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― INTRODUCTION ―





  THE CELTICS LEGACY




  The Boston Celtics came into existence on June 6, 1946, when Walter Brown, who ran the Boston Garden, met with 10 other men who owned either professional hockey teams, large arenas in major cities, or both to discuss the formation of a new professional basketball league they named the Basketball Association of America. The Basketball Association of America spent the next three years operating as a separate entity until it eventually merged with the rival National Basketball League at the conclusion of the 1948–49 campaign to form the newly christened National Basketball Association (NBA), which featured a total of 17 teams.




  While the new league spent its formative years struggling to survive, the Celtics attempted to gain a foothold in the New England area as they continued to place near the bottom of the Eastern Division rankings each year. Named after the Original Celtics, a barnstorming team that helped increase the popularity of basketball during the 1920s and 1930s, the Celtics compiled an overall record of just 89-147 from 1946 to 1950, as coaching duties passed from John “Honey” Russell to Alvin “Doggie” Julian.




  The situation in Boston changed dramatically prior to the start of the 1950–51 campaign, though, after the NBA underwent a reorganization that reduced the league to just 11 teams, with the best players from the six disbanded franchises being distributed among the remaining clubs. Fortunate to have promising young center Ed Macauley fall in their laps after the St. Louis Bombers folded, the Celtics also benefited from the acquisition of rookie guard Bob Cousy via a dispersal draft of the Chicago Stags’ players.




  The Celtics’ good fortune continued when Walter Brown had the foresight to hire Red Auerbach as head coach that same off-season. The 33-year-old Auerbach, who had led the Washington Capitols to the Basketball Association of America Finals two years earlier, quickly transformed the Celtics into winners, with the help of Cousy and Macauley. Making good use of Cousy’s ball-handling skills, Auerbach installed an up-tempo, fast-breaking offense in Boston that made the Celtics the NBA’s highest-scoring team by his second season at the helm. The acquisition of sharp-shooting guard Bill Sharman in 1951 gave the Celtics additional firepower, turning them into an offensive juggernaut.
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  Nevertheless, even though the Celtics made the playoffs six straight times between 1951 and 1956, they failed to advance beyond the Eastern Division Semifinals due to their defensive shortcomings. Seeking to strengthen his team on that end of the floor, Auerbach engineered a trade with the St. Louis Hawks on April 30, 1956, that sent Macauley and the draft rights to Cliff Hagan to St. Louis for the second overall pick in the 1956 NBA Draft, which the Hawks used earlier in the day to select Bill Russell.




  The arrival of Russell and, to a lesser degree, fellow rookie Tom Heinsohn in Boston turned the Celtics into an elite team. Heinsohn gave the squad another offensive weapon, while Russell immediately established himself as the league’s dominant player. A solid scorer, exceptional rebounder, and superb shot-blocker, Russell ended up serving as the anchor of Red Auerbach’s teams for the next 13 years, enabling the Celtics to create the greatest dynasty in the history of professional team sports. Ably assisted at various times by Cousy, Sharman, Heinsohn, and other standout players such as Frank Ramsey, John Havlicek, Sam Jones, and K. C. Jones, Russell led the Celtics to 11 out of a possible 13 NBA championships between 1957 and 1969.




  After the Celtics captured their first title by defeating the St. Louis Hawks in seven games in the 1957 NBA Finals, they returned to the championship round the following year, only to lose to the Hawks in six games. Boston then reeled off an unprecedented eight straight titles, sweeping the Lakers in four straight games in the 1959 Finals, getting the best of the Hawks in both 1960 and 1961, recording back-to-back victories over the Lakers in 1962 and 1963, disposing of the San Francisco Warriors in five games in 1964, and defeating the Lakers two more times in 1965 and 1966.




  The Celtics’ incredible run came to an abrupt end the following year after Red Auerbach relinquished his coaching duties to Bill Russell, who spent his final three seasons serving as the team’s player-coach. However, after being eliminated from the 1967 postseason tournament by Wilt Chamberlain and the Philadelphia 76ers, who defeated them in five games in the Eastern Division Finals, the Celtics won their 10th and 11th championships by defeating the Lakers in each of the next two NBA Finals.




  The retirement of Russell following the conclusion of the 1968–69 season left the Celtics in a state of disarray, causing them to finish the ensuing campaign with their first losing record in two decades. But, led by new head coach Tom Heinsohn and the stellar play of John Havlicek, hard-working center Dave Cowens, and perennial All-Star guard Jo Jo White, the Celtics soon entered into their next period of dominance, capturing five consecutive Atlantic Division titles from 1972 to 1976, and winning the NBA championship in both 1974 and 1976.




  Unfortunately, an early exit from the 1977 playoffs prompted the Celtics to dramatically change the composition of their roster, leading to another brief period of mediocrity. After Heinsohn relinquished his coaching duties midway through the 1977–78 campaign and General Manager Red Auerbach acquired players such as Sidney Wicks and Curtis Rowe who failed to grasp the “team” concept always stressed in Boston, the Celtics posted a combined record of just 61-103 the next two seasons. Help was on the way, though, in the form of Larry Bird, who resurrected the franchise, leading the Celtics to three NBA titles in his first seven years in Boston, en route to establishing himself as one of the finest all-around players in the history of the sport. Bill Fitch served as head coach in Boston when the Celtics defeated Houston in six games in the 1981 NBA Finals, while K. C. Jones directed the Celtics from the bench when they edged out the Lakers in seven games in the 1984 Finals and the Rockets in six games in the 1986 Finals. Meanwhile, Bird received a great deal of help on the court from guard Dennis Johnson, forward Kevin McHale, and center Robert Parish, with McHale and Parish combining with “Larry Legend” to form arguably the greatest front court in NBA history.
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  Bird’s retirement at the end of the 1992–93 campaign, along with the departures of McHale and Parish shortly thereafter, subsequently ushered in a dark period in Celtics history that saw them finish with a losing record in each of the next eight seasons, including a franchise-worst mark of 15-67 in 1996–97. Coaches Chris Ford, M. L. Carr, and Rick Pitino all failed to right the ship during that time, even though the team featured talented players such as Antoine Walker, Dee Brown, and Dino Radja, at different times.




  Things finally began to look up again in Boston after Jim O’Brien replaced Pitino at the helm midway through the 2000–01 campaign. Led by standout forwards Antoine Walker and Paul Pierce, the Celtics made their first of four straight playoff appearances the following year after compiling a record of 49-33 during the regular season. Numerous changes in the front office soon followed, with owner Paul Gaston selling the team in 2003 to Boston Basketball Partners LLC, a conglomerate headed by H. Irving Grousbeck, Wycliffe Grousbeck, Steve Pagliuca, Robert Epstein, and John Svenson that chose to hire former Celtic Danny Ainge as general manager.




  Unfortunately, the Celtics initially took a step backward under Ainge, compiling a losing record in three of his first four years in charge, before eventually righting themselves under Head Coach Doc Rivers. Led by hold-over Paul Pierce and newly acquired stars Kevin Garnett and Ray Allen, the Celtics returned to the top of the basketball world by posting an NBA-best 66-16 regular-season record in 2007–08, before going on to defeat the Los Angeles Lakers in six games in the NBA Finals. Boston remained a consistent contender under Rivers the next five seasons, making the playoffs each year, and advancing to the NBA Finals again in 2010, before losing to the Lakers in seven games.




  The Celtics subsequently fell on hard times after Brad Stevens replaced Rivers as head coach prior to the start of the 2013–14 campaign, compiling an overall record of just 65-99 over the course of the next two seasons. However, they performed exceptionally well under Stevens the next five seasons, winning at least 48 games each year, en route to winning one division title and making four NBA Eastern Conference Finals appearances. But the Celtics came up short in the playoffs each season, losing once in the opening round to Atlanta, twice to Cleveland in the Conference Finals, and once each to Milwaukee and Miami in the Conference Finals.




  Although the Celtics advanced to the playoffs for the seventh straight time in 2020–21, they finished the season just 36-36, after which Danny Ainge announced his retirement. The Celtics subsequently named Brad Stevens their new president of basketball operations. Stevens, in turn, replaced himself as head coach with former San Antonio Spurs, Philadelphia 76ers, and Brooklyn Nets assistant Ime Udoka.




  Faring extremely well under Udoka in 2021–22, the Celtics won the Atlantic Division title by compiling a record of 51-31 during the regular season, before laying claim to the Eastern Conference championship by defeating the Brooklyn Nets (4-0), Milwaukee Bucks (4-3), and Miami Heat (4-3) in the playoffs. However, the Celtics once again failed to achieve their ultimate goal, losing to the Golden State Warriors in six games in the NBA Finals.




  Despite the success the Celtics experienced under Udoka the previous season, Boston’s head coach found himself being suspended for the entire 2022–23 campaign for violating team policy by engaging in an inappropriate relationship with a female member of the organization. Refusing to allow any outside distractions to affect them on the court, Celtics players have performed equally well under former assistant Joe Mazzulla, who took over for Udoka prior to the start of the regular season. Just past the midway point of the campaign, the Celtics have compiled a league-best record of 34-12. And with outstanding young players Jayson Tatum and Jaylen Brown leading the way, the Celtics seem likely to enter the postseason tournament as one of the favorites to win the NBA title, which would be their record 18th. (The Lakers rank second in league history with 16 NBA championships.) Meanwhile, no team can come close to matching the 11 titles the Celtics won over a 13-year period, with the Chicago Bulls’ six championships in eight years (1991–98) representing the closest challenge to Boston’s eight straight titles from 1959 to 1966. The Celtics have also made 22 NBA Finals appearances, which places them second in league history only to the Lakers, who have appeared in the NBA Finals a total of 31 times.




  In addition to the level of success the Celtics have reached as a team over the years, a significant number of players have attained notable individual honors while playing in Boston. The Celtics boast 10 MVP winners, more than any other franchise in league history. Although Boston has never featured a scoring champion, a member of the team has led the league in rebounding five times and assists 10 times. Meanwhile, 33 members of the Basketball Hall of Fame spent at least one full season playing for the Celtics, 23 of whom had many of their finest seasons in Boston.




  FACTORS USED TO DETERMINE RANKINGS




  It should come as no surprise that ranking the 50 greatest players ever to perform for a team with the rich history of the Boston Celtics proved to be a difficult and daunting task. Certainly, the names of Bill Russell, Bob Cousy, John Havlicek, Larry Bird, and Paul Pierce would appear at, or near, the top of virtually everyone’s list, although the order might vary somewhat from one person to the next. Several other outstanding performers have gained general recognition through the years as being among the greatest players ever to wear a Celtics uniform. Sam Jones, Dave Cowens, Kevin McHale, and Robert Parish head the list of other Celtic icons. But how does one differentiate between the all-around brilliance of Larry Bird and the defensive and rebounding greatness of Bill Russell, or the exceptional play-making ability of Bob Cousy and the scoring proficiency of Paul Pierce? Not only did the aforementioned players possess dissimilar skill sets, but, in most cases, they played different positions and assumed different responsibilities on the court, making it impossible to definitively draw a direct correlation between the statistics they compiled over the course of their respective careers. The idea of using statistics as the primary criteria for comparing players became even less appealing to me when I considered the fact that many of the men I ended up including in my rankings performed in different eras, under different playing conditions.




  To illustrate my last point, Bill Sharman discussed some of the playing conditions that prevailed in the NBA for much of the 1950s in Charles Salzberg’s From Set Shot to Slam Dunk, a 1987 compilation of interviews with former NBA players and officials: “Many arenas were used for hockey, and we would play right over the ice with no insulation except the basketball floor itself. Suffice to say, with cold, stiff hands and fingers, it certainly didn’t help the shooting touch and percentages.”




  Another drawback to relying too heavily on statistics is their limited availability in some instances. The NBA did not keep an official record of rebounds until the 1950–51 season. Meanwhile, the league did not record steals and blocked shots as official statistics prior to the 1973–74 campaign. As a result, although statistics played a significant role during the ranking process, several other factors received just as much weight.




  One of the most important things I needed to consider was the level of dominance a player attained during his time in Boston. How often did he rank among the league leaders in those statistical categories most pertinent to his position? How did he fare in the annual MVP voting? Did he ever win the award? How many times did he earn All-NBA honors or make the All-Star team?




  I also needed to examine the overall contributions a player made to the success of the team during his time in Boston. Did he help to make the other players around him better? Did he help to improve the fortunes of the ball club? To what degree did he help add to the Celtics’ legacy of winning?




  In addition, I considered a player’s longevity and the legacy he left behind. For how long was he able to maintain a high level of performance during his time in Boston? What is his place in history? How was he viewed by his teammates and opponents, and what did the coaches around the league have to say about him? And where does he rank among the all-time leaders in Celtics history in the various statistical categories?




  There are two other things that I should mention. First, I only considered a player’s performance while playing for the Celtics when formulating my rankings. That being the case, the names of exceptional players such as Nate Archibald and Bill Walton, both of whom had most of their best years while playing for other teams, may appear lower on this list than one might expect. Additionally, I chose to examine each player within the context of the era in which he played. Some might argue that 1950s and 1960s stars such as Bob Cousy and Bill Russell would not have been able to dominate the game the way they did had they come along two or three decades later. There likely is a certain amount of truth to that contention. Cousy’s and Russell’s detractors will also claim that they never competed against the bigger, faster, more athletic players that began entering the league long after they retired. That assertion cannot be denied. However, it could also be argued that, for the most part, players from prior generations possessed a greater grasp of the team concept and the fundamentals of the game. Since there is no way to know, with any degree of certainty, how Cousy, Russell, and other outstanding players of their era would have fared against the modern-day player, I thought it only fair to judge them strictly on the basis of their career accomplishments.




  Having established the guidelines to be used throughout this book, we are ready to take a look at the 50 greatest players in Celtics history, starting with number one and working our way down to number 50.









   

   




  1




  
― BILL RUSSELL ―





 

    You got to have the killer instinct. If you do not have it, forget about basketball and go into social psychology or something.




  —Bill Russell







  In spite of the all-around brilliance of John Havlicek, the choice for the number-one spot in these rankings ended up coming down to either Bill Russell or Larry Bird. A strong case could certainly be made for Bird, whose basketball skills far exceeded those of Russell. An outstanding scorer and phenomenal outside shooter, Bird posted a career scoring average of 24.3 points per game that surpassed Russell’s mark of 15.1 points per contest by a considerable margin. Larry Legend also possessed superior passing and ball-handling skills to Russell, averaging 2 more assists per game (6.3 to 4.3) over the course of his career. Furthermore, Bird won three League MVP awards, appeared in 12 All-Star Games, and earned All-NBA honors 10 times, making it onto the First Team on nine separate occasions.




  On the other hand, Russell won five MVP awards, also made 12 All-Star appearances, and earned All-NBA honors 11 times, although he made it onto the First Team just three times. In addition, Russell held a significant edge over Bird as a rebounder and defender, averaging more than twice as many boards per contest during his career (22.5 to 10.0), while establishing himself as arguably the greatest defensive player in the history of the game. Although Russell’s huge edge over Bird in rebounding may be attributed, at least in part, to the era in which he played, the fact remains that Russell led the NBA in that category on five separate occasions, en route to compiling the second-highest rebounding average in league history.




  Thus, it would seem that each man has a legitimate claim to the top spot here. Making this decision even more difficult is the fact that both Russell and Bird greatly improved the fortunes of the Celtics during their time in Boston, making the other players around them much better in the process. Both men also proved to be consummate team players and exceptional leaders over the course of their respective careers.
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  However, after taking everything into consideration, I ultimately decided to go with Russell for one simple reason—his greater legacy of winning. Although Bird led the Celtics to three NBA titles during his time in Beantown, Russell served as the driving force behind 11 league championships over a 13-year period. It could be argued that fewer playoff rounds and the tremendous supporting cast Russell had throughout most of his career made his job somewhat easier than that of Bird, who surpassed Russell as an all-around player. Nevertheless, Russell’s pivotal role in creating the greatest dynasty in NBA history proved to be too much for Bird to overcome, relegating Larry Legend to second place in these rankings.




  The greatest winner in the history of team sports, Bill Russell established a legacy of winning over the course of his playing career that is second to none. After leading the University of San Francisco to 55 consecutive victories, including back-to-back NCAA titles in 1955 and 1956, Russell served as the anchor of a US Men’s Basketball Team that captured Gold at the 1956 Olympic Games. He then proceeded to lead the Boston Celtics to 11 NBA championships in his 13 years with the team, attaining in the process a level of success unmatched by any other professional athlete. Along the way, Russell established himself as one of the greatest rebounders in NBA history, trailing only Wilt Chamberlain in total rebounds and career rebounding average.




  Russell also helped to revolutionize the game of basketball from a defensive standpoint, turning shot-blocking into an art form, while simultaneously wreaking havoc on the mindsets of opposing players with his ability to turn away their shots. Possessing extraordinary leadership ability and tremendous determination as well, Russell often found a way to will his team to victory, spending his final three seasons in Boston serving as player-coach of an aging Celtics squad that nevertheless managed to win a pair of NBA Championships. Russell’s unique skill set and ability to inspire others ended up earning him 11 top-five finishes in the NBA MVP voting, 1968 Sports Illustrated Sportsman of the Year honors, recognition from the Sporting News as the Athlete of the Decade for the 1960s, a spot on the NBA’s 50th Anniversary Team, and an 18th-place ranking on ESPN’s list of the 50 Greatest Athletes of the 20th Century.




  Born in racially segregated Monroe, Louisiana, on February 12, 1934, William Felton Russell grew up in poverty, spending most of his youth living in a series of public housing projects, while watching his parents constantly struggle against racial bigotry. After moving with his family to Oakland, California, at the age of nine, young William incurred further hardship when he lost his mother three years later. A late bloomer on the basketball court, the tall and gangly Russell (he stood 6-foot-2 and weighed 130 pounds by the time he turned 15) failed to earn a spot on his junior high school team, even though he possessed outstanding athletic ability, excelling as both a runner and a jumper. Russell—a natural right-hander who switched to using his left hand at the urging of an uncle—finally began to blossom into a star on the court while attending Oakland’s McClymonds High School, leading his team to back-to-back state championships in his junior and senior years. Developing a reputation for his unusual style of defense, Russell later noted, “To play good defense . . . it was told back then that you had to stay flatfooted at all times to react quickly. When I started to jump to make defensive plays and to block shots, I was initially corrected. But I stuck with it, and it paid off.”




  Following his graduation from McClymonds, Russell enrolled at the University of San Francisco, where he emerged as college basketball’s most dominant player, leading the Dons to an NCAA-record 55 consecutive victories and back-to-back national championships in 1955 and 1956, en route to earning a pair of All-America selections and national Player of the Year honors as a senior. Subsequently selected by the St. Louis Hawks with the second overall pick of the 1956 NBA Draft, Russell soon found himself headed to Boston after the Celtics acquired his rights in exchange for veteran center Ed Macauley and promising young forward Cliff Hagan, who, even though he graduated three years earlier, had yet to appear in an NBA game due to a previous military commitment. However, Russell chose to delay the start of his professional career, electing instead to compete in the 1956 Olympic Games, where he led the United States to a perfect 8-0 record and a gold medal.




  Arriving in Boston two months into the 1956–57 campaign, Russell nevertheless ended up making a huge impact as a rookie, posting a league-leading 19.6 rebounding average, while also averaging 14.7 points per game, en route to earning a runner-up finish to teammate Tom Heinsohn in the NBA Rookie of the Year voting. More importantly, Russell turned Boston’s previously porous defense into one of the league’s stingiest, using his great quickness, exceptional leaping ability, and tremendous anticipation to become the sport’s first great shot-blocker.




  In discussing the overall impact Russell made in Boston, Ed Macauley stated in From Set Shot to Slam Dunk, “Russell was absolutely perfect for that ball club . . . They didn’t have a great defensive club, but with Russell back there you didn’t need one because no one could get closer than 15 feet. We played them a couple of times when Russell wasn’t in the lineup, and they were just an ordinary ball club. With him, they were just superb.”
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  Russell’s presence in the Boston lineup enabled the Celtics to capture their first NBA title in 1957, as they went on to defeat the St. Louis Hawks in seven games in the NBA Finals. Although they came up just a bit short the following year, losing to St. Louis in six games in the Finals, Russell improved upon his overall performance, earning league MVP honors, his first of 12 consecutive All-NBA selections, and All-Star honors for the first of 12 straight times by averaging 16.6 points and a league-leading 22.7 rebounds per game.




  The following season, Russell and the Celtics began an extraordinary run that saw them win an unprecedented eight consecutive league championships. Here are the numbers Russell posted over the course of those eight seasons, with the figures in bold indicating that he led the league in that category:




  




	SEASON

	POINTS PER GAME

	REBOUNDS PER GAME

	ASSISTS PER GAME






	1958–59

	16.7

	23.0

	3.2






	1959–60

	18.2

	24.0

	3.7






	1960–61

	16.9

	23.9

	3.4






	1961–62

	18.9

	23.6

	4.5






	1962–63

	16.8

	23.6

	4.5






	1963–64

	15.0

	24.7

	4.7






	1964–65

	14.1

	24.1

	5.3






	1965–66

	12.9

	22.8

	4.8











  In addition to leading the league in rebounding in three of those seasons, Russell finished second to Wilt Chamberlain the other five years. He also averaged more than 42 minutes per game all eight seasons, topping 44 minutes per contest on five separate occasions. Furthermore, although the NBA did not keep an official record of blocked shots until the 1970s, former referee Earl Strom estimated that Russell averaged between 8 and 10 blocks per game throughout most of his career. Russell captured league MVP honors three straight times, winning the award in 1960–61, 1961–62, and 1962–63, before being named MVP for the fifth and final time in his career following the conclusion of the 1964–65 campaign. He also finished second in the balloting on two other occasions.




  Russell’s intimidating defense, superb rebounding, and excellent outlet passing that keyed Boston’s legendary fast break made him easily the most significant figure in his team’s rise to prominence, with teammates and opponents alike crediting him for most of the success the Celtics experienced throughout the period. In describing what it was like playing with Russell, Bob Cousy said, “He not only controlled the backboard completely, but he revolutionized the defensive game.”




  Tom Heinsohn spoke of the impact Russell made on defense, commenting: “He had such great quickness and agility that he could play three or four guys on the same trip up the court . . . switch off, go back to his own man, block the shot; so he would disrupt their entire offense.”




  Discussing the manner in which Russell influenced the outcomes of games in From Set Shot to Slam Dunk, forward George Yardley stated, “There’s no question that Bill Russell’s coming into the league changed the game. You just couldn’t take a layup against him. He just took that portion of the game away from you . . . He was certainly the most intimidating, most dominant person that played sports.”




  Ed Macauley agreed with Yardley’s assessment, proclaiming, “Russell was the most dominant player to ever play the game. There have been a lot of ballplayers who are better, individually—better shooters, dribblers, rebounders. But no one individual who could put it all together was as important to a particular team as Bill Russell was.”




  Russell even made an impression on those players who entered the NBA long after he left the game. Julius Erving, whose professional career began shortly after Russell’s ended, spoke of the impact Russell had on him: “Never when I saw him play did I look at him as the most talented player on the court. But he would be the best player because of what he could bring to the table and how he could make everyone better, and how he was in the clutch, and how he was always a step ahead.”




  Russell’s intelligence, leadership, intensity, and psychological approach to his craft all contributed to his greatness. Known to regurgitate in the locker room before every game, Russell approached each contest with a win-at-all-cost mentality. Providing further insight into Russell’s persona, former teammate Tom Heinsohn suggested, “I think Russell was the foxiest, smartest, meanest player, psychologically, that ever played the game. Whatever it took to win, Russell would do.”




  Validating Heinsohn’s contention from an opponent’s perspective, Chet Walker noted, “The whole game for Bill Russell was a psychological event. He was always testing you.”




  Russell himself stated on one occasion, “You got to have the killer instinct. If you do not have it, forget about basketball and go into social psychology or something. If you sometimes wonder if you’ve got it, you ain’t got it; no pussycats, please.”




  Russell’s attitude was the thing that, perhaps more than anything else, separated him from his fiercest rival, Wilt Chamberlain. With Russell and Chamberlain spending most of their careers competing against one another, the two men ended up forming what may well have been the greatest individual rivalry in the history of professional team sports. Russell himself acknowledged that fact when he said, “People say it was the greatest individual rivalry they’ve ever seen. I agree with that.”




  The Russell vs. Chamberlain rivalry spawned one of the most intense sports debates ever, with fans of the game expressing differing opinions as to which player surpassed the other in terms of overall greatness. Supporters of Russell pointed to his 11 NBA championships and 85 victories against only 57 defeats vs. Chamberlain-led teams. Meanwhile, Chamberlain backers claimed that the overwhelming superiority of his individual statistics served as evidence of his supremacy.




  Chamberlain, for one, always scoffed at the notion that a legitimate comparison could be made between the two players, stating on one occasion, “I had to worry about the Celtics. I didn’t have to worry about guarding Bill Russell. I had to worry about Cousy, Ramsey, Heinsohn, Sam Jones, K. C. Jones. They had just too many guns.”




  While there is certainly a great deal of truth to Chamberlain’s state ment, his critics often expressed the opinion that he tended to prioritize his individual accomplishments over those of the teams for which he played. Meanwhile, Russell was seen as the ultimate team player who cared little about his individual statistics, a belief he helped validate when he suggested, “The most important measure of how good a game I played was how much better I’d made my teammates play.”




  Although there will always be two ways of looking at the Russell vs. Chamberlain rivalry, the former’s teammates stood firmly in his corner, with Don Nelson once telling the Boston Herald, “There are two types of superstars. One makes himself look good at the expense of the other guys on the floor. But there’s another type who makes the players around him look better than they are, and that’s the type Russell was.”




  John Havlicek also supported his longtime teammate, noting, “It wasn’t a matter of Wilt vs. Russell, with Bill. He would let Wilt score 50 if we won. The thing that was most important to him was championships, rings, and winning.”




  Yet, even though the unselfish nature of Russell’s game left an extremely favorable impression on most followers of the sport, he spent much of his time in Boston fighting an uphill battle against racial prejudice. Already extremely sensitive to matters of race when he first arrived in Boston, Russell grew increasingly hostile through the years as he endured one insult after another. After being denied access to white-owned hotels in segregated North Carolina while touring the United States with other NBA All-Stars during the 1958 off-season, Russell later wrote in his memoir, Go Up for Glory, “It stood out, a wall which understanding cannot penetrate. You are a Negro. You are less. It covered every area; a living, smarting, hurting, smelling, greasy substance which covered you; a morass to fight from.”




  Similarly mistreated within the confines of the city of Boston, Russell frequently found himself being jeered by fans at his own hometown arena, causing him to isolate himself even further from the local media, which subsequently painted him as an “angry black man.” Never one to shy away from controversy, Russell took up the cause, continually pushing for racial equality, becoming active in the Black Power movement, and supporting Muhammad Ali’s decision not to enter the United States military. In one of his more militant moments, Russell was quoted in a 1963 Sports Illustrated interview as saying, “I dislike most white people because they are people . . . I like most blacks because I am black.” Later approached by white teammate Frank Ramsey, who asked him if he hated him, Russell claimed to be misquoted, although few believed him.




  Becoming increasingly contentious over time, Russell refused to respond to fan acclaim or friendly gestures from his neighbors, believing such overtures lacked sincerity. Further alienating Celtics fans by saying, “You owe the public the same it owes you—nothing! I refuse to smile and be nice to the kiddies,” Russell became known in the local media as “the most selfish, surly, and uncooperative athlete.” Things went from bad to worse when vandals broke into his home, covered the walls with racist graffiti, damaged his trophies, and defecated in the beds. In response, Russell described Boston as a “flea market of racism,” later being quoted by author Aram Goudsouzian in the book, King of the Court, as saying, “From my very first year, I thought of myself as playing for the Celtics, not for Boston. The fans could do or think whatever they wanted.”




  Nevertheless, Russell remained open and amicable with his Celtics teammates, both white and black, considering them to be part of his extended family. Particularly close to Red Auerbach, Russell accepted the position of player-coach when Auerbach stepped down as coach of the team following the conclusion of the 1965–66 campaign to concentrate exclusively on his duties as general manager. Upon becoming the first African-American head coach in NBA history, Russell told the assembled media in his typically curt fashion, “I wasn’t offered the job because I am a Negro. I was offered it because Red figured I could do it.”




  Boston’s eight-year run as NBA champions came to an end in Russell’s first year as coach, culminating with a five-game loss to Philadelphia in the 1967 Eastern Division Finals. For his part, Russell had a very solid season, averaging 13.3 points, 21 rebounds, and a career-high 5.8 assists per contest, while appearing in every game for the Celtics for the only time in his career. He followed that up by leading the Celtics to the NBA title in each of the next two seasons, averaging 12.5 points and 18.6 rebounds per game in 1967–68, before posting marks of 9.9 points and 19.3 rebounds per contest in 1968–69. After losing to Russell and the Celtics in the 1968 NBA Finals, Lakers guard Jerry West paid tribute to his adversary by stating, “If I had a choice of any basketball player in the league, my number 1 choice has to be Bill Russell. Bill Russell never ceases to amaze me.”




  Days after the Celtics again defeated Los Angeles in Game 7 of the 1969 NBA Finals, Russell abruptly announced his retirement, leaving the team without a coach and a center, and causing the local fans and journalists to feel betrayed. Choosing to cut all ties to the Celtics, Russell subsequently sold his retirement story to Sports Illustrated for $10,000. He ended his career with 14,522 points scored, 21,620 rebounds, 4,100 assists, and a countless number of unrecorded blocked shots. Over the course of 13 NBA seasons, Russell averaged 15.1 points, 22.5 rebounds, 4.3 assists, and 42.3 minutes per game, while shooting 44 percent from the field and just 56.1 percent from the free-throw line. In addition to ranking second all-time to Wilt Chamberlain in total rebounds and rebounding average, Russell trails only his rival in average minutes played per contest. Meanwhile, his career average of 24.9 rebounds per game in playoff competition is the best ever.




  Some years after Russell left the game, John Havlicek said of his long-time teammate:




  

     There was no bigger winner, no better champion in basketball history, than my friend Bill Russell. Russell was the kind of player who never concerned himself with personal goals—he put his team above all else, and, in the process, he made his teammates better players. If you were a scorer, you were six to eight points better because Russell was around. If you were a good defensive player, you became a great defensive player because, with Russell hanging around, you were able to do things that you weren’t ordinarily able to do. You could take more chances, apply more pressure, knowing that Russell was back there protecting the basket.







  Meanwhile, another legendary Celtics player, Bill Sharman, had this to say about his former teammate: “He’s the one player I would pick to be at my side in the seventh game of the NBA Championship Finals.”




  Following his playing career, Russell spent some time in the TV broadcast booth, doing color commentary on NBA games, before spending four seasons during the mid-1970s serving as coach and general manager of the Seattle SuperSonics. He also briefly coached the Sacramento Kings a decade later.
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  A man of strong convictions and great integrity, Russell chose not to be in attendance when the Celtics retired his No. 6 jersey on March 12, 1972, demanding that the ceremony be performed in an empty Boston Garden. He also did not appear at the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame when it opened its doors to him in 1975.




  Yet, Russell softened his stance somewhat over time, allowing something of a reconciliation to take place between himself and the people of Boston. After spending many years shunning the city of his greatest triumphs following his retirement, Russell paid frequent visits to Boston in his later years. Furthermore, Russell gave his approval when the Celtics approached him with the idea of re-retiring his jersey in front of a sellout audience at their new home when they left the Boston Garden and moved into the FleetCenter (now the TD Garden). Wilt Chamberlain, Larry Bird, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar also attended the ceremony, which took place on May 6, 1999. After being brought to tears by a prolonged standing ovation from the crowd, Russell thanked Chamberlain for taking him to the limit and “making (him) a better player” and the fans for “allowing (him) to be a part of their lives.” Nearly a decade later, the city presented Russell with the We Are Boston Leadership Award.




  Additional honors were later bestowed upon Russell, with then-NBA Commissioner David Stern announcing on February 14, 2009, that the NBA Finals Most Valuable Player Award would be renamed the “Bill Russell NBA Finals Most Valuable Player Award” in honor of the 11-time NBA champion. The following day, during halftime of the All-Star game, Celtics co-captains Paul Pierce, Kevin Garnett, and Ray Allen surprised Russell by presenting him with a cake to commemorate his 75th birthday. In 2011, Russell received the further distinction of being awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Six years later, Russell became the inaugural recipient of the NBA Lifetime Achievement Award. And in October 2021, Russell was named to the NBA’s 75th Anniversary Team.




  Unfortunately, less than one year later, on July 31, 2022, Russell died at his Mercer Island, Washington, home at the age of 88. Upon learning of his passing, NBA Commissioner Adam Silver called him “the greatest champion in all of team sports.” Shortly thereafter, the league office announced that Russell’s No. 6 jersey would be retired throughout the NBA, making him the first player to be so honored.




  While speaking at the Bill Russell Adult Fantasy Basketball Camp some 15 years earlier, Hall of Fame guard Sam Jones paid his longtime teammate perhaps his greatest compliment. With a number of basketball legends that included Jerry West, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Magic Johnson, and Julius Erving seated alongside him, Jones said, “No one compares to Bill Russell. With all due respect to the gentlemen around me, Bill Russell was the smartest, most driven basketball player the game has ever seen. To this day, he remains the single most influential force in team sports of any kind.”




  



  CELTICS CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




  




  Best Season




  There are so many great seasons from which to choose, with the six campaigns that fell between 1958 and 1964 heading the list. Although any of those seasons would have made an excellent choice, I ultimately narrowed it down to 1959–60, 1961–62, and 1963–64. It could be argued that Russell turned in his finest performance in 1963–64, when, playing without Bob Cousy for the first time as a pro, he battled through injuries to average 15 points and a career-high 24.7 rebounds per game, en route to leading the Celtics to their sixth consecutive NBA title. Russell also performed brilliantly in 1959–60, when he earned a runner-up finish in the league MVP voting by averaging 18.2 points and 24 rebounds per contest, while posting career-high marks in field-goal shooting percentage (46.7) and free-throw shooting percentage (61.2). Nevertheless, the feeling here is that Russell played his best ball for the Celtics in 1961–62, when he earned NBA MVP honors by averaging 23.6 rebounds, 4.5 assists, and a career-high 18.9 points per game, while also amazingly averaging 45.2 minutes per contest, which represented the highest mark of his career.




  Memorable Moments / Greatest Performances




  An exceptional playoff performer over the course of his career, Russell gave an early indication of what lay ahead in his very first postseason contest, scoring 16 points, pulling down 31 rebounds, and blocking 7 shots during a 108–89 win over the Syracuse Nationals in Game 1 of the 1957 Eastern Division Finals.




  Russell helped the Celtics get off to a tremendous start the following season, leading them to their 14th consecutive victory without a loss by scoring 30 points during a 120–107 win over the Knicks on November 27, 1957.




  Although the Celtics lost to the Philadelphia Warriors by a score of 110–101 on January 31, 1958, Russell topped his earlier performance, scoring a season-high 32 points during the contest. Russell and the Celtics gained a measure of revenge against Philadelphia some three weeks later, with the Boston center pulling down 38 rebounds and scoring 13 points during a 99–97 victory over the Warriors on February 23.




  Russell turned in his two most dominant performances of the ensuing campaign exactly one month apart, leading the Celtics to a 129–120 win over the Knicks on December 25, 1958, by scoring a team-high 32 points, before tallying 20 points and collecting 39 rebounds during a 119–118 overtime win over the Detroit Pistons on January 25, 1959.




  Russell helped the Celtics begin the following season in fine fashion, scoring 32 points, in leading them to a 129–125 win over the Cincinnati Royals in the regular-season opener on October 17, 1959. Some three weeks later, on November 7, Russell scored 22 points and pulled down 35 rebounds during a 115–106 victory over the Philadelphia Warriors that marked his first meeting with Wilt Chamberlain, who scored 30 points during the contest. Russell also turned in a pair of extraordinary efforts against the Knicks in December, scoring 26 points and accumulating 38 rebounds during a 122–107 Boston victory on December 4, before tallying 15 points and collecting 39 rebounds during a 119–116 win over New York on December 19.
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  Russell subsequently led the Celtics to their second straight NBA title by averaging 18.5 points and 25.8 rebounds per game during the playoffs, with one of his finest performances coming against Philadelphia in Game 3 of the 1960 Eastern Division Finals, when he scored 26 points and amassed 39 rebounds during a 120–90 Boston victory. Although the Celtics went on to defeat St. Louis in seven games in the NBA Finals, they lost Game 2 to the Hawks by a score of 113–103. Nevertheless, Russell performed brilliantly throughout the contest, scoring 21 points and setting an NBA Finals record by recording 40 rebounds.




  En route to capturing league MVP honors for the first of three straight times the following season, Russell scored a career-high 37 points during a 146–129 win over the Philadelphia Warriors on March 5, 1961. (Chamberlain scored 47 points in the same game.) Russell eventually equaled that mark nearly seven years later, on December 17, 1967, when he tallied 37 points during a 123–117 victory over the Los Angeles Lakers.




  As well as Russell played in the previous year’s playoffs, he performed even better during the 1961 postseason, posting averages of 19.1 points and 29.9 points per contest. He turned in one of his finest efforts in Game 3 of the Eastern Division Finals, leading the Celtics to a 133–110 victory over the Syracuse Nationals by scoring 18 points and pulling down 39 rebounds. Russell also performed magnificently in Game 5 of the NBA Finals, leading the Celtics to a series-clinching 121–112 win over the St. Louis Hawks by scoring 30 points and collecting 38 rebounds.




  Russell went on the greatest scoring spree of his career during the early stages of the 1961–62 campaign, following up a pair of 28-point outings with a 35-point performance against the St. Louis Hawks on November 14, 1961, that led the Celtics to a 119–117 victory. Russell turned in one of his most dominant performances of the season some five weeks later, on December 21, pulling down 39 rebounds and scoring 16 points during a 122–103 win over the Knicks.




  Russell turned in one of his finest all-around performances against Wilt Chamberlain the following season, leading the Celtics to a 135–118 victory over Chamberlain and the San Francisco Warriors on February 21, 1963, by scoring 25 points and amassing 38 rebounds.




  Russell subsequently helped the Celtics capture their fifth straight NBA title by averaging 20.3 points and 25.1 rebounds per game during the play-offs, with his most notable performance taking place in Game 2 of the 1963 NBA Finals, when he led Boston to a 113–106 win over the Los Angeles Lakers by pulling down 38 rebounds and scoring 16 points.




  Russell turned in another heroic effort in Game 5 of the 1964 Eastern Division Finals, leading the Celtics to a series-clinching 109–95 victory over the Cincinnati Royals by scoring 20 points and collecting 35 rebounds.




  Russell continued his practice of excelling in Game 5 of the Eastern Division Finals the following year, leading the Celtics to a 114–108 win over the Philadelphia 76ers by recording 28 rebounds, 10 blocked shots, 7 assists, and 6 steals.




  The holder of every Celtics rebounding record, Russell surpassed 40 rebounds in one game a total of eight times in regular-season play over the course of his career, accomplishing the feat for the first time on November 16, 1957, when he pulled down 49 rebounds and scored 30 points during a 111–89 victory over the Philadelphia Warriors. His total of 32 rebounds in one half of that contest remains an NBA record.




  Later that same season, on February 12, 1958, Russell collected 41 rebounds and scored 18 points, in leading the Celtics to a 119–101 win over the Syracuse Nationals. Russell topped 40 boards again exactly 10 months later, recording 40 rebounds and 20 points during a 125–115 overtime win over the Cincinnati Royals on December 12, 1958.




  On February 5, 1960, Russell recorded a franchise-record 51 rebounds and scored 23 points during a 124–100 win over the Syracuse Nationals, with his 51 boards remaining the second-highest single-game total in NBA history, trailing only the mark of 55 rebounds that Wilt Chamberlain posted for the Warriors against the Celtics on November 24, 1960.




  Russell surpassed 40 rebounds for the fifth time in his career a little over one year later, on February 12, 1961, when he pulled down 40 rebounds and scored 19 points, in leading the Celtics to a 136–125 victory over Wilt Chamberlain’s Philadelphia Warriors.




  Russell again topped 40 boards on January 20, 1963, turning in one of his most dominant all-around performances by amassing 43 rebounds and scoring 29 points during a 133–121 win over the Lakers.




  Russell accomplished the feat for the final two times in his career just three days apart in March of 1965, recording 49 rebounds and 27 points during a 112–100 victory over the Detroit Pistons on March 11, before pulling down 41 rebounds and scoring 20 points, in leading the Celtics to a 106–98 win over the San Francisco Warriors on March 14.




  Possessing an extraordinary amount of inner drive and determination, Russell tended to perform at his very best in those games that mattered most. Appearing in a total of 11 decisive playoff games over the course of his career, Russell never lost one, posting a 29.5 rebounding average in those 11 contests. Among his most memorable performances, Russell scored 19 points and pulled down 32 rebounds in leading the Celtics to a 125–123 double-overtime win over the St. Louis Hawks in Game 7 of the 1957 NBA Finals. In another Game 7 against the Hawks three years later, Russell helped the Celtics capture their third league championship by recording 22 points and 35 rebounds during a 122–103 victory over St. Louis in the decisive game of the 1960 NBA Finals.




  Russell also scored 30 points and pulled down 40 rebounds, in leading the Celtics to a 110–107 overtime win over the Los Angeles Lakers in Game 7 of the 1962 NBA Finals. In addition to tying his own NBA Finals record that he set two years earlier by collecting 40 rebounds, Russell set an all-time NBA record (playoffs or regular season) by accumulating 19 boards in one quarter.




  Facing the Lakers again in Game 7 of the 1966 NBA Finals, Russell scored 25 points and amassed 32 rebounds, in leading the Celtics to a 95–93 victory that gave them the last of their record eight straight league championships.




  Those were the sort of efforts that made Russell the most respected man in the game, and that prompted the Professional Basketball Writers Association of America to name him The Greatest Player in the History of the NBA in 1980.




  



  NOTABLE ACHIEVEMENTS




  




  

	Averaged more than 20 rebounds per game 10 times, topping 23 boards per contest seven times and 24 rebounds per game on three occasions.




	Averaged more than 18 points per game twice.




	Averaged more than 5 assists per game twice.




	Averaged more than 40 minutes per game 10 times.




	Led NBA in rebounding five times; games played once; and minutes played twice.




	Finished second in NBA in rebounding five times, placing third on three other occasions.




	Led Celtics in rebounding 13 times and assists once.




	Surpassed 40 rebounds in one game eight times, topping 50 rebounds once (51 on 2/5/60).




	Holds Celtics records for most rebounds in a season (1,930 in 1963–64); game (51 on 2/5/60); half (32 on 11/16/57); and quarter (17 on 11/16/57 and 12/12/58).




	Holds Celtics career records for most rebounds (21,620) and highest rebounding average (22.5).
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  	Ranks among Celtics career leaders in points scored (8th); assists (6th); field-goal attempts (7th); field goals made (8th); free-throw attempts (4th); free throws made (7th); games played (5th); and minutes played (2nd).




  	Holds NBA record for highest postseason rebounding average (24.9).




  	Ranks second in NBA history in total rebounds (21,620); rebounding average (22.5); and minutes per game (42.3).




  	1962–63 NBA All-Star Game MVP.




  	Five-time NBA MVP (1957–58, 1960–61, 1961–62, 1962–63, and 1964–65).




  	Finished in top five in NBA MVP voting six other times, placing second on two occasions.




  	
1968 Sports Illustrated Sportsman of the Year.




  	Three-time All-NBA First-Team selection (1958–59, 1962–63, and 1964–65).




  	Eight-time All-NBA Second-Team selection (1957–58, 1959–60, 1960–61, 1961–62, 1963–64, 1965–66, 1966–67, and 1967–68).




  	1968–69 NBA All-Defensive First-Team selection.




  	12-time NBA All-Star (1958–69).




  	12-time Eastern Division champion (1957–1966, 1968, and 1969).




  	11-time NBA champion (1957, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1962, 1963, 1964, 1965, 1966, 1968, and 1969).




  	Number 6 retired by Celtics.




  	Member of NBA’s 25th Anniversary Team.




  	Member of NBA’s 35th Anniversary Team.




  	Member of NBA’s 50th Anniversary Team.




  	Member of NBA’s 75th Anniversary Team.


  

  	
Sporting News Athlete of the Decade for the 1960s.




  	Ranked #3 on SLAM magazine’s Top 50 NBA Players of All-Time list in 2009.




  	Ranked #4 on ESPN’s Top 75 NBA Players of All-Time list in 2020.




  	Ranked #18 on ESPN’s 50 Greatest Athletes of the 20th Century list in 1999.




  	Named the Greatest Player in NBA History by the Professional Basketball Writers Association of America in 1980.




  	Inducted into Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame in 1975.
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― LARRY BIRD ―





  

    Larry Bird helped define the way a generation of basketball fans has come to view and appreciate the NBA.




  —NBA commissioner David Stern







  Blessed with an innate ability to make everyone around him better and an incredible “feel” for the game accorded to only a select few, Larry Bird helped to restore a faltering Celtics franchise to prominence during the 1980s. Upon his arrival in Boston in 1979, Bird turned a team that had compiled a total of only 61 victories over the course of the two previous campaigns into instant contenders, leading the Celtics to an NBA-best 61-21 regular-season record his first year in the league. Employing his exceptional leadership skills and selfless approach to the game, Bird helped to reestablish Celtic pride and tradition, establishing himself in the process as one of the most impactful players in NBA history.




  A superbly gifted player as well, Bird excelled in all phases of the game, possessing superior scoring, passing, ball-handling, and rebounding skills, while also doing an outstanding job on the defensive end of the court. Bird’s stellar all-around play earned him league MVP honors three straight times, NBA Finals MVP honors twice, a total of 10 All-NBA nominations, and 12 All-Star selections over the course of his career, which he spent entirely in Boston. Along the way, Bird helped the Celtics capture 10 Atlantic Division titles and three league championships, prompting many NBA notables to sing his praises, with former Indiana Pacers coach George Irvine once stating, “As an all-around player, there’s never been anyone better.”




  Born in West Baden, Indiana, on December 7, 1956, Larry Joe Bird grew up in nearby French Lick—a tiny town situated in the middle of Indiana’s corn country. After first becoming involved in organized basketball
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  at the age of 10, Bird played the game incessantly as a teenager prior to becoming the star attraction at local Springs Valley High School, where he ended up scoring more points than anyone else in school history. Subsequently offered a scholarship to attend Indiana University, Bird spent just one month in Bloomington before returning home and enrolling at Northwood Institute, the local junior college that seemed far less intimidating to him. Bird left Northwood just a few weeks later, though, before he finally decided to give college one more try following the suicide of his father and a marriage that lasted only a brief period of time. After spending the previous few months driving a garbage truck and doing maintenance work for local parks and roadways, Bird enrolled at Indiana State in 1975. He spent the next three years starring for the Sycamores on the court, leading them to an overall record of 81-13 and one NCAA Championship Game appearance during that time, en route to earning College Player of the Year honors as a senior in 1978–79.




  With Red Auerbach having the foresight to select Bird with the sixth overall pick of the 1978 NBA Draft, even though he knew the forward might return to college for his senior year, Bird arrived in Boston one year later, joining a team that had finished the previous season with a regular-season record of just 29-53. Viewed with skepticism by some of the Celtics’ veteran black players (most notably, Sidney Wicks and Curtis Rowe), who considered him to be just another “great white hope,” Bird spent much of his first training camp disproving that misguided notion. While Wicks and Rowe did not make it past the first day of practice under ex-Marine drill sergeant Bill Fitch, Bird quickly earned the respect of Cedric Maxwell, who later admitted that he, too, initially had his doubts about his new teammate, recalling years later, “I saw Larry and it was like, ‘Eh, he looks like just another white guy.’” But, after Bird hit three consecutive long-range jumpers over him, each from farther out, Maxwell started to believe the hype, revealing, “I was like, ‘Damn, okay, this white boy can play.’”




  Bird ended up taking the league by storm, earning 1979–80 NBA Rookie of the Year and All-NBA First-Team honors for the first of nine straight times by averaging 21.3 points, 10.4 rebounds, 4.5 assists, and 1.7 steals per game. The first-year forward’s brilliant all-around play sparked one of the greatest single-season turnarounds in NBA history—a 32-game improvement that saw the Celtics post a league-best record of 61-21 during the regular season. Although they subsequently came up short in the playoffs, losing to the Philadelphia 76ers in five games in the Eastern Conference Finals after earlier sweeping the Houston Rockets in four straight games in the Semifinal round, Bird played well in his first postseason, posting marks nearly identical to the ones he compiled during the regular season: 21.3 points per game (ppg), 11.2 rebounds per game (rpg), 4.7 assists per game (apg), and 1.6 steals per game (spg).




  After acquiring Kevin McHale and Robert Parish during the subsequent off-season, the Celtics took another step forward in 1980–81, capturing the NBA championship, with Bird earning the first of three straight runner-up finishes in the league MVP voting by averaging 21.2 points, 10.9 rebounds, 5.5 assists, and 2 steals per game. Although the Celtics failed to repeat as NBA champions in 1981–82, Bird had another tremendous season, posting averages of 22.9 points, 10.9 rebounds, 5.8 assists, and 1.9 steals per contest. He then began the greatest stretch of his career—an extraordinary six-year run, during which he posted the following numbers:




  




	SEASON

	POINTS PER GAME

	REBOUNDS PER GAME

	ASSISTS PER GAME






	1982–83

	23.6

	11.0

	5.8






	1983–84

	24.2

	10.1

	5.8






	1984–85

	28.7

	10.5

	6.6






	1985–86

	25.8

	9.8

	6.8






	1986–87

	28.1

	9.2

	7.6






	1987–88

	29.9

	9.3

	6.1











  In addition to finishing among the league leaders in scoring in five of those seasons, placing as high as second in 1984–85, Bird ranked among the leaders in rebounding four times, while also topping the circuit in free-throw shooting percentage four times, three-point field goals twice, and minutes played per game twice. Bird captured league MVP honors in 1983–84, 1984–85, and 1985–86, joining Bill Russell and Wilt Chamberlain in the process as the only players in NBA history to win the award three straight times. In the last of his MVP campaigns, Bird earned the additional distinctions of being named the Sporting News Man of the Year and the Associated Press Male Athlete of the Year. He also received strong MVP consideration in each of the next two seasons, finishing third in the balloting in 1986–87, before placing second in the voting to Michael Jordan the following season. The Celtics made three consecutive NBA Finals appearances during the period, winning the league championship in 1984 and 1986, with Bird being named Finals MVP both times.




  Bird’s extraordinary all-around play earned him acclaim throughout the league, with longtime NBA referee Norm Drucker stating during a mid-1980s interview that appeared in From Set Shot to Slam Dunk, “Oscar Robertson was, and is, the greatest guard I ever saw, and, for a long time, I rated him as the greatest ballplayer. I have changed my mind after watching Larry Bird.”




  Bird’s good friend and foremost rival Magic Johnson said on one occasion, “You cannot believe how good Larry Bird is.”




  Hall of Fame center Artis Gilmore referred to Bird as “a unique phenomenon.”
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  Celtics legend Bob Cousy commented, “Before Bird, I used to vacillate. The question [of who the game’s greatest player was] didn’t seem relevant. But Bird came along with all the skills, all the things a basketball player has to do. I think he’s the greatest.”




  Don Nelson proclaimed, “[Bird’s] the best player ever to play the game.”




  Legendary UCLA head coach John Wooden stated, “I’ve always considered Oscar Robertson to be the best player in the game. Now I’m not so sure that Larry Bird isn’t.”




  Meanwhile, Jerry West, who has always been reluctant to compare players from different eras, noted, “[Bird] is as nearly perfect as you can get in almost every phase of basketball.”




  Bird perhaps made his greatest impression on others with the completeness of his game. A phenomenal outside shooter with exceptional range, he sometimes practiced three-pointers with his eyes closed. Bird also had the ability to beat his opponent off the dribble by employing a variety of head fakes and pump fakes down low. A superb ball-handler and passer as well, Bird perhaps took a backseat only to Magic Johnson and Isiah Thomas among his contemporaries as a ball-distributor. The 6-foot-9, 225-pound Bird also excelled as a rebounder, doing an outstanding job of positioning himself under the boards. Bird’s ability to handle himself inside, along with his passing and ball-handling skills, enabled him to play both forward positions with equal facility over the course of his career. Furthermore, even though Bird lacked superior foot speed and leaping ability, making him just a mediocre defender in one-on-one situations, his extraordinary anticipation and court sense made him an excellent team defender, enabling him to earn three selections to the NBA All-Defensive Second Team.




  In commenting on the totality of Bird’s game, Red Auerbach stated, “I knew he was a great shooter, but I didn’t know how great. I knew he was a great passer and rebounder, but I didn’t know how great. And I did not know he would play with injuries . . . Larry was the most self-motivated player I have ever seen.” Auerbach added, “The one thing you have to avoid when you talk about Bird is statistics. It’s his presence, the total way he commands attention on the court that counts.”




  As impressive as Bird’s statistics tended to be, judging him solely by the numbers he compiled would indeed do him an injustice of sorts. An exceptional leader with a tremendous work ethic, Bird challenged his teammates vocally when he considered it necessary to do so, making them better in the process. He also made them realize that their personal statistics placed a distant second to the ultimate goal of winning. Bird’s other intangible qualities included a deep understanding of the game and extraordinary instincts that somehow allowed him to know where his teammates would be on the court at all times. In discussing this last set of attributes, Tommy Heinsohn stated, “Bird reminds me of somebody finding a block of ice in French Lick, Indiana, chipping away, and out pops a prehistoric basketball player who’s got all the skills of yesteryear . . . He reminds me of Bobby Fischer, the chess player. Bird plays chess when everyone else is playing checkers; he’s always three moves ahead.”




  Bird also made a tremendous impact on the NBA as a whole, helping to regenerate interest in a league whose fan base had gradually been diminishing. With few teams of the late 1970s adopting the same selfless approach to the game as their immediate predecessors, fans of the sport found it increasingly difficult to relate to the new one-on-one, run-and-gun philosophy being displayed throughout the league. They found their enthusiasm for the game tempered by persistent rumors of drug abuse among NBA players, and furthermore, a good portion of the white upper-middle-class fan base (those who purchased the vast majority of the tickets) came to feel that the league had simply become “too black.” The once-predominantly white NBA had become almost 85 percent black by the late 1970s. Virtually all of the league’s stars, and certainly all of its superstars, were African-American. As a result, many white fans simply lost interest in the sport.




  The simultaneous arrival of Bird and Magic Johnson in 1979 helped to breathe new life into the game. With Bird joining the Celtics and Johnson taking up residence in Los Angeles, the two young men reemphasized the “team” philosophy that had disappeared from the game. They also brought back into prominence two of the league’s most fabled franchises, creating in the process a tremendous rivalry between the two teams. Bird and Johnson also embarked on a personal rivalry second in intensity only to the one that previously existed between Bill Russell and Wilt Chamberlain. And they gave the NBA two great stars to market, one of whom happened to be white.




  Unfortunately, fans of the game found themselves unable to marvel at the brilliant all-around play of Bird much beyond the 1987–88 campaign. After missing all but six games in 1988–89 following surgery to remove bone spurs from both heels, Bird returned to the Celtics in 1989–90. However, he subsequently began to feel the effects of a congenital disc problem in his back that he had been diagnosed with a few years earlier. Although Bird played well for the Celtics in 1989–90, posting averages of 24.3 points, 9.5 rebounds, and 7.5 assists per game, he never again performed at quite the same level, spending the remainder of his career playing in constant pain. Forced to sit out 22 games in 1990–91 because of a compressed nerve root in his back, Bird averaged 19.4 points, 8.5 rebounds, and 7.2 assists per contest, before undergoing back surgery during the subsequent off-season.




  Able to appear in only 45 games the following season due to lingering back problems, Bird announced his retirement at season’s end, concluding his career with 21,791 total points scored, 8,974 rebounds, 5,695 assists, 1,556 steals, a field-goal shooting percentage of 49.6, a free-throw shooting percentage of 88.6, and averages of 24.3 points, 10 rebounds, 6.3 assists, and 1.7 steals per game, with his 24.3 scoring average placing him second in team annals. In addition to leading the NBA in free-throw shooting percentage four times, Bird finished in the league’s top 10 in scoring six times, rebounding seven times, and steals twice. He is one of only two players in NBA history (Kevin Garnett being the other) to average more than 20 points, 10 rebounds, and 5 assists per game for as many as five straight seasons.




  Following his retirement, Bird spent five years serving as a special assistant in the Celtics’ front office before accepting the position of head coach of the Indiana Pacers when the Celtics named Rick Pitino their new president and head coach in 1997. Bird spent the next three seasons coaching the Pacers to an overall record of 147-67, leading them to three consecutive playoff appearances, two Central Division titles, and a berth in the 2000 NBA Finals, en route to earning NBA Coach of the Year honors once. Although Bird resigned as Pacers coach following the conclusion of the 1999–2000 campaign, he returned to the team three years later, after which he spent most of the next 14 seasons serving as the president of basketball operations, taking one year off due to health concerns. Stepping down again in 2017, Bird remained with the team in an advisory capacity.




  Still generally considered to be among the handful of greatest players in NBA history, Bird received high praise from former NBA commissioner David Stern upon his retirement, with Stern stating, “Larry Bird helped define the way a generation of basketball fans has come to view and appreciate the NBA.”




  Meanwhile, Magic Johnson expressed his admiration for his greatest rival by proclaiming, “There will never be another Larry Bird.”




 



  CELTICS CAREER HIGHLIGHTS




  




  Best Season




  Although Bird performed brilliantly throughout his entire career, he played his best ball for the Celtics from 1984 to 1988. En route to leading Boston to the NBA championship in 1985–86, Bird became just the second player
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  in NBA history (after Cliff Hagan in 1960) to finish in the league’s top 10 in five different statistical categories, placing among the leaders in scoring (25.8 ppg), rebounding (9.8 rpg), steals (2.0 spg), free-throw accuracy (89.6%), and three-point shooting (42.3%). In addition to being named league MVP at season’s end, Bird earned Sporting News Man of the Year and Associated Press Male Athlete of the Year honors.




  A strong case could certainly be made for either 1986–87 or 1987–88, as well—seasons in which Bird became the first player to shoot at least 50 percent from the field and 90 percent from the free-throw line in the same year. Although Bird saw his three-year reign as NBA MVP come to an end in the first of those campaigns, he posted exceptional numbers, averaging 28.1 points, 9.2 rebounds, 1.8 steals, and a career-high 7.6 assists per game, while leading the league in free-throw shooting percentage (91%) and minutes played per contest (40.6). He followed that up by posting marks of 29.9 points, 9.3 rebounds, 6.1 assists, and 1.6 steals per game in 1987–88, while shooting 91.6 percent from the free-throw line and a career-best 52.7 percent from the field.




  Nevertheless, I decided to go with Bird’s 1984–85 campaign, one in which he earned league MVP honors for the second time by averaging 28.7 points, 10.5 rebounds, 6.6 assists, 1.6 steals, and a career-high 1.2 blocked shots per contest, while shooting 52.2 percent from the field, 88.2 percent from the foul line, and averaging a league-leading 39.5 minutes per game. In addition to placing second in the league in scoring, Bird finished eighth in rebounding, fourth in three-point field goals (56), second in three-point field-goal shooting percentage (42.7), and sixth in free-throw shooting percentage. He also led the league with a player efficiency rating of 26.5 that represented the second-highest mark of his career.




  Memorable Moments / Greatest Performances




  An outstanding team defender, Bird recorded a franchise record 9 steals during a 110–94 win over the Utah Jazz on February 18, 1985. He also scored 30 points, pulled down 12 rebounds, and assisted on 10 baskets during the contest, leaving him just one steal shy of recording a quadruple-double.




  Bird also amassed 8 steals in one game twice, doing so for the first time during a 113–109 overtime loss to the Nets in the 1985–86 regular-season opener. He accomplished the feat again during a 129–117 victory over the Nets on January 3, 1986.




  An excellent rebounder as well, Bird scored 36 points and pulled down 19 rebounds, in leading the Celtics to a 126–112 win over the Denver Nuggets on December 12, 1982.




  Later that same season, on February 4, 1983, Bird recorded 23 points and 20 rebounds during a 102–93 victory over the Indiana Pacers.




  Bird led the Celtics to a 105–104 win over the Philadelphia 76ers on January 13, 1984, by scoring 29 points, collecting 19 rebounds, and assisting on 8 baskets.




  Bird turned in another exceptional all-around effort five weeks later, on February 19, 1984, when he tallied 34 points, pulled down 18 rebounds, and collected 9 assists during a 107–101 victory over the Portland Trail Blazers.




  Bird played a tremendous all-around game on March 22, 1985, when he led the Celtics to a 129–117 win over the Cleveland Cavaliers by scoring 36 points and assisting on 15 baskets.




  Some two weeks later, on April 7, 1985, Bird recorded 38 points and 15 rebounds during a 114–102 victory over the Knicks.




  Bird turned in two of his finest all-around performances the following year just 10 days apart, scoring 36 points and pulling down 14 rebounds during a 118–101 win over the 76ers on March 16, 1986, before leading the Celtics to a 121–115 victory over the Bucks on March 26 by hitting for 35 points, collecting 12 rebounds, assisting on 6 baskets, and recording 3 blocked shots.




  Nearly one year later, on March 15, 1987, Bird scored 35 points, pulled down 15 rebounds, and collected 7 assists during a 113–104 victory over the Knicks.




  Although the Celtics lost their December 30, 1987, matchup with the Seattle SuperSonics by a score of 111–105, Bird played a tremendous all-around game, scoring 36 points, collecting 15 rebounds, and assisting on 8 baskets during the contest.




  Bird continued his exceptional play in the new year, leading the Celtics to a 104–97 victory over the Bulls on January 12, 1988, by scoring 38 points, pulling down 9 rebounds, and collecting 8 assists.




  Bird also had a big game against the 76ers later that month, scoring 29 points and pulling down 17 rebounds during a 100–85 Celtics win on January 31, 1988.




  Other standout performances that season included a 39-point, 10-rebound, 6-assist outing against Dallas on February 12, 1988; a 36-point, 13-rebound effort against San Antonio on March 9; and a 37-point, 14-rebound, 8-assist outing against Washington on March 23, all of which resulted in Boston victories.




  After missing virtually all of the previous season due to injury, Bird made a memorable return to the Celtics in the opening game of the 1989–90 campaign, scoring 32 points and collecting 8 rebounds during a 127–114 win over the Milwaukee Bucks.
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  Later that season, on February 13, 1990, Bird turned in an exceptional all-around effort, leading the Celtics to a 107–94 victory over the Houston Rockets by scoring 38 points, pulling down 14 rebounds, and assisting on 8 baskets.




  Although the Celtics lost their March 4, 1990, matchup with the Chicago Bulls by a score of 118–114, Bird performed brilliantly during the contest, tallying 38 points, collecting 11 rebounds, and recording 9 assists.




  Bird played another great game a little over one month later, when he scored 37 points, pulled down 9 rebounds, and collected 10 assists during a 115–105 win over the Miami Heat on April 7, 1990.




  Bird led the Celtics to a 135–132 double-overtime victory over the Chicago Bulls on March 31, 1991, by tallying 34 points, collecting 15 rebounds, and assisting on 8 baskets.




  Bird scored at least 40 points in one game a total of 47 times over the course of his career, with his first such effort coming on February 13, 1980, when he hit for 45 points during a 135–134 loss to the Phoenix Suns.




  Other notable 40-point outings his first few years in the league included a 41-point, 14-rebound performance during a 115–106 win over Portland on December 2, 1983, a 48-point, 14-rebound effort during a 128–127 victory over Atlanta on December 9, 1984, and a 48-point outburst that led the Celtics to a 128–127 win over Portland on January 27, 1985.




  Bird continued his fabulous 1984–85 campaign by scoring 48 points, pulling down 15 rebounds, and collecting 7 assists during a 134–120 victory over the Houston Rockets on March 17, 1985, before hitting for 47 points and recording 14 rebounds during a 115–113 overtime loss to Milwaukee on April 12, 1985.




  Bird turned in one of his finest all-around efforts the following season on November 27, 1985, when he led the Celtics to a 132–124 win over the Detroit Pistons by scoring 47 points and pulling down 12 rebounds.




  Bird topped the 40-point mark several times during the second half of his career as well, doing so on April 12, 1987, when he led the Celtics to a 119–107 victory over the Knicks by hitting for 47 points, collecting 7 rebounds, assisting on 8 baskets, and recording 4 steals.




  The following season, on November 7, 1987, Bird tallied 47 points, pulled down 8 rebounds, and collected 7 assists during a 140–139 double-overtime win over Washington.




  Just four days later, on November 11, 1987, Bird hit for 42 points and pulled down 20 rebounds, in leading the Celtics to a 120–106 victory over the Indiana Pacers.




  Bird continued his prolific scoring in the New Year, tallying 49 points during a 106–100 win over Washington on January 27, 1988, before scoring 44 points and collecting 15 rebounds during a 129–120 loss to Houston on February 9. He also surpassed 40 points two other times in February, leading the Celtics to a 107–106 victory over Phoenix on February 15 by scoring 49 points, before hitting for 44 points during a 113–112 win over Portland on February 24.




  Bird concluded the 1987–88 campaign in style, leading the Celtics to a 126–119 victory over the Chicago Bulls in the regular-season finale by scoring 44 points and pulling down 10 rebounds.




  Bird had two of his biggest scoring games of the 1989–90 campaign during the latter stages of the season, hitting for 46 points during a 130–127 win over Orlando on March 16, 1990, before tallying 43 points and collecting 15 rebounds during a 125–106 victory over the New Jersey Nets on April 4, 1990.




  Despite being limited to just 60 games in 1990–91 by back problems that forced him to spend the entire season playing in pain, Bird managed to turn in a number of dominant performances, with one of those coming on November 14, 1990, when he led the Celtics to a 135–126 win over the Charlotte Hornets by scoring 45 points, pulling down 8 rebounds, and collecting 8 assists. Bird also scored 43 points, recorded 8 rebounds, and assisted on 13 baskets during a 148–140 victory over the Denver Nuggets on December 5, 1990.




  One of only four Celtics players to score as many as 50 points in one game, Bird accomplished the feat on four separate occasions, doing so for the first time on March 30, 1983, when he tallied 53 points during a 142–116 win over the Indiana Pacers. Two years later, on March 12, 1985, Bird established a franchise record that still stands when he led the Celtics to a 126–115 victory over the Atlanta Hawks by hitting for a career-high 60 points. Bird again reached the 50-point mark almost exactly one year later, tallying 50 points during a 116–115 loss to the Dallas Mavericks on March 10, 1986. He accomplished the feat for the fourth and final time in his career on November 10, 1989, when he scored 50 points, pulled down 13 rebounds, and assisted on 7 baskets during a 117–106 victory over the Hawks.




  Bird’s excellence in all phases of the game enabled him to record 69 triple-doubles during his career, with several of those ranking among his greatest performances ever. One such effort took place on January 13, 1982, when he scored 28 points, pulled down 19 rebounds, and collected 15 assists during a 116–95 victory over the Atlanta Hawks.




  Bird turned in another extraordinary all-around effort on May 13, 1984, when he led the Celtics to a 121–104 win over the Knicks by scoring 39 points, collecting 12 rebounds, and assisting on 10 baskets.




  Bird recorded six triple-doubles over a two-week period in February 1986, with one of those coming on February 13, when he scored 31 points, pulled down 15 rebounds, and collected 11 assists during a 107–98 win over the Seattle SuperSonics. He followed that up the very next night by scoring 47 points, amassing 14 rebounds, and assisting on 11 baskets, in leading the Celtics to a 120–119 victory over the Portland Trail Blazers. Bird concluded his exceptional stretch of games with a 24-point, 18-rebound, 13-assist performance that led the Celtics to a 91–74 win over the Knicks on February 25.




  The following season, Bird recorded a pair of triple-doubles during the first week of April, scoring 30 points, pulling down 17 rebounds, and collecting 15 assists during a 103–86 win over Washington on April 1, 1987, before amassing 39 points, 10 rebounds, and 12 assists during a 106–104 overtime loss to Philadelphia four days later.




  Bird turned in one of his finest all-around performances of the ensuing campaign on February 10, 1988, when he tallied 39 points, pulled down 17 rebounds, and assisted on 10 baskets during a 136–120 victory over San Antonio.




  Bird posted nearly identical numbers in a pair of December 1989 contests, leading the Celtics to a 109–97 win over Seattle on December 13 by scoring 40 points, collecting 11 rebounds, and recording 10 assists, before amassing 37 points, 11 rebounds, and 10 assists during a 115–112 overtime victory over Sacramento exactly two weeks later.




  Later that same season, on March 21, 1990, Bird recorded a career-high 16 assists during a 123–114 win over the Cleveland Cavaliers. He also scored 25 points and pulled down 10 rebounds during the contest.




  Bird saved one of his most memorable performances for his final NBA season, when, despite being hampered by a bad back and an injured ankle, he led the Celtics to a 152–148 double-overtime victory over the Portland Trail Blazers on March 15, 1992, by scoring 49 points, pulling down 16 rebounds, assisting on 12 baskets, and recording 4 steals. Bird scored 16 points in the fourth quarter of the nationally televised contest, including Boston’s last 9 points and a game-tying three-pointer, with just two seconds remaining in regulation. Portland’s Clyde Drexler paid tribute to Bird after the game by telling the Boston Herald, “Anytime you have Bird on the floor, anything can happen.”




  A tremendous performer in pressure situations, Bird posted playoff averages of 23.8 points, 10.3 rebounds, and 6.5 steals per game over the course of his career, saving some of his greatest efforts for postseason play. En route to leading the Celtics to the NBA title in 1984, Bird averaged 27.5 points, 11 rebounds, and 5.9 assists per contest during the playoffs, performing particularly well against the Knicks in the Eastern Conference Semifinals. After scoring 37 points and pulling down 11 rebounds during Boston’s 116–102 victory in Game 2, “Larry Legend” led the Celtics to a 121–104 win in Game 7 by recording 39 points, 12 rebounds, and 10 assists. He then went on to capture NBA Finals MVP honors by averaging 27.4 points and 14 rebounds per game over the course of the series, which the Celtics ended up winning in seven games. Particularly dominant against the Lakers in Games 4 and 5, Bird led the Celtics to a 129–125 overtime win in the first of those contests by scoring 29 points and pulling down 21 rebounds. He followed that up by tallying 34 points and collecting 17 rebounds during Boston’s 121–103 Game 5 victory.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png
eI





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg
* )
= A






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
— THE — Y

50

GREATES]

BMST@N\
CELTICS

HISTORY

BBBBBBBBBBBBB





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





