Artest’s cheap foul on Detroit’s Ben Wallace in the final minute of a lopsided Indiana victory.

Lost on Artest, apparently, was the well-known fact that Wallace happened to be mourning the death of his oldest brother. Artest offered his sympathy by hammering the bigger man, and one he wasn’t even guarding, as Wallace drove by. It wasn’t the worst foul the flagrantly aggressive Artest had ever committed, but it had to rank in his top five of most unnecessary, and just to make sure Wallace knew who had sent him to the floor, Artest held his position, making himself readily available for Wallace to respond.

The action escalated quickly. Wallace choke-shoved Artest backward, Artest retreated like Ali, fake-wobbling into the ropes. Players spilled onto the court, Artest settled back into a reclining position on the press table—a bizarre, Rodmanian act in its own right. That Artest would instigate a scuffle with Wallace, a ferocious competitor but respected as a clean player and a gentleman, was bad enough, but when a cup of beer or soda (not a bottle, as was often reported) flew out of the stands and landed on his chest (not his face, as was often reported), Artest bolted from the table and, in one fateful moment, touched off a riot that, as Stern put it, broke “the social contract between players and fans.”

Stern knew these subsequent, sad, and crystal-clear color images would be most haunting. The well-traveled Pacers guard, Stephen Jackson, followed Artest into the stands for no rational reason and began swinging at fans. Jermaine O’Neal rushed twenty feet across the court to lay one out with a roundhouse right. A metal chair flew into the crowd. A young boy, eyes filled with fright, sobbed as a woman held him close. Pacers players, in the process of being led off by team personnel, their jerseys stretched or torn, were drenched in beverage showers, all of this madness eventually bringing criminal assault charges against five players and five fans, and an 871-page report by the Auburn Hills police.

In the report, first obtained by The Detroit News, Pacers’ coach Rick Carlisle blamed the Pistons, the team that had fired him during the summer of 2003, for lax security and the Pistons’ coaches for failing to hustle Wallace from the floor after he became incensed. “Ben threw his towel and that was the cue to start throwing things at Ron [Artest],” Carlisle told investigators.

Even taking team alliances and biases into consideration, it was amazing that anyone could try to absolve Artest of guilt, much less of the majority of it. Two incidents had occurred: the Artest Wallace encounter that seemed to be under control until the thrown cup hit Artest, and the ensuing riot. Artest had instigated both. “Ben had blocked his shot a couple of minutes before the fight, and Artest cursed him,” said then-Pistons coach Larry Brown, Carlisle’s replacement in this tangled rivalry of 2004 Eastern Conference playoff finalists (the Pistons beat the Pacers on their way to the championship).

The fight was especially painful for Brown, whose eleven-year-old son, L.J., was a ball boy that night at the far end of the floor, by the Indiana bench. “He doesn’t even want to go to the game anymore,” confided Brown, an emotional five-nine scrapper from Long Island who seldom backed away from any confrontation, from his days as an All-America point guard at North Carolina to beating his hard head against the wall as Allen Iverson’s caretaker and 76ers coach in Philadelphia. Brown, naturally, had a completely different take than Carlisle as to what might have prevented the fight from spilling into the stands, and shared it one night at Madison Square Garden as the Pistons were warming up.

“Artest is such a tough guy and he commits a foul like that in the last minute of a game they’re beating the heck out of us,” Brown said. “If he wanted to fight Ben, why was he backing away? Ben would have settled it right there and none of the other stuff would have happened.”

Stern didn’t have the luxury of dealing with the hypothetical. By the following morning, he knew he had to move expeditiously, or risk aftershocks. He didn’t even bother to wait for the work week to begin, calling a news conference before the Knicks Cavaliers Sunday night game at the Garden. Just as Silas happened to be revisiting the 1968 Atlanta brawl in the hallway by the visiting locker room, Stern passed by, the top of his white shirt unbuttoned, his tie undone. In the more than twenty-five years of running into him at one NBA event or another, I had never seen him grimmer.

He appeared alone at the press conference, as if to stress the point that the major suspensions—the season for Artest, thirty-five games for Stephen Jackson, and twenty-five for O’Neal—were not communally inspired. Asked if there had been a vote, Stern nodded, with a glower befitting his surname. “One-nothing,” he said. Off to the side of the podium, Charles Smith, a former Knick and longtime union activist, winced when he heard the news. Jamison Brewer, a Knicks’ reserve guard who was Artest’s friend when he played for the Pacers, called the suspension crazy, and said most players in Artest’s position would have reacted likewise. Even Silas commented that Artest should have been given some credit for backing away from Wallace and minding his own business on the press table. Many players around the league would say they might well have reacted the way Artest had if hit with a flying object from the stands. Charles Barkley, a veteran of more than a few embarrassing scraps during his playing days, argued in various interviews that it was a player’s right to pursue any miscreant who used him for target practice, social contract be damned.

Stern wasn’t hearing any of it, citing Artest’s long list of prior transgressions as reason enough to throw the book at him. Artest, who turned twenty-five six days before the fight, had been fined and suspended repeatedly for various offenses during his five seasons with the Bulls and Pacers. In the ensuing days and weeks, many basketball-savvy sources whose opinions I often sought out told me they thought Stern had overreacted, that strong suspensions were warranted but that these were too severe. One of them, however, wasn’t Harry Edwards. “First of all, any player who goes into the stands is stupid, especially for a person whose livelihood depends on his body staying in one piece,” Edwards said. He, better than most, understood the racial complexities in play for the commissioner, the revenue for all being risked, the unenviable position Stern found himself in, between a couple of rock-headed players and his fan base. “What is going to happen and what will people say the next time someone goes into the stands and gets stabbed?” Edwards said. “Stern is looking to say, ‘Listen, fellas, for the sake of the league, for your own sake, this is what’s going to happen if you go into the stands.’”

Hunter, the union executive director, challenged the severity of the suspensions and Stern’s ability to unilaterally impose them. In the cases of Artest and Jackson, which he lost, I didn’t agree. Jackson had no excuse, no reason to be in the stands. Artest, for his part, attacked the wrong fan (and, tellingly, one with a cup in his hand). When Artest expressed his remorse on Good Morning America by pitching an R&B CD he’d produced (and had, shortly before the fight, asked for time off to promote), there was only one conclusion to draw: Here was a young man who had no concept of accountability, who needed time off for his own benefit, as much as for those whose lives he had continually disrupted.

More of a dilemma was voicing approval for the twenty-five games off given O’Neal, a twenty-six-year-old All-Star, who responded to seeing a teammate, Anthony Johnson, on the ground, by barreling across the floor, sliding on his butt, and cold-cocking a fan. The fan, Charlie Haddad, was out on the court, where he didn’t belong, but already in the grasp of security. In the heat of the riot, O’Neal said it felt like “us against the world, twelve guys in Pacers’ jerseys against thousands.”

In several ways, some superficial, O’Neal fit the unflattering stereotype of the young, so-called hip-hop generation player. He braided his hair and sported a multitude of tattoos, extending from both muscular shoulders down to his forearms. As a high-school junior in Columbia, South Carolina, he was found in bed with his fifteen-year-old girlfriend and sweated out an investigation that could have led to charges of statutory rape. O’Neal skipped college and was drafted right onto the roster of the Portland Trail Blazers. He proceeded to ride the bench and was labeled a flop, an anti-Kobe. Back home in Columbia following his rookie year, he had a scuffle with a mall security guard and wound up digging ditches and picking up garbage to complete 100 hours of community service.

After four years and little opportunity, O’Neal was dispatched to Indiana, in a deal for Dale Davis, a veteran forward. The trade immediately became one of the worst in NBA history. Pacers’ CEO Donnie Walsh took a look at O’Neal during the Pacers’ training camp and thought he was too good to be true. He was an intimidating presence on defense. He had natural low-post skills and was that rarity among American-trained big men in that he could step outside the paint and launch feathery jump shots. Walsh thought there had to have been some problem with this kid. The better O’Neal played, the more Walsh worried and waited for “the other shoe to drop.” It didn’t. O’Neal became an All-Star and was selected for the U.S. National team in the 2002 World Championships in Indianapolis. He became the Pacers’ captain.

Larry Bird, the team’s president of basketball operations, called O’Neal the “cornerstone of the franchise” when he signed a new contract during the summer of 2003. Typically well dressed in public, articulate in interviews, O’Neal cultivated a philanthropic presence in the Indianapolis community. He launched a foundation and forged a partnership with an Indianapolis hospital, St. Vincent’s. After the devastating tsunami hit south Asia, O’Neal announced he would donate a thousand dollars for every point he scored in his next game. He scored 32 and then decided to base his gift on his previous game’s total: 55.

O’Neal focused much of his philanthropic works on the Indianapolis Housing Authority. He annually donated $25,000 to fund a Christmas toy drive, another $25,000 for clothes. He initiated a program for strengthening father-son relationships by sponsoring nights out at the Pacers’ games. Working with the local housing authority was important to him, he said, because he had grown up in the projects, abandoned by his father just before birth.

Prior to Christmas and the Pacers’ first game against the Pistons since the fight, O’Neal had his suspension reduced from twenty-five games to fifteen by an NBA arbitrator on internal NBA labor-management disputes, Roger Kaplan. Cited was O’Neal’s work in the community, his positive image. Stern challenged the decision, losing in federal court, on December 30, when the Pacers were in the New York area for a game against New Jersey.

Dressed in a cream-colored three-piece suit, O’Neal held an impromptu news conference outside the locker room and was asked if he felt vindicated. He shook his head. Punishment had been warranted. “There is really no vindication for the fans and players involved,” he said. “Vindication means there was no wrong and this was wrong.” He was still facing two counts of aggravated assault in Auburn Hills, Michigan, but was relieved that the arbitrator reduced the suspension and had specifically mentioned his community work. His concern was that he, as a young black male who was trying to be a positive community role model, would be superficially judged.

“People say the league is too hip-hop, too out of control,” O’Neal said. “I don’t understand that. I have tattoos but I care about people. I love my daughter.” In fact, he said the worst moment of the entire episode was when five-year-old Asjia came home from school and said, “Daddy, you only threw one punch.” He was sorry for it all, and was the only player to make a heartfelt apology to “all the fans and the people who are not necessarily fans of the NBA that they even had to watch something like that.”

However, O’Neal recognized the hypocrisy, the shifting standards, the complexity of the rap culture that, in part, did promote violence and misogyny but whose audience included swaths of white suburbia. He wondered why heavy-metal music wasn’t an issue when white athletes—hockey or baseball players—brawled. He wanted to know how many men his age of any job or race were expected to act like a Cub Scout 24/7. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Back with his teammates in the locker room, O’Neal removed his sports jacket and hung it on a hook. He began bantering with the Pacers’ New York City-bred point guard, Jamal Tinsley, who asked him if he’d had to speak at the hearing.

O’Neal sneered. “Man,” he said, stretching out the word, “I just wanted to tell the judge, ‘This is bullshit.’”

In the time it had taken to walk through the locker-room door, O’Neal had dropped his polished public persona. But was this unscripted moment, this look inside the jock cocoon, so different from what we would see peaking inside any exclusive male sanctum? In the golfers’ private areas at Augusta? The back rooms of Congress? O’Neal was in his element, his neighborhood, sounding young and mutinous. He would soon go on a scoring tear, about which he would say: “I’ve been almost angry to a point, just angry. Sometimes anger makes me play even better, makes me play harder.” In other words: on the edge.

About the time I spoke with Harry Edwards, a new documentary by Ken Burns on the legendarily controversial boxer Jack Johnson had debuted on PBS. Burns called it Unforgivably Black, and Edwards believed the title was especially relevant to the contemporary young African-American basketball stars. “Jack Johnson was the father of the athlete for today,” Edwards said. “His attitude was, ‘Hey, this is who I am.’ Obviously, for Ron Artest and Jermaine O’Neal to be spoken of in the same breath doesn’t make any sense, except that they are part of the same culture. And that’s what basketball is dealing with, a whole spectrum of kids who belong to a different generation, young men who are going to braid their hair and wear tattoos and not apologize for it because they think they’re being true to where they are from. But to a lot of the fans out there, it’s a representation of something bad, something threatening. Today it’s Ron Artest, tomorrow it could be Le Bron James.”
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