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Advance Praise for Mort Zachter and Red Holzman:

“Mort Zachter’s Red Holzman reads like a labor of love, using a lot of screen/roll writing to bring to life a man that led the Knicks to their two championship titles. There’s a lot to it, as there was a lot to Red Holzman. Zachter gives the reader a glimpse of a man that would ask you to meet him in his office—the toilet stall—for a brief conference. Always done out of sight and off key. It was something he wanted you to know, about your demeanor or public statement, on the QT. Typical Red; always working, but not making it obvious. He was like a duck in water, and Mort captures a lot of what made Red Holzman great.”

—Phil Jackson, Hall of Fame basketball coach

“In Red Holzman, Mort Zachter has written an affectionate and insightful biography of one of the truly great men in the history of basketball. He intimately captures the life and times of the coach I knew, the source I often relied on, and the friend I had for over 30 years. It deserves a wide readership.

—Ira Berkow, Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist and author of To the Hoop: The Seasons of a Basketball Life

“Before Mort Zachter’s Red Holzman, most of what I knew about the legendary coach came from Phil Jackson, with whom I rarely had a conversation without him working tales about his beloved mentor. This biography afforded me the opportunity to dig in deeper into Holzman but also on many of the largely forgotten individuals who forged the early history of this game. The Knicks might not be doing so well, but their revered two-titled coach gets his due from Zachter.”

—Jack McCallum, author of the best-selling Dream Team, Seven Seconds or Less, and Golden Days

“Zachter offers a comprehensive, if workmanlike, look at the life of New York Knicks coach Red Holzman (1920–1998), who guided the team to its only two NBA championships….NBA fans curious about the league in its earlier decades are most likely to find this solid biography of interest.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Mort Zachter brought back to me a memorable picture of Red Holzman as I knew him. Red was a loyal man who possessed an incredible sense of humor; and an inordinate amount of humility who loved his privacy, family, friends, and players. Any success or accolades he received were channeled to his associates and his players. At the end of the day, Red just wanted to do his job and go home to Selma.”

—Bill Raftery, award-winning basketball analyst
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“And the man Moses was a very humble man,
more so than any other man on the face of the earth.”

—Numbers, 12:3

“I never really did anything spectacular or even really smart.

At best, a good job. . . . I’m just an ordinary man.”

—Red Holzman


PREFACE: FANFARE FOR THE ORDINARY MAN

For me, Red Holzman was an easier interview dead than alive.

Beginning in the 1960s, to document the twentieth-century American-Jewish experience, in-depth interviews with well-known Jews from politicians like Golda Meir to playwrights like Arthur Miller were conducted. In 1978, an interview invitation was extended to Red Holzman, the most successful coach in the history of the NBA’s New York Knickerbockers.

But Holzman hated being interviewed. He always told writers having dinner with him that when there was food on the table, everything was off the record. Manny Azenberg, a friend of Holzman, once sat in the back of a room where the coach was answering questions. Thinking Azenberg was a journalist, a writer new to covering the Knicks leaned over and asked, “Does this guy ever say anything you can use?”

Pulitzer Prize winner Dave Anderson wrote, “In the clamor over the Knicks players, Red Holzman often is forgotten. He prefers it that way. On the bench he is highly visible and highly vocal. But once the game is over, it’s as if he vanishes. He hides behind innocuous phrases. He conceals himself under the camouflage of clichés. He never shares any strategic secrets. As a result, he is seldom quoted. But by not really saying anything, he is saying everything.”

Remarkably, Holzman agreed to be interviewed. In 1978, for the first time in over a decade, he wasn’t coaching the Knicks. He had been fired the year before, and Willis Reed, one of Red’s best players, had taken over. But the former coach didn’t agree to be interviewed just because he had time on his hands. Although Holzman would never admit it—and whether he viewed himself as a Jewish coach or a coach who happened to be Jewish—he understood his importance in basketball history. He not only played on an NBA championship team during the league’s formative years, but helped bring a championship to New York, as Pete Axthelm wrote, when basketball was “The City Game.”

In the spring of 1978, over the course of three sessions, Holzman was interviewed for a total of four hours. He never told anyone—not even his daughter—that he had done the interviews, and placed restrictions on their use. The agreement stated that they could not be used in any fashion until May 31, 1984, when his consulting contract with the Knicks ended. And during his lifetime, no one could use them without his written permission. The transcript of the interviews remained unread, in all likelihood, until I stumbled upon them in 2018—twenty years after Holzman’s death. Even then, as per his written instructions, before I could see it, I had to convince the transcript’s current guardians, the Dorot Jewish Division of the New York Public Library, that I was “a qualified scholar.” I then spent hours sitting in the New York Public Library on 42nd Street reading the transcripts and feeling as if Holzman was alive and well and speaking just to me.

Sometimes I laughed. Sometimes I cried. Sometimes I needed coffee.

I’m not sure how scholarly Holzman would have found me. Unlike him, I have never attempted to complete the New York Times crossword puzzle, something he regularly enjoyed doing. And my goal is not to write an annotated version of his life, documenting precisely what he was doing and when. That approach wouldn’t fit the subject. Instead, I’ve forsaken the individual trees and gone for the whole forest, focusing, wherever possible, on Holzman’s unique voice and quirky sense of humor. For this, the transcript came in very handy. But I prefer to begin with a quotation which appeared on the first page of the 1998–99 New York Knicks Media Guide, the year Holzman and his wife Selma both passed away. The guide was dedicated to their memory. It not only sums up Holzman’s approach to life but provided me with a bit of guidance for my own.

“Look, the main thing in life is to enjoy yourself. You do your job the best you can and have a little fun.”

—Mort Zachter

Princeton, New Jersey

June 2019


PROLOGUE: ONE NIGHT IN SHREVEPORT

Red Holzman coached the New York Knicks to their only two championships.

If you wanted answers as to how he did it, Holzman was the last person you would have asked. He was, as the writer Mark Kriegel once said, “pathologically modest.” During the Knicks’ first championship season, when an out-of-town reporter was probing too deeply for the coach’s taste, he responded, “Who cares about an alter kocker [Yiddish for old fart] like me?”

Fortunately, his players were more forthcoming. “There is not one player on this team who, when asked to explain its success, will not begin with Holzman,” wrote Lawrence Shainberg in the New York Times in 1970. After the Knicks won their second championship in 1973, Dave DeBusschere, an invaluable player on both championship teams, said of Holzman, “He may well be one of the best coaches in the game, if not the best. There is more to the game of basketball than coaching or manipulating players, and this man has it. It’s difficult to describe except to say he blends his coaching with every ingredient of life itself.”

Holzman long possessed that inestimable trait. In the 1954–55 season, he was coaching the Milwaukee Hawks—one of the worst teams in the NBA. Ben Kerner, the financially strapped Hawks’ owner, arranged for his team to play a three-game series against the Minneapolis Lakers in three different Louisiana cities to capitalize on the drawing power of their best player, Bob Pettit, a former college star at Louisiana State University (LSU). Unfortunately, Kerner didn’t consider the fact that, in Louisiana, the Hawks only black player, Chuck Cooper—the first African American drafted in NBA history—would be playing in front of white crowds who had little to no experience with integrated team sports, a potentially incendiary situation. LSU did not have a black football player until 1971; a black basketball player until 1974.

On January 19, 1955, in New Orleans, Cooper played without incident, scoring six points. But the next night, in Shreveport, the crowd verbally abused him, repeatedly employing the N-word. Sixty-two years later, Bill Calhoun, one of Cooper’s teammates, could still vividly recall, “It was the worst scene I’ve ever witnessed.”

Holzman felt he had to remove Cooper from harm’s way. He sat him down on the bench and the game continued. The Lakers were subsequently called for a technical foul. At the time, NBA rules allowed any player to shoot the free throw—even a player on the bench. Holzman, seizing an opportunity for Cooper to regain his dignity, had him shoot the free throw though other teammates were equally capable.

The coach knew how the crowd would respond, but he had found a way for Cooper to rise above their bigotry. Cooper sank the free throw. Holzman’s gesture shows the kind of man he was–savvy, humane, understated.

In 1998, shortly after Holzman’s death, DeBusschere was again asked to comment on his former coach. “We were a great team,” DeBusschere said, “but he made us great. He took people from diverse backgrounds—extremely diverse—and became the glue that put everyone together.”

The question remains: How did Holzman, a native New Yorker, the son of immigrants, get the eight core players on his championship teams to all sing the same hymn?1 Four were white: one, the son of a Detroit bar owner; another, a banker’s boy from Missouri; the third, the pot-smoking son of two Pentecostal ministers from Montana; and the last, the greatest college basketball star in Ohio history, who, in his spare time, liked to memorize the phone book. Four were black: one, the son of a streetwise entrepreneur who ran a slice of the numbers racket in Atlanta; another, the product of a Gary, Indiana slum; the third, the proud grandson of an enterprising Louisiana farmer; and the last, one of the most entertaining offensive basketball players ever, out of rough-and-tumble south Philadelphia. Each was a star in his own right. So why did they give up their individuality and dedicate themselves to lifting each other up in a way that is rarely seen on a basketball court?

That story starts in Brooklyn with a schoolyard rat they called Roita.



1Of the eight, five played on both championship teams, three on only the second.


CHAPTER ONE

“YOU SHOULD HAVE KNOWN MY FATHER.”

A little over two miles from the site of the current Madison Square Garden, William Holzman was born in his parents’ tenement apartment near First Avenue and First Street on August 10, 1920. Traversing those two miles to reach the pinnacle of his professional career would take him half a century. Along the way he paid his dues in long-forgotten basketball backwaters, from Sheboygan to Sunbury.

The journey began with his parents, Abraham and Sophie, two of the more than twenty million immigrants who arrived in the United States between 1890 and 1920. Holzman always said his father was from Poland but, according to census records, Abraham immigrated from Austria in 1901. At that time, a large portion of Poland was under the control of the Austrian Empire. “You know,” Holzman would later say, using the homespun humor he favored to explain away controversy, negativity or, in this case, inconsistencies, “it was all mixed up at that time.”

Abraham arrived in New York City at the age of eighteen and spent the rest of his life working as a tailor; his specialty was men’s pants. Garment industry work was highly seasonal and, when Abraham was unemployed, he worried about supporting his family. He tried to conceal his anxieties behind a quirky sense of humor. Holzman once told Paul Horowitz, a writer for the long defunct Newark News, “Paul, you should have known my father. He was a great man. He said a lot of great things. He used to say: ‘If I’m alive, we’ll go Saturday. If not, we’ll go Sunday.’”

Holzman also said his father was “happy with the simple things in life, the family, a good meal, a nice walk, a good nap. . . . He never worried about making too much money; whatever he made, my mother got.”

In 1907, at the age of seventeen, Sophie immigrated from Romania. Four years later, she married Abraham. Their first child, Minnie, was born in 1912. A son, Julie, followed two years later. According to Red, Sophie was the backbone of the family. She was “a hard-working woman who always had time for everybody, always very pleasant, and had a lot of patience,” he said. “She could get through with a whole days’ work, put everybody to bed, and then go out and just take a walk or go to a movie or visit some friends, just to get away for an hour or so.”

During the years he spent coaching under the intense gaze of the New York media, Holzman, like his mother, made sure to get away and decompress, whether at the racetrack, the movies, or a good restaurant.

Abraham’s offbeat humor and ability to enjoy what he had, however pedestrian, was passed on to his son. In the 1960s, when people were first switching to color television sets, Holzman would ask, “What’s wrong with black and white?” Though he could afford better as coach of the NBA champions, the modest house he purchased in Cedarhurst, Long Island, in the 1950s remained his home until the day he died. Red’s daughter, Gail, remembers that, in the early 1970s, her mother was once sitting on the front porch of their home when a couple of kids rode by on their bicycles. One pointed at the house and said, “That’s where Holzman lives.”

The other kid replied, “No way. The coach of the Knicks would never live in a dump like that.”

No matter how successful he became, Red always remained true to his humble roots. Manny Azenberg, who befriended him in the 1960s when they both worked at the Garden and who remained close with him for the rest of his life, said, “Red was the same through all the years I knew him—no pomposity.”

At the height of the immigration wave that brought Abraham and Sophie to America, the Lower East Side of Manhattan was among the most densely populated places in the world. As subway lines expanded into Brooklyn in the early twentieth century, they served as escape routes for the congested masses. When Red was four, his family moved from Manhattan to the Ocean Hill-Brownsville section of Brooklyn. “Brooklyn was the country to us,” Holzman later recalled. “They had some trees in those days. Not large, but they had some trees.”

The third-floor walk-up apartment where they lived was a typical slice of working-class Brooklyn. Neighbors included Sam Kimerman, a milkman; Sam Foxx, a baker; and James Romano, who worked in the silver trade. Others in the building were taxi drivers, iron workers, and truck drivers. The Holzman home wasn’t Kosher, but Sophie made challah and lit candles on Friday night before Shabbat. Family Passover Seders were “more a celebration than a religious thing,” but Holzman attended enough Hebrew school to have a Bar Mitzvah upon turning thirteen.

At home, Abraham and Sophie spoke Yiddish, a mix of German and Hebrew that was common in Eastern Europe during their youth. Red cherished the language’s unique phrasing and intonations for the rest of his life. As an adult, Holzman peppered his speech with the occasional endearing, but not necessarily positive, Yiddish word. When coaching the Knicks, he would call up the office of Freddie Klein, a longtime Knicks fan whom he felt close enough with to say, “Let me speak to the putz [fool].” And his parents called their red-headed son Roita [red].

Abraham could read and write English, but Sophie could not. She was, however, a superb cook. Her Romanian dishes left her youngest son with a lifelong passion for spicy foods. When Red was coaching the Knicks, their trainer, Danny Whelan, always kept a bottle of Tabasco sauce handy just in case he needed an extra “pop” to his meals. And assistant coach Butch Beard remembered his mentor was happiest the hotter the horseradish. “Red,” Beard said, “liked to sweat.”

In addition to Abraham, Sophie, and their children, the family unit included widowed Uncle Leon and his daughter Celia. Five years younger than his brother Abraham, Leon’s purchase of a Brooklyn car repair shop had precipitated the family’s move out of Manhattan. Luckily for Red, Leon had a more varied sports palate than Abraham, who was strictly a soccer fan. And, unlike Abraham, Leon had a car which he used to take Red to professional sports events. With Uncle Leon, the youngster attended New York Giants baseball games at the Polo Grounds in Upper Manhattan and, closer to home, professional basketball games at Arcadia Hall on Halsey Street in the Bushwick section of Brooklyn. With his student ID card and 25 cents for admission, Holzman’s love of basketball blossomed there.

In fact, in 1891, only a decade before the family had arrived in America, a Canadian physical education teacher named James Naismith had invented the game to keep his rowdier students occupied during the long New England winters. By the time Holzman began playing basketball in the 1920s, Naismith was still alive and espousing the view that the game was to be played “by passing the ball from one player to another until a player reaches an advantageous position to make a try for the basket.” A straight line can be drawn from that concept, inherent in the first of the thirteen rules Naismith posted on the gym bulletin board at the YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, to the words that became one of Red’s coaching mantras: “Hit the open man.”

Red’s basketball career progressed in lockstep with the game’s development. In the 1920s, professional basketball was often played in makeshift cages. It was a rough, low-scoring sport. Players would push each other up against the wire mesh that was set up along the length of the court to separate fans from those playing. By the end of games, players had scratches all over their bodies. There was also no three-second rule, and players stationed themselves close to the basket without limitation. Double-dribbling was permissible. (This allowed a player to dribble, stop, and then dribble again.) A jump ball followed every basket. With only one official assigned to each game and foul shots awarded only if the man in possession of the ball was fouled, professional basketball games often turned violent. Unlike the basketball then played at the high school or college level—where Naismith’s passing focus was the standard, and the game less physical—the pro game was more akin to football on hardwood.


From an early age, Holzman was more comfortable in the schoolyard than the classroom. Red liked to joke that elementary school was “just to fill some time so we could go out and play ball. . . . I was not a great student. I think I became better later on, but I had to work very hard later because I hadn’t acquired all the study habits that I should have had.” In an era long before helicopter parents, Abraham and Sophie just assumed their son was going to do his homework. “And,” Holzman said, “when I didn’t and had problems, then they let me know about it . . . but you didn’t want the shame of having to face your parents if you didn’t do what you were supposed to be doing.”



On the streets and schoolyards of Brooklyn, Red played touch football, softball, handball, soccer, stickball, punchball, and basketball, “whatever was current, whenever anybody had that type of a ball.” During the Depression, in Ocean-Hill Brownsville, where putting food on the table could be a struggle, having a basketball was not always a given.

And, in a trend that would continue throughout his life, Holzman’s childhood friends were of all ethnicities. “Mostly Jewish,” he would later say, “but not all . . . there were a lot of Italian fellows and some Irish. Whoever was hanging around.” Years later, when asked what were the differences between the various ethnic groups he interacted with as a child, Red responded by positively stating the obvious. “Basically,” he said, “everybody was the same except for the religious aspect.”

By the end of his time at PS 178, a combined elementary and junior high school just around the corner from where he lived, basketball was Holzman’s best sport. He mostly played half-court, three-on-three games. “Basketball was very popular locally,” Red recalled. “Kids were playing basketball everywhere. It was an easy game to play; you didn’t need a lot of equipment.”

As a child, no one taught Red the finer points of the game. With his father only knowing soccer, his brother Julie lacking any interest in sports, and his uncle busy repairing cars, Red learned the game in the school yards watching the better neighborhood players like Allie Lenowitz and George Newman, who later played for St. Francis College and Long Island University, respectively. But starting in high school, he was lucky to have two of the best basketball minds of the first half of the twentieth century teach him the game—and he was serious about learning. Decades later, Red summed up his approach this way: “If a player is ever going to be good—offensively or defensively—he’s eventually got to study basketball the way he studies any subject in school.”

Max Kinsbrunner, one of the players he saw at Arcadia Hall, was the star ball-handler of the Brooklyn Jewels. In college, Kinsbrunner played at St. John’s, where he and his four starting teammates were called the “Wonder Five.” When they graduated, all five were hired to form the Jewels and play professionally in the American Basketball League (ABL). By the early 1930s, with most professional leagues no longer playing in cages (and the double dribble banned), the basketball Red saw at Arcadia Hall was closer to the more popular, faster-paced style played at the college level.

But professional basketball was still decades away from being entertaining enough to grow into a national sport. Other than layups, all shooting was limited to two-hand set shots and a jump ball still followed every basket. There was no requirement to bring the ball past midcourt within ten seconds. And with no 24-second clock, when a team had a lead, a master ballhandler like Kinsbrunner could ice the game by running out the clock dribbling up and down the entire court. Holzman was watching, dreaming of someday getting his chance.

In the early 1930s, when Holzman saw the Jewels play, professional basketball had a fly-by-the-seat-of-its-pants quality. Consider the entry into the professional game of Moe Goldman. A giant for his era at 6-foot-3, Goldman was the star of the same high school Red would later attend, Franklin K. Lane. With Goldman as the leader, Lane won the 1930 Public School Athletic League (PSAL) championship. Goldman then attended the City College of New York (CCNY). During Goldman’s senior year, when CCNY traveled to Philadelphia for a matchup against Temple, Eddie Gottlieb, the owner of the ABL’s Philadelphia team, the SPHAs (South Philadelphia Hebrew Association), offered Goldman a chance to play for $35 a game. Goldman accepted, and Gottlieb said he would reach out when his college career ended. That spring, Goldman played his final game for CCNY on a Saturday night. The following evening, he took a bus to Arcadia Hall, was introduced to his new teammates, given a SPHA’s uniform, and started the game at center. For Goldman, like most players of the era, basketball was a part-time job. He played for the Jewels on weekends, for a team in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, on weeknights, and worked full-time as a physical education teacher in the New York public schools.

In addition to the Jewels, Philadelphia SPAHS, and the Cleveland Rosenblums, another professional team Red saw play at Arcadia Hall was the all-black Harlem Renaissance Five. Their name came from the Renaissance Ballroom in Harlem where they originally played. The Rens were the best team of the era but were banned from playing in white leagues and had to barnstorm around the country. In 1933, they had an 88-game winning streak. From 1932 to 1936, their record was 497–58. In 1939, they won the World Tournament of Professional Basketball in Chicago, becoming the first all-black pro team to win a world title in any sport. The Rens focused on speed, passing, and pressing defense. “The Rens played so many games that they knew each other’s moves instinctively. They played a switching man-to-man defense to save extra steps and conserve energy and emphasized team basketball and unselfishness,” Holzman wrote in his autobiography. “Their style made a big impression on me and I filed it away for future reference.”

Red recognized the injustice of such great players being banned from playing in white professional leagues. When he was in a position to exert his influence, first as a player and later as a scout and coach, his color-blind approach had its roots with the Rens. When I interviewed Dick Barnett, one of the black players on Holzman’s championship Knicks teams, he made it a point to emphasize that Red ran the team without “any regard of color.” All he cared about was a player’s ability.

Despite being short for his age, Holzman was already devoted to basketball. Beginning in 1932, when he was twelve, he played in a league where no player above 4-foot-10 was allowed to participate. Following a growth spurt, Red eventually became the captain of the Franklin K. Lane High School basketball team. He also played on a team with the Workmen’s Circle, a Jewish mutual-aid society located on the Lower East Side of Manhattan established to help immigrants adjust to American life. But, like many Jewish teenagers, Holzman joined the WC strictly to play basketball. He had no interest in the WC’s political and religious activities.

For a brief period, the Franklin K. Lane team was coached by Red Sarachek, a seminal figure in New York basketball circles in the decades before and after World War II. Sarachek, who also coached at the WC, encouraged Holzman to play there and became his first basketball mentor.

From the 1940s through 1960s, Sarachek was the basketball coach at Yeshiva University, where his players’ number-one priority was academics. If a player told Sarachek he had to study, that was reason enough for him to miss practice. In order to overcome a lack of quality players, he was forced to innovate. His motion offenses, trapping defenses, and in-bounds plays had young coaches from other teams attending Yeshiva practices to gain first-hand knowledge of Sarachek’s methodology. Although his lifetime coaching record at Yeshiva was a losing one (202–263), it was still remarkable, considering that his typical teams featured pre-dental, pre-med, and rabbinical students.

In the 1930s, at the WC, Red became a devotee of Sarachek’s unselfish, team-oriented style of basketball. He also discovered that the coach could be tough on his players, shouting at them when necessary. “I screamed at the kids so much,” Sarachek later said, “that they were so nervous they couldn’t miss the basket.”

The WC wasn’t just for young men; they had competitive athletics for young women as well. When the blue-eyed, lightly freckled Holzman was fifteen, he met a pretty, dark-haired, thirteen-year-old volleyball player named Selma Puretz. Red was interested in her immediately, but they didn’t start dating right away because, as he would write in his autobiography, “I was pretty shy in those days.”

Unlike Sarachek, Joe Calia, who coached both basketball and baseball at Franklin K. Lane, didn’t have the luxury of focusing just on basketball. It was therefore exceedingly fortunate that Sarachek brought Holzman into the WC fold where he would make even more beneficial basketball connections.

When Holzman played for Lane from 1935 to 1938, the team was, in his own words, “lousy.” Lane didn’t have its own gym for most of Red’s high school playing career. They used either their opponents’ courts or makeshift venues such as the Central Methodist Episcopal Church. As a fifteen-year-old sophomore, Holzman was the team’s sixth man. But, by his junior year, he was the team’s best player and regularly led them in scoring.

During his senior year, foreshadowing his later coaching style, Holzman developed a reputation as a fierce defender; he was always assigned to guard the opponent’s best scorer. In a December 16, 1937 game, Alexander Hamilton’s coach Leo Merson had his leading scorer, Jim White, change uniform numbers with another player so Red wouldn’t guard him. Holzman shut down his man, but White, who later became a star at St. John’s, was the game’s leading scorer; a game in which Hamilton won, 32–28.

During his senior year, despite being only 5-foot-10, Holzman was listed as a forward. At the time, the style of play featured constant player and ball movement, so the difference between the guard and forward positions was nominal. With all players expected to be able to handle the ball and pass with authority, height was much less a factor in a team’s success than it would become after World War II. In the 1930s, if a player stood over six feet tall, they would play at the center position.

Even if the Lane basketball team was “lousy,” Red still got to experience playing on a championship team as a member of the school’s handball team. One of his teammates was Ferdinand Alcindor, father of NBA great Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. Red had been playing handball in the schoolyard since he was a kid. Because he had been small for his age, he was not taken seriously by other players. Those who were foolish enough to play him—with 25 cents riding on the outcome—helped him pay his way into basketball games at Arcadia Hall.

As immigrants who were most comfortable speaking Yiddish, Red’s parents had no frame of reference for understanding basketball. They referred to it as narishkeit (foolishness). In his autobiography, Holzman wrote, there were times he threw his gym gear out the back window of their third-floor flat and had to “fumble around in the dark in the courtyard searching for them” so his parents didn’t think he was going out to play basketball. But, by the time he graduated from high school, his parents were supportive and even came to see him play. “They understood the game enough to know if you were winning or losing, and if you were getting any baskets. They didn’t understand ‘bad calls,’” he later remembered.

Although Abraham and Sophie would have preferred their son to spend more time hitting the books, they knew that in Ocean Hill-Brownsville, for kids who spent all their free time on the streets and in the schoolyards, staying focused on basketball was a good thing. It kept them clear of Murder Incorporated, a notorious band of Jewish and Italian hitmen whose base of operations was a candy store on the corner of Saratoga and Livonia Avenues not far from where Red lived.

Holzman graduated from high school in January 1938. He was missed. In the school’s yearbook the following season, someone wrote, “It has been the tradition in Lane to turn out smart, fast squads with a brilliant display of defense ability and team work. It seems that this type of play left the school with the graduation of ‘Red’ Holzman.”

Yet, despite being named to some all-city teams in his senior year, he was a mid-year graduate on a losing team, and not a single college recruited him. Red had a few tryouts with some local colleges, but no offers.

* * *

A few years before, another Brooklyn high school basketball player—also named Red—had participated in the tryout process with more positive results. Red Auerbach, three years older than Holzman, was also the son of Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe. Auerbach grew up in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, about ten miles from Holzman’s residence. But Auerbach received a basketball scholarship from a lesser basketball program, Seth Low Junior College in Brooklyn. Ironically, considering their similar backgrounds, the two Reds engaged in a fierce rivalry for the next half century. When Holzman’s professional career ended, he had more victories than any other coach in NBA history except one: Red Auerbach.

The two Reds had very different personalities. As a coach, Holzman always tried to deflect attention away from himself and shift it where he felt it belonged—on his players. Auerbach, on the other hand, loved the limelight. At home games, when he was convinced his team, the Boston Celtics, would win, he would light up a victory cigar from the bench—even well before the final buzzer. Opposing coaches despised him for this. But when he lit up, all eyes—the fans and the opponents—were on him. The disparate demeanors of the two Reds had a genetic component. Abraham Holzman was comfortable as an employee; Hyman, Red’s father, was a successful entrepreneur who ran his own drycleaning business. Holzman would evolve into the ultimate company man for a highly structured Knicks organization. In contrast, Auerbach was fortunate to eventually work for an owner, Walter Brown, who gave him carte blanche to run basketball operations as he saw fit. As a result, Auerbach effectively created the general manager position in the NBA.

When Auerbach and Holzman graduated from high school, college basketball was vastly more popular than the professional game. In New York City, beginning in 1934, doubleheaders involving the better local teams, such as St. John’s, New York University (NYU), and Long Island University (LIU) were played before packed crowds at Madison Square Garden. Hosting college basketball doubleheaders in the Garden was the brainchild of a former newspaper sports reporter, Ned Irish. Running those games proved so lucrative that Irish gave up journalism and became a full-time promoter. By the late 1940s, Irish was not only a major force at Madison Square Garden, but also one of the most powerful executives in the NBA. And, by the late 1950s, he was Holzman’s boss.

With the Depression still in full swing and no college scholarship available, Holzman was fortunate to get a full-time job working in the garment industry. Someone active in the Truckmen’s Union Number 102, which ran one of the better amateur teams in New York City as part of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union League (ILGWU), saw Red play on the Workmen’s Circle team and recruited him. The league was, according to Holzman, “pretty organized,” with scheduled games, uniforms, officials, timers, and scorekeepers, and even charged a nominal admission fee.

Red’s basketball skills had landed him a job that paid $29.50 a week pushing a handtruck through the Garment District (between 34th and 42nd Street, with Seventh Avenue as its backbone). In the midst of the Great Depression, that was a very good salary for an eighteen year old. In 1939, for example, Abraham worked for only 26 weeks and made just $650. Holzman was pleased to help his family out financially, but still dreamed of getting a basketball scholarship and going to college. Thanks to a basketball referee, he got his chance.


CHAPTER TWO

“YOU EVEN SAW THE LIBRARY ONCE IN A WHILE.”

In 1939, Red was still playing for the Truckmen’s Union when Phil Fox, a referee who called games in the ILGWU League, recommended him for a basketball scholarship at the University of Baltimore. After World War II, Fox’s theatrical foul calling as an NBA referee earned him an invitation to tour with the Harlem Globetrotters. Luckily, Fox appreciated Holzman’s solid—but far from flashy—defensive abilities.

The university hoped to improve the quality of its basketball program in order to entice top college teams from out west to play in Baltimore. With Ned Irish’s soldout doubleheaders at Madison Square Garden as the template, Baltimore wanted its share of college basketball’s expanding economic riches. Abraham and Sophie were initially upset that their youngest child was leaving New York, but the opportunity to be the first Holzman to attend college outweighed their concerns.

For the 1939–40 season, Holzman, along with two other freshman players who also happened to be Jewish, Ozzie Schaeffer and Nat Winitsky, became starters on the University of Baltimore Bees. Of the fifteen players on the squad, only seven were over six feet tall. Red was listed as 5-foot-10 and weighing 170 pounds. Schaeffer, at 6-foot-3, was one of the team’s tallest players. Their coach was Bucky Miller, a former star college football player. Holzman would later call Miller “a good coach.” That wasn’t a rave review by Red’s standards since he would have never publicly said anyone was a bad coach. As it turned out, Miller’s coaching abilities wouldn’t matter much; Red would be back in New York before the basketball season ended.

The Bees won their season opener against Georgetown on December 2, 1939. The game was played at the Baltimore Coliseum, and even the mayor of Baltimore was on hand to welcome the crowd of 1,200 fans. Team captain Mike Pellino led the Bees in scoring that night but, by the end of January, Holzman was the team’s leading scorer.

Early in the season, the Bees had a four-game winning streak against less formidable opponents like Western Maryland. But on December 19, the Bees lost at home to the defending NCAA champions, the University of Oregon, 45–40. Oregon had won the very first NCAA tournament that past spring. While the Bees had quicker players, Oregon utilized its height advantage to gain victory.

A week later, on December 26, playing at home, the Bees lost in overtime to Stanford, 45–43. The Bees again had the faster players; their nationally-ranked opponent, the taller players. Holzman was the high scorer in the game with 15 points. In a sign of how important defense was considered in that era, the box score, in addition to showing field goals and foul shots made by each player, listed the total number of interceptions by each team.

Red once again led the team in scoring, this time against Washington College, on New Year’s Day, 1940. But, by the end of January, he was off the team. The Bees played visiting Michigan State on January 29, 1940, but, according to the Baltimore Sun, “at the insistence of the Spartans’ athletic authorities,” the Bees three freshman starters, Holzman, Winitsky, and Schaeffer, were disqualified from playing. No reason was given. But a week later, just prior to a February 9 game against Wake Forrest, the Sun reported that Red and Winitsky “had departed because of academic deficiencies,” and that Schaeffer was “suffering from a nasal condition and was not likely to see much action.”

In his biography, Holzman would explain his sudden return to New York: “I was determined to go home, so that was it, I went. The food in Baltimore was foreign—not like the soul food my mother made. There wasn’t much of it either, and I was always hungry. I missed my folks. I missed Selma.” No doubt he was homesick. But considering how well both Red and his team were playing (the Bees’ record was 10–4 prior to his departure), it’s doubtful he would have left prior to the end of the basketball season if academics were not an issue.

Upon his return to New York, Holzman was a hot ticket. Clair Bee, the coach of LIU, one of the best basketball programs in the city, wanted Red to come play for him. But he instead transferred to the City College of New York (CCNY) where the man who ran the basketball program was not only one of the greatest basketball players of the first half of the twentieth century, but one of the nation’s most successful college coaches: Nat Holman.

In the 1920s, few professional basketball teams remained together long enough to focus on passing and team play. The original Celtics were the most notable exception. Although the team was founded by Irish players from the Chelsea section of New York City, and though a shamrock was prominently featured on their jersey, Nat Holman, the son of Russian Jewish immigrants, was their most famous player.

Born on October 16, 1896, the fourth of ten children, Nat Holman grew up on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. His parents owned a grocery store on Norfolk Street, and a strong work ethic was drilled into him early on. But, like so many children of Jewish immigrants growing up in that neighborhood (where there were few, if any, baseball fields available), basketball became Nat’s game of choice. By age twelve, Holman was such a good player that he competed against adults at the University Settlement House, a Jewish version of the YMCA. The court there was small, only 70-by-40 feet, and inspired him to become a master of constant motion, deception, and subtlety to create good shots. These tactics later became the trademarks of the teams he would coach. Holman attended the Savage School for Physical Education, which eventually became part of NYU. While still in college, Holman began his professional basketball career. Playing for six dollars a game, he soon had more offers to play than there were nights in the week.

After serving in the Navy during World War I, Holman became a star on a team called the New York Whirlwinds. In 1921, the Whirlwinds and the original Celtics were scheduled to play a three-game series to determine the best team in the New York metropolitan area. After splitting the first two games, the third was never played because gamblers attempted to fix the outcome. Ironically, a gambling-based scandal later put a shadow on Holman’s coaching career.

Holman, who stood 5-foot-11, played so well against the Celtics that their manager hired him and teammate Chris Leonard to play exclusively for his team. Holman and Leonard would form a starting five—with Johnny Beckman, Dutch Dehnert, and Joe Lapchick—that would become one of the few entire teams inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame. Holman was the highest paid at $12,500 per season—the equivalent of almost $190,000 today.

A few years earlier, in 1919, Holman had become the coach of the CCNY Beavers and somehow managed to juggle college coaching and playing professionally until he retired in the 1930s; his coaching career continued until the 1950s.

Although the Celtics had no coach—few, if any professional teams in that era did—the familiarity the players developed with one another over the years played a role in the evolution of several fundamental concepts of team basketball: the give-and-go play (one player passes the ball to his teammate and immediately cuts to the basket to receive a return pass), the pivot play (a player sets up in a stationary position at or near the foul line and, after receiving the ball, becomes the center point of what Holman would call the “offensive orbit”), and a switching man-to-man defense (defenders did not just guard their man, but switched to defend other opponents when blocked by an opposing player). Many of the fundamentals Holman drilled into his CCNY players were mainstays of Celtics play, especially a focus on ball possession and passing to insure a high-percentage shot, preferably a layup.
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