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More Praise for WISH IT LASTED FOREVER



“For Dan Shaughnessy the Larry Bird Celtics of the mid-1980s stand apart. Yes, they were distinctively great. Yes, they were a very colorful group. An abundant source of material. But for the scribe, this was the key: He, and they, were essentially contemporaries. He hung with them, lost cash in free throw shooting contests with them, and experienced it all with the exuberance and fresh perspective of youth. This is the story of a great team, rendered in an immersive style. It’s also a writer’s coming-of-age story. Looking back on that team and time, it was Bill Walton who said, ‘I wish it lasted forever.’ He was speaking for the scribe as well.”

—Bob Costas, twenty-eight-time Emmy Award–winning sportscaster

“Peels back the curtain on the pulsating Celtics teams of the 1980s with insight, candor, and a brashness that earned Shaughnessy the nickname ‘Scoop.’ A revealing account of his own trials and tribulations among one of the most celebrated collections of basketball stars ever assembled.”

—Jackie MacMullan, coauthor, with Larry Bird and Earvin Magic Johnson, of When the Game Was Ours

“Dan Shaughnessy has long been an insider and has great knowledge of the game, which is on display in this look back at teams I played on. He has irritated the hell out of me, but has entertained me at the same time.”

—Cedric Maxwell, Boston Celtics, 1977–85, MVP of the 1981 NBA Finals

“A fantastic read… In its combination of off-court camaraderie and on-court intensity, Shaughnessy’s epic ode to the Bird-McHale-Parish Celtics evokes both Cheers and Hoosiers. Wish It Lasted Forever is about the obvious—historic rivalries, legendary athletes, and a remarkable string of championship seasons—but it’s also about an element of life as important as wins and losses: forever friendships formed by a group of guys playing a game.”

—Mike Barnicle, senior contributor to Morning Joe and former columnist for the New York Daily News, Boston Herald, and Boston Globe

“Another book on Larry Bird? Yes, and it’s delicious. Of course, it’s not just Bird—the whole gang’s here. Shaughnessy takes us back to a time when writers hung around with athletes: same flights, same hotels, same trips to the game—they were the ultimate boys on the bus. For Celtics fans, this book is Springsteen’s ‘Glory Days’—oh, he’s in here, too.”

—Lesley Visser, Hall of Fame sportscaster
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For Danny, Nico, Matty, Jack, and Lucy, who were playing and sleeping in our cozy COVID bubble while Papa was upstairs writing most of this one.






When you’re part of something that special, it changes you. You spend the rest of your life trying to get that back. When you’re doing it, it seems like it’s going to last forever. When it ends, you realize how fragile, how tenuous, and how fleeting it all is.

—Bill Walton, Boston Celtic, 1985–87








INTRODUCTION

They are men in their sixties now, and all these years later there is still lively interaction, busting of chops, hugs of celebration, and sometimes sorrow. When you go through what these guys went through, winning the way they won, and laughing the way they laughed, green thread runs deep and connections don’t fade.

Periodically, Indiana Pacers administrative assistant Susy Fischer will take a call for consultant Larry Bird, ask, “Who’s calling please?,” then hear the person on the other end say, “Tell him it’s the best player who ever played for the Celtics.”

This means that M. L. Carr is on the line. Bird’s assistant is in on the joke.

“Hi, M.L.,” Fischer will say. “Let me see if Larry is in.”

Carr is the player who supplied protection when Bird was a rookie in the NBA. Anybody who wanted to get tough with Bird had to deal with M.L. A federal prison guard before he was a Celtic, Carr likes to say, “You can’t rattle me. I was in the big house. I told Maurice Lucas and all those other ‘enforcers’ that they’d have to go through me first. Those guys and those little NBA arenas were nothing compared with what I’d already dealt with.”

In a serious moment of reflection, Medicare-eligible Bird admits, “M.L. was my best teammate. He always had my back.”

M. L. Carr was “Froggy”—a nickname bestowed by Cedric Maxwell after he observed the way Carr’s legs bowed before he went up for a shot or rebound. Fans didn’t know about Froggy. It was an insider thing—the same with every team ever assembled. At every level, whether high school, college, or the pros, team members and those around them speak a locker room shorthand that they alone understand. Forty years later, hearing an old nickname or signature phrase is enough to transport a teammate back in time, the same way the smell of cinnamon toast puts you back in your mom’s cramped kitchen when you were five years old.

In 2021, if M. L. Carr walks through a crowded arena and hears “Froggy,” he knows that one of his former teammates is nearby. The only guys who call him Froggy are Bird, Maxwell, Kevin McHale, Danny Ainge, and other Celtics from the early 1980s.

Maxwell was “Cornbread” to NBA America, “Bread” to his teammates. Robert Parish was “Chief,” an homage to the gigantic, silent Indian in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. All Celtics fans knew Maxwell’s and Parish’s nicknames, but only folks in the inner sanctum knew that assistant coach Chris Ford was “Doc,” Rick Robey was “Footer,” Gerald Henderson was “Sarge,” and Rick Carlisle was “Flip.” Diminutive Boston Herald Celtics beat reporter Mike Carey was “Smurf.”

I was “Scoop.”

“You was always getting the damn scoop,” says Maxwell, who serves as a color analyst on Celtics radio broadcasts in 2021. “We knew we had to be careful around you.”

In 1984, after a forgettable NBA regular season game in which veteran guard Quinn Buckner struggled, I told Boston Globe readers that Buckner played “like a man with no clue.”

Maxwell, custodian of all the Celtics nicknames, loved it.

“Bucky is the man with no clue!” he hollered at practice the next day. “He is Inspector Clue-seau!”

“All these years later, Max still brings that shit up,” says Buckner, now a color analyst for Indiana Pacers broadcasts. “I’ll see him in the press dining room before we play the Celtics, and he’ll yell across the room, ‘There he is, Inspector Clue-seau!’ ”

“I’ll tell you one thing,” McHale says today. “When I see any of those guys across a room, I just get a gigantic smile on my face. It’s weird, and I noticed it years ago. If I see any of those guys a block away—Bill Walton, Max, Danny, M.L.—I get this visceral response. Something changes in me. I just get this big smile and this real sense of calm and cool and friendship. It’s hard to explain, but there’s something special that was there, and it remains with me.”

When I told Walton I was writing about my days with the Larry Bird Celtics of the 1980s, he said, “You cannot overemphasize in your book how much fun this was. It was better than perfect. Everybody couldn’t wait to get to practice every day. Everybody couldn’t wait to get to the airport, to get on the bus, to get to the games. Empty the thesaurus when you write this. You have license to print whatever superlative you can find. The basketball was superb and the community was remarkable. The people in my neighborhood in Cambridge and all the Celtics fans—the guy running the parking lot outside the Garden, the people in the restaurants, the people running the airport, and the people in the tollbooths at the tunnels. It was just such a joy. It was what you dream about and I wish it lasted forever.”






CHAPTER 1 “WE RAN PEOPLE OFF THE FLOOR”


In my younger and more vulnerable years (yes, that’s a crib from The Great Gatsby), I spent many hours thinking about the Boston Celtics. Sports fans who grew up in New England in the 1950s and 1960s were grateful for Red Auerbach, Bill Russell, Bob Cousy, and the Celtics. The NBA of that short-shorts era wasn’t the global entertainment entity it is today, but the Celtics were our sports salvation in a sea of mediocre teams plagued by administrative buffoonery.

Our dads spoke glowingly of Ted Williams and a Red Sox team stocked with stars who’d come back from World War II and almost won the 1946 World Series, but that felt like ancient history. The Red Sox of our Eisenhower/Kennedy/Johnson youth were a big bowl of bad, largely racist and managed by a chorus line of thirsty, old-school tobacco spitters who allowed losing baseball in a country-club environment. Baby boomer fans knew little of the team’s bleak history. We just knew that the Sox were never any good, always cannon fodder for the Mickey Mantle–Whitey Ford New York Yankees. The old-timey Sox played under signage reading THE RED SOX USE LIFEBUOY SOAP, and our obvious follow-up was “But they still stink.” It was always stink in those days. Suck would have gotten us a week in the cooler. The Red Sox of the early 1960s annually finished eighth or ninth in a ten-team American League. We were routinely at the bottom of the junior circuit alongside the Kansas City Athletics and the Washington Senators.

The Red Sox of my youth drew anemic crowds and never played .500 baseball. Only 1,247 attended when Sox righty Dave Morehead pitched a no-hitter at Fenway Park in 1965. Over and over we heard that the Sox hadn’t won a World Series since 1918, when Babe Ruth roamed the Fenway lawn. That factoid rolled off tongues like the Midnight Ride of Paul Revere.

There was no NFL in Boston in the 1950s or ’60s. New England’s professional football team was the Sam Huff–Frank Gifford New York Giants. With Chris Schenkel behind the mike, Giants games were telecast into Greater Boston homes every Sunday. The Boston Patriots, original members of the upstart American Football League, were born in 1960, but it was more than a decade before they were taken seriously. The Pats played at Boston University, Fenway Park, Harvard Stadium, and Boston College. They even played a home game in Birmingham, Alabama. They managed to advance to the AFL Championship Game in 1963, but lost to the San Diego Chargers, 51–10.

The Patriots’ first two trips to the Super Bowl did little to improve the franchise’s loser image. The 1985 Pats made it to Super Bowl XX in New Orleans but were routed by William “Refrigerator” Perry and the Chicago Bears, 46–10. It was, at the time, the worst blowout in Super Bowl history. Eleven years later, the Pats returned to the Super Bowl, this time losing to the Packers, 35–21. Those twentieth-century New England Patriots were nothing like the Bill Belichick–Tom Brady dynasty of the new millennium.

The Boston Bruins of my youth were often worse than the Sox and Pats, regularly finishing in fifth or sixth place in the original six-team National Hockey League. Drawing loyal hockey fans from Charlestown, Southie, and the North Shore of Boston, the Spoked-B’s welcomed big crowds to the Boston Garden, but there wasn’t much cheering in the 1950s and early ’60s. The Canadiens took Boston out of the playoffs six times in the 1950s. The Bruins missed the playoffs in the first eight years of the 1960s, almost impossible given that they were playing in a six-team league in which four teams annually qualified for the postseason. The best player on the team was goalie Eddie Johnston, who lost a franchise-record 40 games in 1963–64. Bostonians regularly filled the Garden because they loved hockey, but the local team didn’t compete until 1966, when teen angel Bobby Orr arrived from Parry Sound, Ontario (aluminum siding for the Orr’s family home sealed the deal). Orr pushed the Bruins into the playoffs a couple of years later and, in 1970, delivered Boston its first Stanley Cup since 1941.

The math is pretty simple: from 1941 to 1970, Boston celebrated zero championships in baseball, football, and hockey.

This is why the Celtics hold a special place in the hearts and minds of New Englanders who grew up in the age of Elvis Presley, Walter Cronkite, and Woodstock. While the Red Sox, Patriots, and Bruins disappointed annually, the Celtics were champions just about every year, an evergreen gift to our region’s title-starved fans.

I’m forever amazed by the Celtics of my youth. While the Sox, Pats, and Bruins struggled, the Celtics gave us a taste of what life was like for New York baseball fans and Montreal’s hockey krishnas. The Celtics of the fifties and sixties have never been fully appreciated, in part because the NBA wasn’t yet a major sport and the game was only beginning to take root in cities across America. Fueled by Larry Bird, Magic Johnson, Michael Jordan, and the 1992 US Olympic Dream Team, the NBA in the 1990s became a global sports attraction and today enjoys popularity second only to the mighty NFL. In the fifties and sixties, the NBA was a minor league with little national television presence. The NBA played four-team doubleheaders and sometimes featured the Harlem Globetrotters to attract fans. The league had teams in Rochester, Syracuse, Fort Wayne, and Tri-Cities, Iowa. Yahoo.

Few fans get to come of age with a professional team that wins the championship every year. I did. The Boston Celtics won their first NBA crown in 1957, lost in the Finals a year later, then won eight straight NBA championships—one in each of Red Auerbach’s final eight years on the bench.

It was a New England spring ritual—like Easter, forsythia in bloom, and clunky storm windows coming off the sides of houses. The Celtics were NBA champs when I entered first grade in Groton, Massachusetts, elementary school in 1959, and I was in high school by the time they abdicated. Who else gets to make this claim? Picking out your favorite Celtics championship team of that era was like pausing over a freshly opened box of chocolates. Hmmm. What will it be today? Shall we experience the first one in 1957 when Tommy Heinsohn scored 37 with 23 rebounds to win Game 7 in double overtime against the Hawks? Or perhaps sample the 1965 title when John Havlicek stole the ball in Game 7 of the conference finals?

The success of the Auerbach-Russell Celtics had a universality that wasn’t lost on New England’s fans and young ballplayers. Our region’s amateur coaches and gym teachers were blessed with a model squad that produced a nightly clinic of team-over-self basketball. Impressionable young players paid attention to everything the Celtics did. Russell, the best player on the team, never complained about “touches.” He inhaled every rebound, made the quick outlet pass, and raced down to the other end of the floor to play defense. When he blocked a shot, Russell didn’t swat the ball into the second row of the stands to impress the girls. He knew it was better to control and corral the shot, then get the fast break going. Russell beat opponents with his athletic prowess and his mind.

In an interview at the Boston Globe in the 1990s, Russell told me that one of his favorite competitive moments came when he was able to win a regular season game with a mind trick against Lakers guard Archie Clark:

“We were behind by two points with just a few seconds left and they had the ball. All they had to do was dribble out the clock. Now I know that Archie Clark is a scorer and would not be able to resist a chance for an easy basket. So when they inbounded, I created a path to the basket for him, knowing he’d go for the easy points. Sure enough, he went for the hoop and I came up from behind and blocked it. We got the ball back and scored and won in overtime.”

The big fella delivered his trademark cackle when he was done telling that one. The vignette perfectly explains the man and the team.

Green godfather Auerbach annually paid Russell one dollar more than the physically superior Wilt Chamberlain—a statement that Russell was worth more than Wilt even without scoring 50 points per game. Three of the Celtics starters—Russell, Satch Sanders, and K. C. Jones—were defensive specialists. Red reminded us that it didn’t matter who started the game; it mattered who was on the floor at the finish. With Hall of Famers coming off the bench—first Frank Ramsey, later John Havlicek and Kevin McHale—Red invented the sixth man. Celtics box scores were democratic, regularly featuring six or seven players in double figures. Boston’s winners never had a league scoring champ. They ran six simple plays, over and over. If a Celtics point guard called out, “Zipper,” it meant that one of the sharpshooters would rub off a low-block pick, come out past the foul line, catch a pass, and toss up a fallaway jumper. It was okay that the other team knew what was coming. They still couldn’t stop it.

Leadership was collaborative. Auerbach regularly called time-out and asked his players, “Anybody got anything?”

“That made us play even harder,” recalled Heinsohn, who was part of the Celtics from 1956 until his death in December of 2020. “If you designed the play, you had the pride of authorship. You wanted your play to work.”

Celtics players were lean and hungry. Auerbach preached fast break offense at all times. In an era when many teams would sacrifice early-season games by playing themselves into condition, the Celtics got into shape during preseason and won November games on sheer conditioning.

“We ran people off the floor,” said Cousy.

There was none of the infinite wealth of today’s NBA. Players had off-season jobs (Heinsohn sold insurance, Cousy operated a driving school). Winners’ playoff shares were important. Before postseason games, Ramsey, who became a Kentucky bank president after his NBA career, scribbled the amount of a winner’s share on the locker room blackboard and announced, “Y’all are playing with mahhh money!”

A decade before the Civil Rights Act, the Celtics successfully dealt with issues of race. No one got offended when Auerbach made references to schvartzes, a Yiddish term that is not traditionally a compliment.

“It means Black,” Red said. “It’s an insult according to who says it.”

In 1950, Auerbach drafted the NBA’s first Black player, Duquesne’s Chuck Cooper. Red was the first NBA coach to start five Black players: Russell, Tom Sanders, Willie Naulls, Sam Jones, and K. C. Jones in 1964. He hired the first Black head coach in American team sports when he made Russell player-coach in 1966.

At the peak of their championship run in the 1960s, the Celtics were cited for their racial harmony in a speech Red Sox GM Dick O’Connell delivered at an annual brotherhood breakfast at Fenway Park:

“Right now you’re sitting in a sports building talking about brotherhood,” said O’Connell. “May I suggest the best example is right down the street from here. There’s a team over there in the Boston Garden made up of Blacks and whites, Catholics and Protestants, coached by a Jew, and they’ve been World Champions for a long time now. Everyone’s running around looking for theories and searching into history for explanations. If you want a perfect example of what we’ve been talking about, just look at the Celtics.”

“Our thing was somewhat connected to what I call the foxhole syndrome,” ninety-two-year-old Cousy said in 2021. “When you’re in a foxhole and the bullets are flying all over the place, the last thing on your mind is the color of the person next to you that will hopefully save your ass. That is the ultimate bonding. Winning that championship was all we thought or cared about. So, once the whistle blew, race and personality would go out the window. You would bond with the other four guys out there, and everything else became secondary. It also induces a sense of camaraderie. The most racist city we used to visit was St. Louis. Russell had to walk through the crowd to come onto the court and occasionally we’d hear the N-word. There was a greasy spoon across from the hotel where we stayed, and when we’d walk in after a game, they’d say the Black guys can’t eat there, and we’d say, ‘Hey, this shit shouldn’t be eaten by any human beings,’ and we’d all turn and walk out together.”

The Boston Garden, home court of the Celtics, was the first basketball palace universally known by American sports fans. When the pro game was coming of age, gradually gaining network-television exposure, the Celtics were the best team in the sport and included Cousy, “Mr. Basketball,” the first NBA player to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated. Boston’s Houdini of the Hardwood was league MVP in 1957.

Built in 1928, the old Boston Garden was one of the original dual-purpose barns in major metropolitan cities designed to feature hockey, basketball, circuses, concerts, and all other forms of indoor entertainment. Basketball courts had to be portable, and in 1946 Celtics owner Walter Brown commissioned a Brookline, Massachusetts, company to build a floor that could be set down and taken up daily. Originally built from oak scraps from wood cut from a forest in Tennessee, the 264 five-by-five Garden panels were arranged in alternating fashion, producing the trademark oak parquet pattern common in many early twentieth-century New England homes. Watching black-and-white televisions, sports fans across America—including young Bill Walton and Larry Bird—learned to identify Boston games because of the Garden’s distinct floorboard pattern. Boston’s beloved sports palace was demolished in the 1990s, replaced by the generic TD Garden, but the portable parquet floor remains part of the Celtics identity, like the Gothic frieze that adorned the upper deck of the original Yankee Stadium. The Celtics court is famous for dead spots where the ball won’t bounce back into a dribbler’s hand. Opponents claim only the Celtics know the secrets of the parquet’s irregular bounces, but none of that is true. The floor is assembled and disassembled dozens of times every season when the arena is converted from hockey to basketball by the Garden’s “Bull Gang.” Bird says the dead spots changed from game to game, depending on how tightly the Bull Gang fastened the floor bolts.

Another Celtics trademark is stately banners hanging from the iron rafters above the court, flags dedicated exclusively to championship seasons. There have never been EASTERN DIVISION CHAMPIONS banners hanging in the Boston Garden. Ever competitive, and resentful of the Bruins, Auerbach mocked the hockey team’s ADAMS DIVISION CHAMPS banners when the Celtics were at their height of popularity in the 1980s. Individuals are also cited. Beginning with Cousy’s number 14 in 1963, twenty-one Celtics’ numbers have been retired to the rafters. It’s a swollen assembly that inspires ridicule from Celtics haters and NBA rivals.

One of the magic numbers of the original Celtics dynasty was 13,909, the attendance figure assigned to any sellout at the old Garden. This number never accounted for hundreds of hardscrabble fans who snuck under turnstiles or gained entry by handing a couple of bucks to a friendly usher. Another Celtics tradition was Russell throwing up before every big playoff game. Neither glorious, nor healthy, it was nonetheless a revered Celtics postseason ritual.

The World Champion Celtics wore green or black high-top sneakers (“cheaper and they don’t show the dirt,” said Auerbach) and played in a gimmick-free environment. No rock music blared from the tinny public address system. During time-outs, Auerbach permitted cornball organist John Kiley to play “Stout-Hearted Men,” and “Roll Out the Barrel,” but the patriarch forbade artificial noise when the ball was in play. There were no celebrity fans, fuzzy mascots, or cheerleaders. The first dolled-up Celtics Dancers didn’t set foot on the parquet floor until November of 2006, a week after Auerbach’s death.

Absence of glamour and phony trappings made the Celtics cool. When the champs visited the Kennedy White House in 1963, forward Satch Sanders signed off, telling JFK, “Take it easy, baby.”

The team’s radio play-by-play voice was Johnny Most, an ultimate homer, who said he gargled with Sani-Flush. Most bled green for forty-eight minutes of every broadcast, sitting high above courtside, making villains of every Celtics opponent (“Rudy LaRusso just crawled out of a sewer!”). Most’s “Havlicek stole the ball!” call was our twentieth-century “The British are coming!” and triggered a bestselling LP. Johnny was a heavy smoker who set his pants on fire midbroadcast in the 1980s.

Smoke fueled the Celtics dynasty. Many Garden fans smoked in the arena, and Auerbach’s cigar emerged as the original trash talk of American sport. Boston’s arrogant coach lit up a Hoyo de Monterrey near the end of every win.

“When the league was picking on me, I tried to think of something that would aggravate the higher-ups,” said the coach. “I wasn’t having much luck until one day I lighted up a cigar during a game. Afterward, I got a little note, saying, ‘It doesn’t look good for you to be smoking cigars on the bench.’ I haven’t been without one since.”

“We hated that thing,” said Cousy. “As soon as he’d light up, the other guys wanted to kill us. He’d sit there all comfortable on the bench, and we were out there on the floor taking all the abuse. We had to play much harder to keep the lead because the other team wanted to make him stick that cigar up his ass!”

Red’s cigar was the beginning of NBA trash talk, the ultimate taunt—something the Larry Bird Celtics turned into performance art in the 1980s.

When no-smoking regulations took hold in the 1970s and ’80s, Legal Sea Foods’ owner, Roger Berkowitz, made an exception for Auerbach. Under “daily catch,” each Legal menu stipulated that there was no smoking allowed in the eatery, “except for Red Auerbach.” When Red lit up at Legal’s, he took delight in getting in the face of offended customers and showing them his Legal exemption.

Rooting for the Celtics was part my childhood in rural New England in the 1960s. We nailed backboards to hoops, trees, and telephone poles, then pretended we were Cousy, Russell, Heinsohn, Satch, and the Jones boys. In December and January we cut the tips off gloves and played with frosted fingertips. Occasionally, we’d make a trip into Boston. In the spring of 1963, I saw the Celtics in person for the first time because Cousy was retiring and my dad wanted me to be able to say that I saw him play. Four years later, I took the train in from Ayer, Massachusetts, during school vacation week and watched an NBA doubleheader: 76ers-Knicks, followed by Celtics-Warriors. Two games featuring four NBA teams for the princely sum of three bucks.

My brother, Bill, six years older than me, was a star high school player in our small town of Groton (population 4,000). When Bill told me he’d made the varsity basketball team, I asked him what position he played, and he said, “Center. Same as Bill Russell.” Bill Shaughnessy was a whopping six foot one. Decades later, while killing time at a Phoenix hotel bar after a Celtics-Suns game, my brother regaled future Hall of Famer Dennis Johnson with tales of his high school basketball prowess. DJ—a six-four NBA guard—looked down at the top of my brother’s head and said, “Come on, Bill, what position did you really play?”

Going to my brother’s high school games was my first experience with loud, crowded gyms. The high school gym on winter Friday nights was the most exciting place in town. I was too young to attend Bill’s weeknight contests, but the high school was only a half mile across a small valley from our house, and the gym lights were visible through my bedroom window when I lay in bed. I remember staring at the glow from those distant translucent windows, wondering about the magical performances that might even then be occurring inside the warm, loud gym.

Basketball is the game for everyman. You can always play, even if you’re alone—a great benefit in a small town with vast acreage and few houses. You could always work on your game, narrating play-by-play in your head like Johnny Most. I was never very good. I had heavy legs, and my deadly shooting touch seemed to disappear when the shots mattered (yes, I was a choke artist), but making varsity basketball in my sophomore year of high school was life changing. Billy Crystal wrote of this in 700 Sundays, thanking his high school coach for keeping him on the squad, saying, “It remains the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.”

My favorite color is orange—the color of the ball and the rim.

Basketball was born in Springfield, Massachusetts, just seventy-three miles from Groton, and I agree with Dennis Hopper’s “Shooter” Flatch, the drunken dad in Hoosiers, who said basketball is “the greatest game ever invented.”

It’s a sport you can carry into old age. I stopped playing pickup games twenty years ago, but as long as you can stand and shoot, you can play. Old-man driveway basketball is meditation on asphalt.

In the COVID-19 spring of 2020, ESPN’s Last Dance featured Michael Jordan’s career, entertaining locked-down Americans and reviving interest in the 1980s NBA. With no live action, television networks dug into video vaults and broadcast grainy replays of ancient NBA championships. This meant rebroadcasts of Celtics classics from the 1980s, when I was the team’s beat reporter for the Boston Globe. Night after night, I saw my twenty-nine-year-old self, wearing gigantic Michael Caine glasses, sitting a few feet from the Celtics bench, typing feverishly as Bird hit another step-back jumper. Press row was adjacent to the bench. I could hear Robert Parish yelling, “By yourself!,” when Cedric Maxwell switched off to guard Kareem Abdul-Jabbar on a mismatch in the low post.

In the lockdown days of 2020, I spent hours shooting hoops in my driveway, thinking about a long-ago time when writing about the Boston Celtics was my everyday job for four seasons. Newspaper coverage still mattered to professional sports teams in the 1980s, and the Celtics accommodated scribes from Boston’s daily rags. This meant we flew with the players on early-morning commercial flights, waited for bags, and rode the buses with the team. We stayed in the same (then mediocre) hotels. There were lots of breakfasts, lunches, and late-night beers with Larry Bird and his teammates. At the empty gyms before practices, we even occasionally shot a few hoops while players were being taped. Covering the Celtics under those conditions was like being on the team—without the fame, money, or groupies.

“You lived with us and we liked that,” Bill Walton said in 2021. “We enjoyed that because diversity and inclusion makes for better everything. The fact that you guys were all there made it more interesting. You always brought fresh questions, enthusiasm, and ideas. It made us better.”

When the NBA returned in late July of 2020, play resumed in a 220-acre ESPN Orlando Sports Complex known as the Bubble. It was an age of masks, social distancing, and isolation aimed at preventing coronavirus transmission. It cost $54,000 to send a reporter into the Bubble, and only ten independent outlets paid the fee. Bubble scribes were required to sign waivers pledging that if they spotted a player or a coach outside of official media access periods, they wouldn’t approach. The contract eliminated all possibility of reporters informally interacting with players and coaches and pulled the final curtain on the access that had made covering teams fun and informative in the Stone Age when Bird and Maxwell roamed the earth. Hardworking reporters who cover the Celtics today will never get to know Jaylen Brown or Jayson Tatum the way we knew Bird, Walton, and Dennis Johnson.

This is that story.






CHAPTER 2 “ACCEPTING THOSE BEERS WOULD MAKE HIM BEHOLDEN TO YOU”


NBA teams on the road in 2021 stay at the Four Seasons, the Ritz, or the nearest available resort. They fly in private jets and consume only the finest wines, meats, and cheeses. They never touch their own luggage and rarely interact with fans or media. They live in a bubble, and we’re not talking about the COVID-19 Bubble at Disney World in 2020.

In late October of 1982, the Boston Celtics, on the eve of their thirty-seventh season, checked into a musty Holiday Inn in Richfield, Ohio. Each room at the Holiday Inn featured color television, air-conditioning, and individually wrapped bars of soap only a little thicker than a book of matches. The Holiday Inn’s “minibar” was the vending machine near the steamy, rank indoor pool by the lobby bathrooms. The cheap drapes in the rooms fluttered when the wind whipped outside the hotel. Snowflakes sometimes feathered through window seams. Guests were required to pull their room door shut to secure the lock.

In 1982, no one was stalking this joint in search of NBA superstars. The Larry Bird Celtics were already established as champions and basketball royalty. They’d won the franchise’s fourteenth banner just seventeen months earlier, and there was every reason to believe they’d be going back to the Finals for several seasons to come. But there were no New England transplants living in Shaker Heights trying to find the Celtics in the dank lobby of the Holiday Inn; no autograph-seeking greenflies, no overdressed, high-heeled young women in search of a wealthy basketball star. The Richfield Holiday Inn catered to bored businessmen and conventioneers.

The Holiday Inn was a couple of miles from the twenty-thousand-seat Richfield Coliseum, a spacious oval situated halfway between Cleveland and Akron. Harvey Greene, public relations director of the Cavaliers in the early 1980s, often drove out-of-town sportswriters back to the Holiday Inn after games because cabs wouldn’t come to the arena late at night.

“My biggest fear working for the Cavs was the drive home from the Coliseum late at night during the winter,” said Greene. “The first part of that drive was the one-mile stretch from the Coliseum to the Holiday Inn on a narrow, winding, desolate two-lane road through a thick forest in almost total darkness. I was always afraid I’d either hit a deer or skid on an ice patch off the road and into a ditch, never to be found. Toward the end of that drive, the Holiday Inn would magically appear in front of me like a beacon, bathed in the only light to be seen in that desolation. There was nothing else around. It reminded me of the approach leading up to the Bates Motel.”

On the eve of the first game of the 1982–83 season, the Holiday Inn’s restaurant/bar, Barney Google’s, was empty except for Larry Bird and Quinn Buckner, who sat at one end of the bar near the overhead television. The Celtics had held their final practice of the preseason earlier that day before boarding a Northwest Airlines flight to Cleveland.

It had been an emotional week as Celtics players said goodbye to teammates Chris Ford and Eric Fernsten, both members of the 1980–81 championship squad. Fernsten was a popular, seldom-used big man, cut because the Celtics used their 1982 first-round pick on the six-eleven but extremely limited Darren Tillis. A terrific practice player who’d been Bird’s teammate for the first three years of Bird’s career, Fernsten was released just a few hours before the flight to Cleveland.

Ford was a ten-year veteran who’d played four seasons in Boston. He planned on playing at least one more year, but lost his backcourt job to NBA veteran Buckner, who’d been acquired in an off-season deal with the Bucks. Ford had started at guard alongside Tiny Archibald when the Celtics won the championship in 1981. Teammates called Ford “Doc,” a nickname slapped on Ford by Cedric Maxwell when the gravity-challenged Ford made a Julius Erving–like cradle-rocking dunk attempt during an otherwise forgettable practice.

That’s how it works in team sports. At every level. An insignificant moment can stay with a player forever. In my high school in the 1960s, a kid named Dave Martin screwed up the end of a practice, missing a layup that would have sent everybody home for the day. When Dave’s layup clanged off the rim—adding another twenty minutes to practice—a teammate screamed, “Jesus, Martin!,” which became Dave Martin’s name for the rest of his Groton life. More than forty years after the silly episode, I came out of a restroom at the Fours across the street from the Garden and encountered a young man with his sixtysomething dad. The young man said, “Dan, we’re from Groton. This is my father, Dave Martin.”

“Jesus?” I asked.

Affirmative.

An Atlantic City native who starred at Villanova, Chris Ford lives forever in trivia lore as the first man to make an NBA three-point shot. He wound up doing Celtics radio commentary the year he was cut by Bill Fitch, then rejoined the team as an assistant coach and eventually became head coach. On October 28, 1982, Bird, for the first time in his career, was grappling with the reality that Ford and Fernsten were not his teammates.

I’d made a point to introduce myself to Bird at media day and talked to him in reporter scrums during a preseason that included road trips to San Antonio and Nashville. The young Celtics superstar was shy and abrupt, clearly not comfortable with new people. He didn’t speak with reporters during his celebrated senior season at Indiana State. He endured interviews like a child getting a polio vaccine. Bird was a national sensation when he led Indiana State to a 33-0 season and the NCAA title game against Magic Johnson’s Michigan State Spartans in 1979. The Larry-Magic NCAA Final will forever be the highest-rated basketball television broadcast of all time. Bird never got over losing that game and was still carrying the hurt after winning NBA Rookie of the Year in 1980 and his first championship in 1981. He’d established himself as one of the best players in the NBA, but he was still obsessed with beating Magic.

Buckner was no stranger to fame and success. He grew up near Chicago where he was a high school state champ, then cocaptained Bobby Knight’s 1976 NCAA champion Hoosiers, still the last undefeated team in NCAA history. He cocaptained the USA’s gold-medal-winning team at the 1976 Summer Olympics. Selected by Milwaukee with the seventh overall pick in 1976, he played six seasons for the Bucks before he was traded to Boston. His Indiana/Knight/Midwest connections and winning pedigree made him an ideal teammate and drinking buddy for Larry Bird.

I knew enough not to approach when I saw Bird and Buckner at the bar. I was the new guy. Worse, I was a reporter. They had a lot of catching up to do. Probably swapping Bobby Knight stories. Still, it had been a long day and I was thirsty and had my newspapers to keep me company. I nodded in their direction as I pulled out a stool and took a seat at the loser end of the bar. Buckner nodded back. Bird took a swig from his bottle of Bud and looked straight ahead.

When the barkeep approached, I ordered something for myself and asked him to send a couple of beers to the fellows at the other end. When Buckner and Bird got their beers, Buckner raised his bottle and again nodded in my direction. Still nothing from Larry.

Ten or fifteen minutes passed and nobody else came into the bar. Bird and Buckner were safely out of earshot and everything was cool.

Until I blundered.

I haven’t thought about this in almost forty years and wish I could go back in time and change the moment, but I can’t.

Before I settled my tab and got up to leave, I sent another round their way. It was a moment of nervousness and insanity, violating every social and professional drinking code known to man. My face turns crimson just thinking about it.

At that juncture of my professional life, I’d been around famous athletes for more than seven years. I’d spent four seasons on the road with the perennial pennant-winning Baltimore Orioles—a team that included Hall of Famers Earl Weaver, Brooks Robinson, Jim Palmer, Cal Ripken, and Frank Robinson. I’d had lunch with Reggie Jackson—at his request. I’d interviewed Ted Williams and Joe DiMaggio and engaged in conversations with Richard Nixon and Ted Kennedy. I was neither starstruck nor clumsy around famous people. I was three years older than Bird, for God sakes. So how could I have been so ham-handed and stupid?

When the barkeep made the approach with my pathetic offer of another round, Bird shook his head. I cringed. A new writer sending down one beer was suspicious, but tolerable. Offering a second round was a boundary violation. They must have been thinking, “What’s this new guy trying to do? Does he think he can buy his way into the inner sanctum?”

It was the most humiliating rejection I’d felt since my first high school mixer when Temple Bruner shook her head after I’d shuffled across the cafeteria floor to ask her to slow dance to “A Whiter Shade of Pale.”

Bird was right. I deserved to have my shot blocked. I’d established that the new guy was a tone-deaf weirdo who couldn’t be trusted. The Celtics’ biggest star, predisposed to keep his distance from writers, now had good reason to steer clear of me. And the Celtics hadn’t even played their first game of the season yet.

“I can tell you what that was,” Buckner told me thirty-seven years later. “Larry was advanced with his thinking. Was then. Is now. Accepting those beers would make him beholden to you. He didn’t want that to be a debt he’d have to pay if you asked him a question he didn’t want to answer. He wanted to have control.”

Larry Joe Bird was born in rural southern Indiana on December 7, 1956 (the same day Bill Russell and K. C. Jones left the Melbourne Olympics with gold medals), the fourth of Joe and Georgia Bird’s six children. He had two older brothers, Mike and Mark, and an older sister, Linda. After Larry, Georgia gave birth to two more boys, Jeff and Eddie. Larry’s dad, Joe Bird, was uneducated but had been a fairly good basketball player before he left high school and went to work in his early teens. He served his country in the Korean War and bounced from job to job when he came home. The work he liked best was finishing instruments at the Kimball Piano and Organ plant. When Larry was a small boy, one of the pianos Joe Bird worked on was supposed to be featured on a national television show, and the family gathered around their tiny black-and-white TV to see Dad’s piano on television. The segment never aired.

Like her husband, Georgia Bird changed jobs a lot. She worked at a chicken farm, a shoe factory, and a nursing home. She was a waitress and a cook. But there was never money for a family car, and the Birds were always moving. Larry remembered the embarrassment of his family running up $700 worth of credit at a local store. All of the Bird boys took turns living with their maternal grandparents, John and Lizzie Kerns. John and Lizzie’s house was near a streetlight, which allowed the boys to play their basketball games at night. When they weren’t playing ball or doing chores, the Bird kids were hunting mushrooms, a favorite southern-Indiana pastime. Bird’s favorite TV show was Bonanza, which featured a family that lacked for nothing.

Larry grew to be the tallest boy in his first-grade class and was forever trying to keep up with his sports-minded older brothers. Younger brothers often make the best ballplayers. Ask youth sports coaches. Children who grow up chasing older siblings “play up,” and it’s an advantage when they finally start playing against kids their own age. Call it the George Brett syndrome (the Hall of Fame third baseman had three ball-playing older brothers). Larry Bird was a classic case. He played ball because his older brothers played ball. Mark and Mike made him tough, and better than most kids his own age. They had a ritual of wiping their hands on the soles of their sneakers for better floor traction, something Larry did instinctively until the day he retired.

Jim Jones, a former University of Indiana baseball player, ran the youth basketball program in French Lick and had a big impact on Bird’s early days. Larry played in Jones’s Biddy Ball program when Larry was in the third grade. Jones taught the boys how to box out and shoot free throws. He encouraged the right-handed Bird to learn to use his left hand, which came fairly naturally to a boy who wrote and ate left-handed. Jones stressed fundamentals and practice, twin pillars of Larry Bird’s game.

When he was thirteen, Bird enrolled in Springs Valley High School after his family moved to French Lick (population 2,000). He was six-one as a sophomore, but lost almost all of that season due to a broken ankle. Unable to run, he practiced his passing from a stationary position while propped up by a crutch. He wore number 33 because that was the number Mark Bird had worn. Larry was six-three by his junior year and lived for basketball, leading a breakfast club of teammates who got up at 6:30 a.m. to go to the gym and practice free throws every morning before school. One of his best friends, “Beezer” Carnes, rarely showed for the extra work. Springs Valley coach Gary Holland and Bird warned Beezer that it would cost him someday. Sure enough, in a regional final of the Indiana high school basketball tournament Beezer missed the front end of three one-and-ones and cost Springs Valley the game.

“I just looked at him and he knew,” Bird remembered.

By his senior season Larry Bird was six-seven, playing every position and rarely missing a free throw. His play lured the legendary Knight to French Lick during the 1973–74 high school season. Knight was Hoosier hoop royalty, and scouts from the northern part of Indiana generally didn’t think much of players from the southern part of the state.

Bird averaged almost 30 points per game in his final season. He hoped to draw interest from Kentucky’s blue-chip program and made the 135-mile recruiting visit to Lexington with his parents, but Wildcat coach Joe B. Hall concluded Bird would have trouble getting his shot off in the SEC. Instead of Bird, Hall recruited another large player who was even slower: New Orleans’s Rick Robey. It was a slight Bird never forgot.

With Kentucky out of the picture, Bird narrowed his choices to Indiana and Indiana State. In the spring of his senior year of high school, he chose Knight’s more prestigious program, much to the delight of Georgia Bird. Larry would be the first in the family to graduate college, and he’d be playing less than fifty miles from home.

Late in the summer of 1974, Larry’s uncle drove him to Bloomington and dropped him off at college. Still seventeen, Bird arrived on campus with $75, one pair of slacks, and one pair of sneakers. He was intimidated by the size of the lecture halls and the wardrobe of his roommate, fellow recruit Jim Wisman. Knight didn’t have time for freshmen, and Bird didn’t get much love from the star players on campus (Big Man on Campus Kent Benson would live to regret this years later when Bird torched him in the NBA). Indiana’s freshmen recruits were frozen out of Assembly Hall workouts, so Bird occasionally played two-on-two outdoors with varsity stars Scott May and Bobby Wilkerson. It was there that Bird borrowed and refined May’s step-back jumper. A weapon designed to create space for a player without great leaping ability, May’s step-back was the most critical lesson Bird learned from his brief experience at Bloomington.

Bird was intimidated by what he experienced on campus. The preppie young people at IU were nothing like folks back home in French Lick and West Baden. They had money and polish. Bird had neither. He still hadn’t been in an airplane.

After twenty-four days, Bird put his stuff in a duffel bag and hitchhiked back to French Lick without notifying Knight.

Buckner was touring overseas with a US amateur team during Bird’s short time in Bloomington.

“I never saw Larry at Indiana,” Buckner said. “My brother, Lorin, was two years behind me at IU, and when I got back from the tournament, I asked him, ‘Where’s Bird?,’ and he said, ‘Quinn, I think I saw him on Route Thirty-Seven South with his luggage. I think he went home!’ ”

When Bird showed up in French Lick, his mother didn’t speak to him for a month. He moved in with his grandmother and took a town job cutting trees, sweeping streets, painting signs, unplugging sewers, and collecting garbage. He started playing basketball in local leagues, and it wasn’t long before Indiana State came back with the same scholarship offer Bird had turned down a year earlier.

Meanwhile, Joe Bird’s drinking led to divorce, and the depressed father of six moved in with his own parents, kept drinking, and had trouble making child-support payments. After the 1974 holidays came and went, it was all too much.

In his autobiography, Drive, written with the Globe’s Bob Ryan, Bird wrote of his father’s suicide:


He said, “Things will be better off for you, your mom, Eddie, and Jeff if I go ahead and take my life.”… I could tell from looking in his eyes that he was going to do it.… I don’t think he spent a lot of time thinking about it. I believe he made the decision quickly. He was a couple of weeks behind on his payments to Mom, and the police were sent out to my grandfather’s house to get him. He said, “Can I have until this afternoon to get some bills straightened out?” And they said, “Fine.” But he knew that was the end of it. He had said he would never spend a day in jail; he was too proud for that.… He went to the bar, ordered half a pint—that’s what they tell me—and then went back to my grandfather’s house to drink it. He called Mom up and told her exactly what he was going to do.… He got off the phone, took a shotgun, and killed himself.… I know in my mind he thought he was doing something to help the family financially. It wasn’t insurance money, but Social Security. My mom received some money from his being in the service and it did help us out. But I would have given anything to just go on living the way we were than to have to lose my father.



It was all part of Bird’s tumultuous “gap year.” Still a teenager, the gifted but troubled young man in a short time lost his dad, enrolled at Indiana State, married and divorced high school classmate Janet Condra, became a father (Janet gave birth to Corrie after the divorce), and met Dinah Mattingly, his lifelong partner, whom he’d marry in 1989.

Bird regretted his hasty first marriage and was never a presence in the life of his daughter, Corrie.

“That was a very rough time in my life,” he wrote, “… what with my father’s death, changing colleges, and the entire marriage/divorce/baby situation. I remember thinking, ‘What’s going on with my life?’ ”

NCAA guidelines forced Bird to sit out his freshman season at State, but he practiced with the team and the Sycamores knew what was coming in 1976–77 when he finally hit the court. State went 25-3 with Bird averaging 32.8 points, third best in the nation and good enough for third-team All-America. Before the start of his junior season, he was featured on the cover of Sports Illustrated, flanked by a pair of ISU cheerleaders and accompanied by the headline “College Basketball’s Secret Weapon.” Sports Illustrated was a kingmaker in those days, and the cover changed Bird’s life.

The Sycamores slumped in Bird’s junior season, finishing second in the Missouri Valley Conference and losing to Rutgers in the NIT, but Bird was a first-team All-American. In April, he played with Michigan State’s Magic Johnson on the USA’s World Invitational Tournament team coached by Joe B. Hall. Once again, Hall disrespected Bird’s talents, regularly playing him (and Magic) behind Kentucky stars—including Robey and Kyle Macy—who were not as good.

“That was the first time I got to meet Larry,” Robey said. “We were together about a month. We trained in North Carolina. I got to know him pretty good then. Larry just had that attitude and will to win, and it rubbed off on all of us. Magic and Bird always got on Coach Hall cuz he started his UK players ahead of them. Larry never forgot about that.”

The tournament was scouted by Red Auerbach, who understood the Kentucky bias. Bird reminded Auerbach of a six-nine Cousy.

Bird pledged to play his senior season at Indiana State, but the Celtics didn’t care. They were coming off a 32-50 season and had two first-round picks in the 1978 draft. Bird was draft-eligible because he was originally in the NCAA class of 1978, but a team drafting Bird risked wasting the selection if it was unable to sign Bird before the 1979 draft. Multiple teams, including Indiana and Portland, met with Bird in an effort to get him to commit if they selected him, but Bird wouldn’t do it. He wanted to go back for his senior season at Indiana State and said he would entertain professional offers only after his senior season. Any team drafting him in 1978 would have to live with the risk. He went golfing on the morning of the 1978 NBA draft.

Undaunted, Auerbach believed he could sell the Celtics mystique. On June 9, 1978, Celtics vice president Jan Volk represented the Celtics in New York while Auerbach hosted a draft party at the Blades and Boards Club in the old Garden. Five teams—Portland (Mychal Thompson), Kansas City (Phil Ford), Indiana (Robey), New York (Micheal Ray Richardson), and Golden State (Purvis Short)—passed on Bird. With the decks clear, after a sigh of relief, Volk selected Bird with the sixth pick of the draft. Boston used its other first-round pick on Portland State’s Freeman Williams.



It was the beginning of a twelve-month recruiting effort that went to the deadline.

While the 1978–79 Sycamores were on their way to 33-0, they received regular visits from Celtics family members, including Auerbach, Heinsohn, Cowens, and K. C. Jones. Meanwhile, the Celtics won fewer games than Indiana State, finishing 29-53 for the second-worst record in franchise history.

When the Indiana State season ended, Auerbach tried to get Bird to play the final eight games of the 1978–79 NBA season with the last-place Celtics. Bird declined. He’d promised his mom he’d get his degree, and he had to complete student-teaching obligations to fulfill graduation requirements. This sent him to West Vigo High School in Terre Haute, where he served as a physical-education and health teacher. Bird’s duties included teaching a class of special-needs students, plus courses in CPR and driver’s education. No doubt, there are adults in rural southern Indiana who today tell friends they once had Larry Bird as a driver’s ed instructor.

In the spring of 1979, a group of Terre Haute businessmen formed a committee to help Bird find an agent. They screened as many as forty-five candidates and came up with Bob Woolf, a Boston-based glad-hander who’d represented scores of professional clients and been dumped by many. Auerbach hated Woolf.

“They couldn’t stand each other,” Bird said years later. “Red was always a little pissed that I chose Woolf and stayed with him. It was funny as hell.”

There was ample speculation, never proven, that Woolf won the right to represent Bird by offering a discount for his services. The agent was down on his luck in 1979 and knew his career would soar on the wings of Bird. Negotiations with the Celtics were predictably combustible, but one week before the deadline, the parties agreed to terms on a five-year, $3.25 million contract. One of Bird’s first purchases was a modest brick ranch home ($137,000) with a two-car garage on Newton Street near Route 9 in Brookline—catty-corner from the home of Bob Woolf. Newton Street neighbors got used to seeing a six-nine blond man cutting the grass.

Dinah Mattingly, the woman in Bird’s life who’d helped the young man keep everything together while so many things happened when he was nineteen, accompanied Bird to rustic Camp Milbrook in Marshfield, Massachusetts, for his first rookie camp in August of 1979. Bird was unimpressed with the outdoor courts, claiming some of the rims weren’t precisely ten feet off the ground. Paying no attention to the objections of his rookie phenom, Auerbach blew a puff of smoke, looked at Mattingly, and huffed, “What is she doing here?”

For the second time in ten years, Auerbach was rebuilding the Celtics. He was assembling his third dynasty, a team that would win the final three championships of his lifetime. He had Bird and was readying to add Robert Parish, Kevin McHale, Danny Ainge, Dennis Johnson, and Bill Walton. All but Ainge are in the Basketball Hall of Fame, and they became the core of the 1985–86 Boston Celtics, perhaps the best NBA team of all time. Every one was a steal.

In 1979, Bird was the only one already in place, joining a team that went from bad to great more quickly than any other team in the history of the sport. After winning only 29 while they were waiting for Bird, the 1979–80 Celtics went 61-21, an improvement of 32 wins—at the time the greatest single-season turnaround in league history.

Former Cavaliers coach Bill Fitch was Boston’s new boss in 1979–80, and his arrival marked the first time Auerbach went outside the Celtics family to hire a head coach. Fitch was an Iowa native with zero connections to the Celtics or Boston. Red’s bringing Fitch to Boston was like Vito Corleone turning over his family business to the non-Italian consigliere Tom Hagen.

Fitch was tough and affable, an ex-marine who bragged about his days coaching baseball and basketball at Creighton University, where his star player in both sports was future St. Louis Cardinals Hall of Famer Bob Gibson. Fitch had been head basketball coach at North Dakota University, Bowling Green, and the University of Minnesota, making his NBA bones as coach of the expansion Cavaliers. He took the Cavs to the playoffs three times in nine seasons and was NBA Coach of the Year in 1976. He was a control freak and an authority figure. Auerbach correctly believed that Bird would respond well to Fitch’s discipline.

Bird knew little about the NBA and had never heard of Fitch. When Fitch chatted with Bird at a club function before the start of practices, Bird thought he was talking with a Celtics fan, and Fitch had to tell him, “Larry, I’m Bill Fitch. Your new coach.”

Fitch got Bird’s attention in an early preseason practice when the coach observed notorious layabout Curtis Rowe jogging and fired Rowe on the spot. A star and champion at UCLA, Rowe was an NBA bowser, known for telling teammates that wins and losses don’t show up on your paycheck.
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