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PISTOL: The Life of Pete Maravich

“A wonderfully crafted biography . . . Kriegel captures both Maravich’s on-court brilliance and complicated off-court life.”

—The New York Times

“Mark Kriegel has written the sports-bio equivalent of Maravich on a fast break: dazzling and smart, and, even at 381 pages, over before you knew it.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“A stunning literary journey . . . not only required reading for basketball fans, but required re-reading once you’re done.”

—New York Post

“It’s a compelling read, with the careful character development and page-turning urgency of a good novel . . . the complex relationship between Petar ‘Press’ Maravich and his gifted son makes their shared story so captivating and gives the book its dramatic wallop.”

—Dan McGrath, Chicago Tribune

“This is the best sports book I’ve read in years. The research, the writing, the pace—it’s All-Pro material.”

—Terry Pluto, The Akron Beacon Journal

“Transcendent . . . Kriegel has elevated himself into the most elegant voice on epic American sporting lives.”

—Adrian Wojnarowski, Yahoo! Sports

“Pistol skillfully pulls off the balancing act required of good sports biography. It plays large historical forces (segregation, the rise of televised sports) against the individual magic of its subject.”

—New York magazine

“A remarkable book that is the best researched biography yet of this revolutionary basketball player.”

—The Raleigh News and Observer

“Like the best journalists, Kriegel has the ability to get out of the way and let a good story tell itself.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution Inside front cover

“An essential read . . . Kriegel not only provides a wonderful evocation of the basketball life of Maravich, but he also gives readers a delightfully written biography.”

—Library Journal

“The most irresistible sports portrait I have read in years. Kriegel has written a book that explains the greatness of Pistol Pete as well as his great mysteries.”

—Rick Bozich, Louisville Courier-Journal

“Pistol is a beautifully written book that captures the soul and inner turmoil of this son and father.”

—The Tennessean

“Brilliant . . . it is a wonderful tale reading like a page-turner that couldn’t be true.”

—ESPN.com

“The best of the couple of dozen sports books reviewed . . . artfully captures a figure ideally suited to the genre.”

—Neil Best, Newsday

“Kriegel does a great job making it more than just a basketball story . . . it might bring you to tears.”

—Alan Hahn, Newsday

“Fascinating look at the magic and tragic existence of one of basketball’s most compelling and confounding figures.”

—Frank Fitzpatrick, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Highly readable . . . succeeds in making Pistol appealing to both the hard-core sports fan and the student of human nature.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Kriegel has delivered the definitive Maravich biography, like a perfect pass in traffic, a riveting and exhaustively researched work that is a must-read for hoop fans.”

—The Buffalo News

“An enthralling biography about a sports icon who was a magician on the court and a basket case off it.”

—The Birmingham News

“Mark Kriegel . . . has given Maravich’s many fans the book they’ve been waiting for.”

—The Oregonian (Portland, Oregon)

“A fascinating look at one of the most entertaining but tortured performers in sports.”

—Marc Narducci, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“The cream of the hoops crop . . . Kriegel is a master at research and finding people who will talk to him . . . superb, up there on a short list with such greats as David Halberstam’s Breaks of the Game.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“Beautifully detailed.”

—Jonathan Last, The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Mark Kriegel makes this wizard of a bygone era come to life.”

—Albuquerque Journal

“Pistol amounts to a trip down memory lane even for those of us who don’t have the memories . . . deserves a place on any sports fan’s shelf.”

—Arkansas Democrat Gazette

“Kriegel . . . writes with a New York swagger and swizzle.”

—Stan Hochman, Philadelphia Daily News

“Kriegel delivers a lyrical look at Pistol’s life that is well written and weighty.”

—Bill Simmons, ESPN The Magazine

“A rounded, insightful look at one of basketball’s enigmatic icons . . . Kriegel is more than up to the task.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Running hard along the parallel tracks of history, psychology, sociology and pop culture, Mark Kriegel’s book about Pete Maravich might long be remembered as the definitive Pistol  . . . Pistol is so much more than the when and how . . . far more compelling.”

—Gene Collier, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Must reading.”

—Chuck Finder, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“It’s all here in Pistol, a wonderful biography . . . In many ways it’s the most American of stories . . . if you read it I promise you won’t forget it.”

—Bill Reynolds, The Providence Journal

“Fascinating.”

—Chicago Sun-Times

“A cautionary tale . . . Kriegel’s honest portrayal . . . is a compelling story for any fan of hoops history, father or son.”

—The Hartford Courant

“Great book.”

—Henry Abbott, TrueHoop.com

“Super.”

—The Biloxi Sun Herald

“What Pistol Pete was to the no-look, 50-foot bounce pass Kriegel may be to the sports biography: transcendent.”

—Booklist, starred review

“Terrifically well researched.”

—Deseret Morning News (Salt Lake City)

“Kriegel gives voice to those moments of flight and daring, the high personal cost of devotion to a sport . . . energetic, fast-moving.”

—The Times Picayune (New Orleans)

“Haunting.”

—Evansville Courier & Press

“Kriegel captures the essence of Maravich . . . It’s a tragic story, to be sure, but a compelling one that Kriegel tells so very well.”

—John Perrotto, The Times (Beaver County, Pennsylvania)

“A touching, incredibly sad portrait of Pete and his father, Press, and how attached they were at the heart . . . immaculate research.

—Jim Huber, HOFMAG.com

“Terrific . . . Just as Maravich’s electrifying moves captivated millions on the basketball court, Kriegel’s narrative will captivate readers.”

—The Vindicator (Ohio)

“Kriegel’s book will . . . lead you to places you would not otherwise find. It tells a story—some of it recorded and some of it forgotten, some of it exhilarating and some of it devastatingly sad. It is a story about a father and a son, about vanity, about commitment, about vision, about obsession.

—American Srbobran

“Kriegel’s Pistol is different than the slew of other biographies aimed at the Pistol because all the stories in the perfectly chronological book are firsthand accounts from those who knew Pete Maravich best.”

—Tiger Weekly

“Pistol is a classic American tale wonderfully told. With deep research and a vivid narrative style, Mark Kriegel brings us the joy and sorrow of Pete Maravich, an inimitable basketball player who was both timeless and before his time, an original talent haunted by demons—his father’s and his own.”

—David Maraniss, author of Clemente: The Passion and Grace of Baseball’s Last Hero

“Pistol is not just a biography of a transcendent, doomed athlete; it is a mesmerizing tale of a striving, grasping American family as dramatic as myth, of a father and son as intertwined as Daedalus and Icarus. Kriegel has written the rarest of sports books: a fast-paced, through-the-night page-turner. This isn’t a slam dunk, it’s a tomahawk glass-shatterer. Pistol is nothing but sensational.”

—Rick Telander, author of Heaven Is a Playground and senior sports columnist, Chicago Sun-Times

“Pistol Pete’s moves on the basketball court defied the laws of physics. He did things you can’t even film. He deserves a biographer with magic powers of his own, and he’s found one in Mark Kriegel.”

—Will Blythe, author of To Hate Like This Is to Be Happy Forever
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Amid all this talk of fathers and sons, it was a daughter who saved me: This book is for Holiday Mia Kriegel


Listen to me, eyes of mine, guard that which is thine.

Father to son, in a Serbian folk song

The radio was playing and the morning news was on. I was startled to hear that Pete Maravich, the basketball player, had collapsed on a basketball court in Pasadena, just fell over and never got up. I’d seen Maravich play in New Orleans, when the Utah Jazz were the New Orleans Jazz. He was something to see—mop of brown hair, floppy socks—the holy terror of the basketball world—high flyin’—magician of the court . . . He could have played blind.

Bob Dylan, from the first volume of his autobiography, Chronicles
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January 31, 1970: Pete Maravich moments after becoming college basketball’s all-time leading scorer. At left, with the crewcut, is his father, Press. AP Wirephoto





PROLOGUE


January 5, 1988.

They cannot see him, this slouched, ashen-faced man in their midst. To their oblivious eyes, he remains what he had been, unblemished by the years, much as he appeared on his first bubblegum card: a Beatlesque halo of hair, the fresh-faced, sad-eyed wizard cradling a grainy, leather orb.

One of the regulars, a certified public accountant, had retrieved this very artifact the night before. He found it in a shoebox, tucked away with an old train set and a wooden fort in a crawlspace in his parents’ basement. He brought it to the gym this morning to have it signed, or perhaps, in some way, sanctified. The 1970 rookie card of Pete Maravich, to whom the Atlanta Hawks had just awarded the richest contract in professional sport, notes the outstanding facts: that Maravich had been coached by his father, under whose tutelage he became “the most prolific scorer in the history of college basketball.”

Other salient statistics are provided in agate type: an average of 44.2 points a game, a total of 3,667 (this when nobody had scored 3,000). The records will never be broken. Still, they are woefully inadequate in measuring the contours of the Maravich myth.

Even the CPA, for whom arithmetic is a vocation, understands the limitation in mere numbers. There is no integer denoting magic or memory. “He was important to us,” the accountant would say.

Maravich wasn’t an archetype; he was several: child prodigy, prodigal son, his father’s ransom in a Faustian bargain. He was a creature of contradictions, ever alone: the white hope of a black sport, a virtuoso stuck in an ensemble, an exuberant showman who couldn’t look you in the eye, a vegetarian boozer, the athlete who lived like a rock star, a profligate, suicidal genius saved by Jesus Christ.

Still, it’s his caricature that evokes unqualified affection in men of a certain age. Pistol Pete, they called him. The Pistol is another relic of the seventies, not unlike bongs or Bruce Lee flicks: the skinny kid who mesmerized the basketball world with Globetrotter moves, floppy socks, and great hair.

Pistol Pete was, in fact, his father’s vision, built to the old man’s exacting specifications. Press Maravich was a Serb. Ideas and language occurred to him in the mother tongue, and so one imagines him speaking to Pistol (yes, that’s what he called him, too) as a father addressing his son in an old Serbian song: Cuj me sine oci moje, Cuvaj ono sto je tvoje . . . Listen to me, eyes of mine, guard that which is thine . . .

•  •  •

The game in progress is a dance in deference to this patrimony. The Pistol is an inheritance, not just for the Maraviches, but for all the American sons who play this American game. The squeak of sneakers against the floor produces an oddly chirping melody. Then there’s another rhythm, the respiration of men well past their prime, an assortment of white guys: the accountant, insurance salesmen, financial planners, even a preacher or two. “Just a bunch of duffers,” recalls one. “Fat old men,” smirks another.

But they play as if Pistol Pete, or what’s left of him, could summon the boys they once were. They acknowledge him with a superfluous flourish, vestigial teenage vanity—an extra behind-the-back pass or an unnecessary between-the-legs dribble. The preacher, a gentle-voiced man of great renown in evangelical circles, reveals a feverishly competitive nature. After hitting a shot, he is heard to bellow, “You get that on camera?”

The Parker Gymnasium at Pasadena’s First Church of the Nazarene could pass for a good high school gym—a clean, cavernous space with arching wooden rafters and large windows. At dawn, fully energized halogen lamps give off a glow to the outside world, a beacon to spirits searching for a game. As a boy, Maravich would have considered this a kind of heaven. Now, it’s a way station of sorts.

Pete begins wearily. He hasn’t played in a long time and moves at one-quarter speed, if that. He does not jump; he shuffles. The ball seems like a shotput in his hands, his second attempt at the basket barely touching the front of the rim.

But gradually, as the pace of his breath melds with the others’ and he starts to sweat, Pete Maravich recovers something in himself. “The glimpse of greatness was in his ballhandling,” recalls the accountant. “Every once in a while the hands would flicker. There would just be some kind of dribble or something. You could see a little of it in his hands, the greatness. Just the quickness of the beat.”

There was genius in that odd beat, the unexpected cadence, a measure of music. The Pistol’s talent, now as then, was musical. He was as fluent as Mozart—his game rising to the level of language—but he was sold like Elvis, the white guy performing in a black idiom. And for a time, he was mad like Elvis, too.

Once, in an attempt to establish contact with extraterrestrial life, he painted a message on his roof: “Take me.”

Deliver me, he meant.

Now the accountant tries to blow past Pete with a nifty spin move. Pete tells him not to believe his own hype.

The Pistol wears an easy grin. The men in this game are avid readers of the Bible. But perhaps the truth of this morning is to be found in the Koran: “Remember that the life of this world is but a sport and a pastime.”

Pete banks one in.

That smile again. What a goof.

The game ends. Guys trudge off to the water fountain. Pete continues to shoot around.

And now, you wonder what he sees. Was it as he used to imagine? “The space will open up,” he once said. “Beyond that will be heaven and when you go inside, then the space closes again and you are there . . . definitely a wonderful place . . . everyone you ever knew will be there.”

Back on earth, the preacher asks Pete Maravich how he feels.

“I feel great,” he says.

•  •  •

Soon the phone will ring in Covington, Louisiana. A five-year-old boy hears the maid let out a sharp piercing howl. Then big old Irma quickly ushers the boy and his brother into another room. The boy closes the door behind him and considers himself in the mirror. He has his father’s eyes. That’s what everyone says. Eyes of mine, guard that which is thine. Guard that which fathers give to their sons to give to their sons.

The boy looks through himself, and he knows:

“My daddy’s dead.”



1. SPECIAL OPPORTUNITY


Press Maravich, then fourteen years old, can be seen in the 1929 Condor, yearbook of the Aliquippa, Pennsylvania, school district. He appears on page 48, on the far right, in a photograph of “Mrs. Thompson’s Special Opportunity Group.” One needs a mere glance to know that such opportunity was a euphemistic term as applied to the thirty-nine children in Catherine Thompson’s custody. Most conspicuous is the large girl extending her arms downward, her hands in front of her dress, as if she were waiting to be handcuffed. Then there’s the girl in the front row, her head tilted at an unnatural angle. And what of the odd sway through the torso of that boy in his ill-fitting suit? The faces are bewildered, quizzical, disconnected. There is, however, a notable exception.

His windbreaker is unbuttoned, his collar open, hands resting casually in his pockets. Chances are, the Maravich boy is hiding a wad of chew in his mouth. But his expression is striking—the unmistakable smirk of the luckless, as if he alone understands the inexorable course of what lies ahead, the Special Opportunity Group’s manifest destiny.

The look is defiantly grim. The eyes announce what the mouth does not:

“I’m fucked.”

    •  •  •

He was the youngest child born to Sara and Vajo Maravich, of Pittsburgh’s South Side by way of Dreznica, a fallow, rocky Serbian town in the Croatian province of Lika. The oldest, Milan, was seven months when he died on February 28, 1909. Twin girls, Marija and Marta, each died in April 1910. They were six months old. Velamir was only five days when he passed away, September 5, 1913. A year and a day later, Petar, the boy who’d be known as Press, was baptized at St. George, the Serbian Orthodox church on 25th Street.

Pittsburgh’s industrial boroughs like the South Side were dominated by steel mills. It would be argued that “the soundest material measure of our potency as a nation . . . is our capacity to produce steel ingots.” But the making of steel could also unmake a man’s spirit. James Parton, writing for the Atlantic, famously described Pittsburgh as “hell with the lid taken off.” “Six months residence here would justify suicide,” Britain’s eminent philosopher Herbert Spencer once told his host, Andrew Carnegie.

The production of steel consumed flesh and blood with the same regularity as it did iron ore and limestone. Typical was the night of March 11, 1918, when the driver of a Dinkey engine was killed in a collision with a railroad car near the No. 1 Open Hearth Mill at Jones & Laughlin’s Southside Works. F. L. Thigpen, M.D., attending physician at South Side Hospital, listed the cause of death as “shock and hemorrhage as a result of partial amputation of Rt. Lower extremity and internal abdominal injury.” The deceased was identified by his next-door neighbor, Theodore Tatalovich, his seljac, a friend for twenty years going back to their days in Dreznica. On March 28, a six-man coroner’s jury ruled the death accidental. The coroner’s report refers to the dead man by his Anglicized given name: Alex. He was thirty-nine, married, and father of a three-and-a-half-year-old son, Press Maravich.

There is no way to gauge the boy’s emotional trauma, or if it had any bearing on his eventual designation as a member of Mrs. Thompson’s Special Opportunity Group. Sara Maravich soon remarried, to a man named Djuro Kosanovich. He had arrived in the United States on December 4, 1913. Like Vajo Maravich, he, too, hailed from Dreznica and worked for Jones & Laughlin. Djuro went five-nine, 250 pounds, with a big jowly face and a flattop haircut. He was a gruff man, known to be an enthusiastic consumer of beer and whiskey following his mill shift. After drinking too much, he would make a whinnying noise, like a horse.

Sara Kosanovich, as she was now known, bore him two sons, Sam in 1919 and Marko two years later. In 1925, they moved to Aliquippa, about eighteen miles north of Pittsburgh on the west bank of the Ohio River. Named after a fabled Seneca Indian queen, Aliquippa was supposed to be a model for American industry, an answer for all that ailed Pittsburgh.

“We want to make it the best possible place for a steelworker to raise a family,” William Larimer Jones, J&L’s vice president and general manager, said on his company town’s inception.

Little distinction, however, was drawn between the interests of these families and The Family, as the firm’s ruling scions were called. Aliquippa was more than another company town; it was a massive social experiment, testing the limits of paternalism and conformity. As a condition of employment, J&L workers were expected to register and vote Republican. Unionization was forbidden. “In our town, they had a system of spying that made the KGB look like schoolchildren,” recalled Joseph Perriello, who would help organize workers in the thirties. Informants were plentiful—on every block, in the churches and the bars and the social clubs. Unflattering reports could result in a visit from a local constable, typically skilled in the use of a billy club. The Aliquippa Police Department was, in effect, a subsidiary of J&L—not much different from wholly owned subsidiaries like the Woodlawn Water Company or the Woodlawn Land Company.

Woodlawn Land was The Family’s agent in developing Aliquippa. The town was laid out per a series of twelve “Plans.” The north end of town, Plans 1 and 2, included an area long known as Logstown, where Queen Aliquippa once waited impatiently for George Washington. Now it was for different settlers: Serbs, Croatians, and some Italians. Plan 3, for example, housed Germans, Irish, and English. Senior management, known as “cake eaters,” lived in Plan 6. Plan 7 was Slovaks, Ukrainians, and Poles. Plan 8 had skilled workers from northern Europe. Plan 10 was midlevel supervisors. Plan 11 was home to Poles and blacks, known as colored. The company was beneficent enough to build a separate pool for the colored families.

The boss of the town was the company superintendent, Tom Girdler. “When I recall how well we realized the vision of The Family,” he wrote, “I am proud to have had a part in the making of Aliquippa.”

Girdler’s pride in what he himself termed a “benevolent dictatorship” apparently blinded him to the town’s less benevolent side; the thriving assortment of speakeasies, whorehouses, and gambling dens. In 1918, four years into Girdler’s reign, a state supreme court justice wrote of Aliquippa, “It is said that the region is largely peopled by uneducated foreigners who invariably carry concealed weapons; that murders are common; and that when a quarrel ensues, the question as to who shall be the murderer and who is murdered is largely, if not wholly, determined by the ability to draw such a weapon quickly.”

What’s more, Aliquippa was a cruelty to behold. Leaving Pittsburgh by rail to the east, H. L. Mencken once declared the surrounding areas “the most loathsome towns and villages ever seen by mortal eye.” And though Aliquippa was west of the big city, it would not have disappointed Mencken, as his assessment was based on “unbroken and agonizing ugliness.”

J&L’s Aliquippa Works stretched for seven and a half relentless miles, bordered on one side by the Ohio River and on the other by the Pennsylvania and Lake Erie Railroad. Deposits of raw materials by the rail yards formed mountain ranges of limestone, iron ore, and coal to go with the towering gray heaps of by-product called slag. As the engine picked up steam again, dishes and windows would rattle in nearby homes, such as the one on 117 Iron Street.

That’s where the Kosanovich family, along with the Maravich boy, had settled. Their home, at the bottom of a hill overlooking the steel works, sat at the eastern edge of Plan 2, as close as one could live to the source of the “agonizing ugliness.” From Iron Street, the assortment of furnaces—blast furnaces, open hearths, and Bessemers—looked close enough to touch.

“Plan 2 was the least desirable,” recalls Milo Kosanovich, a nephew of Djuro. “It was closest to the railroads and the mill. The homes were just thrown in there, all duplexes and boarding houses. Everybody just stacked as close to the mill as possible.”

Porches had to be swept, usually twice a day, to clear them of the “black sugar,” a granular soot that blew in from the blast furnaces. To stroll down Iron Street was to feel the black sugar crunch under your feet. To look toward the heavens was to see a flaming orange sky. The Bessemer furnaces, pear-shaped vessels resembling squat cannons, would tilt and blow, a colossal bonfire.

People would come from all over to bear witness to this illumination. In neighboring villages, native Aliquippans would hear, “Hey, look, your town’s on fire.” The constant glow made it difficult to tell day from night.

Down on Hopewell Avenue, near the Logstown Elementary School, boys like Press would play past dusk bathed in the Bessemer light. The kids from Logstown were considered the most aggressive and competitive in all of Aliquippa. “I’ve often wondered,” says former Aliquippan Sharon Danovich, “what that did to men like Press and my father. What was it like to grow up under an orange sky?”

“I will always remember the phrase: As the Bessemer glows, so will Aliquippa go,” says Lazo Maravich, Press’s close friend and next-door neighbor. “As long as the Bessemer was spouting flame and ash, you knew there would be jobs. It was a beacon. The course of life for most people was pretty well predetermined.”

The furnace lit a route toward the inevitable, a destination for fathers and their sons and their sons’ sons. Boys would ask each other, “Where you going after high school?” But it wasn’t a question, as the answer was almost always the same: “Through the tunnel.”

The tunnel was in fact a viaduct, an echo chamber separating Franklin Avenue and the mill. A young man trudging through for the first time could hear what the rest of his life would sound like.

In the meantime, boys like Lazo and Press amused themselves as best they could. They were the same age, of the same clan, their fathers being Maraviches of Dreznica. To the English speakers and cake eaters they described themselves as cousins. But in fact, Lazo was closer to a brother. Certainly, he was closer to Press than his stepbrothers.

Mary Cribbs, formerly Mary Yovich of Iron Street, recalls Press as “the only one on the block who didn’t have any brothers or sisters.” When asked about the Kosanovich boys, Marko and Sam, she says, “No real brothers or sisters.”

There was always a distance between Press and the Kosanoviches. Sara, mother to all the boys, was a fine cook. She could make beans and sauerkraut taste like manna. She could transform cabbage, potatoes, and just a little meat into big, hearty pots of soup. But she was not an assertive woman, and she could not bridge the gap between her past and present families.

Djuro Kosanovich had taken in her son, but did not embrace him. “I don’t think the relationship was a very good one,” says Helen Kosanovich, who would marry Marko.

“There was no relationship,” according to a neighbor, Sarah Kostal. Asked if Press—the only one in that house with a different surname—ever thought of himself as a Kosanovich, she emphatically declared, “Never.”

Apparently, the feeling was mutual. When he filed his petition for U.S. citizenship, Djuro Kosanovich declared two children, Marko and Sam, but made no mention of Press.

    •  •  •

As first-generation Americans, Press and Lazo were caught between old customs and new ways. In search of Old World respectability, they were given music lessons: banjo for Press, the violin for Lazo. But the boys were ashamed of the instruments. They wanted to play games, a form of endeavor that men of the old country could never understand. They played football and mushball (like softball but with a bigger, spongier ball) and Buck Buck (also known as Johnny on a Pony). They played a makeshift version of basketball, nailing a bushel basket to a tree and wrapping rags around a rubber ball.

“No one had a real football or basketball,” Lazo recalls. “No one ever bought a toy. Everything was homespun.”

In winter, they’d warm themselves over a sewer. Or maybe they’d build a fire and loaf by the railroad tracks until the cops came to roust them. “We spent a lot of time on those damn tracks,” says Lazo.

They’d sneak back from their music lessons along the tracks, lest any of their Logstown cronies see them carrying those sissified instruments. At night, they’d climb the rungs on the side of the railcars, throw down a ration of coal, and sprint home with it. “It wasn’t like we were trying to beat the company out of a little coal,” says Lazo. “It wasn’t mischief. It was for our families. Men were making 33 cents an hour. When it came to the family’s survival, everybody had a piece of the action.”

They were chewing tobacco before they had passed through puberty. Most kids chewed Copenhagen snuff. Not Press, though. He chewed Mail Pouch, incessantly. Press had his own ideas—quite a lot of them, in fact. Nor was he shy about expressing them. It was alleged, facetiously, that the boy baptized Petar had more news than the Pittsburgh Press. That’s how he got the name Press.

Unfortunately, the wisdom of his many passionately held opinions was lost on his teachers. “He was designated a slow learner, slow in reading,” says Lazo, who, looking back, wonders if Press might have been dyslexic. Or, perhaps, a victim of neglect? All these years later, the recollection makes Lazo Maravich burn: “He was stigmatized. He was discarded. They threw him in the junk heap.”

So much for the Special Opportunity he had been granted as a member of Catherine Thompson’s class. Even his highest aspirations left nothing to the imagination. He was seen as a fatherless dimwit who passed the time under an orange sky. It would be his great good fortune to one day go through the tunnel and dodge beads of splashing molten metal. Of course, this wasn’t news to Press. He knew that much by Picture Day 1929.

    •  •  •

That same year Mr. and Mrs. Ernest Anderton came to run the Logstown Mission, a white-frame former Lutheran church at the corner of Iron and Phillips Streets. Mr. Anderton, an insurance agent from Beaver Falls by way of Great Britain, was a lay worker for the Presbytery of Beaver County.

“Anderton got to the youth,” says Mary Cribbs. “He wanted them to know the Lord and keep off the streets.”

“He was a lean guy with a good mop of hair and a gimpy arm—a good human being in every sense,” says Lazo Maravich, a lifelong Aliquippan. “He didn’t want us getting mixed up with the gambling or the drinking or any of that.”

Logstown might have been poor, but it was rich with young souls to be saved. And Anderton’s Mission, a beneficiary of the J&L Family’s largesse, offered a range of inducements to bring young people closer to that end. With the Depression under way, there was a soup line for adults and graham crackers with milk for the kids. Sometimes, there was even ice cream.

“I was embarrassed,” recalls Lazo, who was nevertheless too hungry to refuse.

Mrs. Anderton taught the girls how to sew. Boys would gather in the game room for Tiddly Winks and Ping-Pong, about which Mr. Anderton was a great enthusiast. Wednesday night was Christian Endeavor Night, with a slide show depicting biblical scenes.

But the single most powerful enticement was a basketball court in the Mission’s main room. It was of modest dimension, perhaps 50 feet long and half as wide. The boys played where they prayed. The podium, the pews, and chairs were moved aside (in stark contrast to St. Elijah, the Serbian church, there were no icons or ornate gold Orthodox crosses). The floor underneath had been marked with foul lines and boundaries. It was a plane of good, level wood, not dirt or pocked pavement. You didn’t have to worry about crashing into the metal rungs of a lightpole. The ball was made of leather, a proper basketball, not a bundle of rags. No need for a bushel basket, either.

“Real baskets with a net, rims, a wooden backboard, the whole thing,” Press would recall. “And when we saw those baskets in the church it was like a professional hall to us. It was so exciting, a real thrill.”

If the devil could barter for souls, then so could Ernest Anderton. Here was the deal: The boys could play all they wanted as long as they attended Sunday school.

And so did Press become suddenly devout. He sang psalms and read his Bible and went to Sunday school. “He’d do anything to get a basketball in his hands, anything for another couple of hours playing ball in that Mission,” says Lazo. “That drove him. Basketball became his life.”

Why or how the game touched Press Maravich is another mystery of faith. But the effects were plain to see. The game—something about its rhythms and geometry—unleashed his body and unlocked his brain, his talent, his charisma. His devotion was obsessive, curative, and, finally, emancipating.

The beat of the game was a hymn in his ears, Press’s Ode to Joy.

Unlike some of the other kids at the Mission, Press Maravich was never moved to utter a Confession of Faith, accepting Jesus Christ as his Lord and savior.

A savior he had found. But it wasn’t Jesus Christ.



2. MR. BASKETBALL


Basket ball was invented in 1891 by James A. Naismith. Recently graduated from Montreal’s Presbyterian Theological Seminary, Naismith was a physical education instructor at the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, when he received a directive from the head of the department, Dr. Luther Gulick. It seemed that a class of eighteen, most of them football and rugby players, was bored to the point of distraction. “Those boys simply would not play drop the handkerchief,” Naismith recalled.

He was given fourteen days to conceive of a diversion that could be played indoors, under artificial light, a game that required physical vigor but prohibited actual violence. On December 21, Naismith posted the thirteen original rules on two typewritten sheets before presiding over the game’s inaugural scrimmage, an affair that witnessed a single score on a 25-foot toss.

“The game grew astonishingly quickly thereafter, thanks largely to the far-flung travels of Training School graduates and Naismith’s genial willingness to share his rules with anyone showing interest,” wrote Alexander Wolff, in a celebration of the game’s first 100 years. “In addition, despite all Naismith’s precautions, many Y’s considered the sport to be too rough, and incipient teams banned from Y’s found new homes in Masonic temples, dance halls and gymnasiums bounded by chicken wire that came to be known as cages. [Hence the term ‘cagers.’] This introduced the game to even more people. Most fundamentally, however, basketball grew because there was a need for a simple, indoor wintertime game.”

Naismith brought the new sport west when he accepted a faculty position at the University of Kansas. In the Midwest, companies devoted to the manufacture of rubber or ball bearings sponsored teams and leagues. Suddenly, gyms sprang up in barns in rural Indiana. Teeming urban slums, lacking anything resembling playing fields, proved to be especially fertile ground for the do-gooders who doubled as basketball’s first messengers.

Still, by the time Ernest Anderton put a ball in Press’s hands, the game remained in its infancy—a slow, almost static affair. The fixed plays did not allow for much improvisation. The ball moved from station to station. Then again, basketball was not so different from other facets of American life in that players knew their places. Guards remained in the backcourt, forwards on the wings, and the center in the middle. Every basket was followed by a tip-off back at center court.

Lazo and Press played their first organized ball for a Mission team, the Daniel Boys, so named for the biblical tamer of lions. And though the court was cramped, Mary Cribbs recalls that “the place was just jammed when they had the games.”

That would have been the first time Press heard a chorus of praise. Such adoration made the game even more intoxicating. “Press was unique in his dedication and love for basketball,” says Lazo. “He would eat, drink, speak, and sing basketball. He felt, innately, that this was the thing he could do well. It was his game and he played it with all his heart and soul. Oh, how he worked at it. He was always bouncing the ball, practicing his set shot. Once he got set and he got his eyes on the basket, you could start ringing them up.”

The Daniel Boys played other church teams, winning more often than not. They were, after all, from Logstown. Press would call plays and bark orders in Serbian, leaving the cake eaters and others dumbfounded. He was then what he would always be. Even as a kid, Press could detect the physical tendency in an opponent. Was his weight on his heels? Was he leaning left or right?

He wasn’t much for reading or writing, but he had an intuitive understanding of the game’s geometry—lines charted against time—for the path that brought him closest and quickest to the basket. As the boys assembled for the tip-off, Press might notice that his man was ready to lunge. “Napira,” he would whisper at the center. Forward, tip the ball forward. As his man pounced, Press would take the tip and break toward the basket for an easy score. In tempo and vision, Press was ahead of the game. Basketball was still about fixed positions, but Press’s instinct was to run.

There was, however, a downside to playing with him. “He always wanted something more,” recalls Lazo. “If he felt you had any more to give, he wouldn’t hesitate about telling you where to get off.”

As they became teenagers, it became clear that Lazo didn’t have Press’s gift for the game. But that didn’t ease the ferocity of Press’s expectation. He already thought that the greatest component of talent was desire. The greedy bastard always wanted more. How many times had Lazo turned to him with a kind of exasperation that bordered on surrender?

“I can’t give you anymore than I have,” he would say.

•  •  •

Neither Djuro nor Sara Kosanovich shared Press’s passion or aspirations. Then, again, why should they have? This bouncing ball didn’t pay the bills. It wasn’t a job, merely an indulgence the Kosanoviches could ill afford. For a time, Press would leave for games in just his street clothes. His stepbrother Sam would then toss his uniform and gym bag out the window, where Press could retrieve it, his secret intact.

There was, however, an adult who understood basketball in the way Press thought of it: as a calling. Nate Lippe was born in Cleveland in 1901 and played at Geneva College in Beaver Falls, where he was an all-star quarterback. Football wasn’t even his best sport, though. In 1924–25, as a senior on the basketball team, Lippe—a quick, crafty guard—averaged an astronomical figure, better than 16 points on a team that scored fewer than 30 a game. Upon graduation, Lippe had hoped to enroll at the University of Pittsburgh Medical School. But that institution had already filled its quota of Jews. Instead, he began playing basketball for money. He played for the Enoch Rauh and A. P. Moore clubs in the Allegheny County League, setting a record with 14 baskets against Jones Motors. In Ohio, he served the East Liverpool Elks as a player-coach. The pro and semipro leagues were regional confederations. But the great teams were barnstormers, and Lippe saw action against many of them: the Cleveland Rosenblums, the Washington Palisades, the Carlisle Indians (featuring Jim Thorpe), and the SPHAs (an acronym for South Philadelphia Hebrew Association). Word was, he even turned down a gig with the best of all barnstorming outfits, the Original Celtics.

In 1928, he became a full-time coach at Aliquippa High School. In his first full season, Lippe inherited a 4–8 team with only one returning letterman. Nevertheless, aided by what the Condor yearbook called “a world of basketball science as his background,” his inaugural season—beginning with a 15–14 win over Freedom—proved triumphal. The only blemish on Lippe’s record, a 17–14 defeat, came against Moe Rubenstein’s Ambridge club. Lippe and Rubinstein had been teammates at Geneva, with Moe succeeding him as the team captain. Rubenstein had even played for Lippe with the East Liverpool Elks. But now, as coaches, they would embark on a fierce rivalry.

In Aliquippa, there circulated a story—never proven—that Lippe had married Rubenstein’s girl. The Ambridge version, just as unproven, had Rubenstein stealing Lippe’s girlfriend. The only sure bet was that these men detested each other, and that their sentiments had been passed on to their charges.

“It was always very heated between us and them,” recalls Chuck Belas, who played for Lippe in the 1930s. “The gyms were always packed, and things were pretty tense. Everybody played a little rougher when it was Aliquippa and Ambridge.”

Lippe, slightly built at five-nine, could play rough himself. A team manager can remember a gang of juvenile delinquents from Plan 11 horsing around in the gym. Lippe told them to knock it off—but only once. “One guy kept giving him shit,” says Paul Piccirilli, the student-manager, “and before I knew it Lippe just nailed him.”

“He was tough,” says Pecky Suder, a gifted Aliquippa athlete who went on to play thirteen seasons of Major League Baseball. “He made you feel afraid of him.”

He achieved this authority without many words. Lippe was a taciturn man. His feelings and affections remained mysteries—except one. “My father didn’t talk too much,” recalls his son, Dr. Richard Lippe. “But his first love was basketball.” Such love was expressed as a kind of orthodoxy. Lippe had strict prohibitions against hotdogging or freelancing. One didn’t take the game in vain. Set shots were released with two hands. Foul shots were taken underhanded. The ball was to be passed, not dribbled. He eschewed any attempt at the running game in favor of set plays, a methodical scheme that placed a premium on ball control. If you wanted to play for Lippe, you went by the book. He was, in basketball terms, a fundamentalist.

But if a boy believed in the game, Lippe would believe in that boy—and none more so than Press Maravich.

•  •  •

In the last week of February 1933, Ambridge beat Aliquippa by a score of 20–16, clinching the Section IV Championship of the Western Pennsylvania Interscholastic Athletic League. It was the second time that season that Rubenstein’s team, with a perfect 10–0 sectional record, had beaten their cross-river rival, which finished at 8–2. Lippe promptly filed a protest, charging that two of the Ambridge stars had played in tournament games with professional players the previous year, and that one of them, the league’s leading scorer, exceeded the high school age limit.

The Decisions Committee, meeting at the Fort Pitt Hotel, wasted little time rejecting Lippe’s protest. What the coach lacked even more than a case was a sense of irony. Lippe’s most promising player, one of the few underclassmen he ever used, was already a regular in games with professionals. What’s more, he was perilously close to the age limit himself.

Press’s high school record is a sketchy one, with several years unaccounted for. After Mrs. Thompson’s Special Opportunity Group, he was placed in a vocational program, a lower scholastic caste intended to warehouse young men until they were old enough to work in the mill. By his own account, Press couldn’t wait that long and phonied up his papers to get hired at J&L, where he worked a midnight shift as a pipe threader. When he wasn’t threading pipe, chances were he could be found traveling western Pennsylvania and eastern Ohio playing under the name “Peter Munnell” for as much as ten bucks a game.

By 1932, this Maravich/Munnell character had become everything Lippe sought in a player, beginning with his fierce desire. The problem was that the school’s vocational designation made him ineligible for varsity competition. “I can safely say that,” says Lazo Maravich, who went on to become superintendent of the Aliquippa School District. “But you have to understand there was a lot of manipulation in those days. Hell, there were grown men working in the mill playing high school football. When Nate Lippe found out that Press was in the trade prep program, he got him out. He wanted Press to be eligible for as long as possible. Exactly how he did it, I’m not sure. But Lippe devised a way.”

“P. Maravich,” a forward, begins showing up in the box scores of the Aliquippa Gazette and the Beaver Falls News-Tribune in early 1933. He led the team in scoring on several occasions and was mentioned among the section leaders in field goals. But it wasn’t until the following season, 1933–34, that Press came into his own, not just as a ballplayer, but as a local celebrity. He was now about 6 feet tall, with an outstanding set shot. Girls were crazy for him. Not only had his charisma grown with his prowess as an athlete, but he looked like a movie star.

“You ever hear of the actor, Victor Mature?” says Milo Kosanovich. “Press looked just like him: big, good-looking guy with coal black hair.”

By now, Djuro Kosanovich had moved his family a short distance to 418 Hopewell Avenue, into an attached home that no longer faced the mill. But Press spent less time there than he did at the home of Olga Michalak in Plan 7. “One hell of a good-looking blonde,” says Lazo. Press might have been smitten with Olga, whose brother was a high school teammate, but his heart remained with the game. He wasn’t like other young men. “He didn’t loaf,” says Sarah Kostal, a neighbor. “He wasn’t interested in taverns or beer gardens. He didn’t play dice or cards. He just had basketball on his mind.”

The “Lippemen,” as the newspapers referred to Aliquippa’s varsity, were undefeated in section play before again losing to Ambridge. Rubinstein’s squad had fewer injuries and more firepower, including the league’s leading scorer, Johnny Michelosen. “He played the pivot like Dutch Dehnert of the New York Celtics,” says Lazo. “Press couldn’t match his size or muscle.”

Press had other attributes, though, which he put on full display over the next several weeks. After the following game against Beaver High the Daily Times noted that Maravich “completely outclassed the other contestants for scoring honors by piling up twenty-eight points in one game by one man, more points than have been seen by county fans in a good while.”

In fact, 28 points was more than most teams scored. Three nights later, for example, Aliquippa held Freedom to 13 points. Press had 20. Next up, Monaca. “Maravich again proved unstoppable when he functioned smoothly for fifteen points,” wrote the News-Tribune’s correspondent.

“If I got the ball, I gave it to Press,” recalls Pecky Suder. “You couldn’t go wrong throwing it to him. He could shoot from anywhere.” Press would have agreed. There was an imperiousness to his game. He expected the ball, as if it were his. “You didn’t want to make him mad,” says Suder.

As it happened, Press finished as the county’s leading scorer, with what the Aliquippa Gazette called “the stupendous total of 76 field goals” (Michelosen and his Ambridge teammate, Mike Winne, tied for second place with 50). The scoring title invigorated his already burgeoning reputation.

Just weeks after season’s end, 1,200 fans packed the high school gym to watch an amateur tournament with teams sponsored by local merchants. “Press Maravich, Eger Jeweler ace, totaled 30 points in three games to lead all individual scorers,” noted the Gazette. The boy from Mrs. Thompson’s Special Opportunity Class had become a source of pride for Aliquippa. And it wasn’t just the girls who were attracted to the player with movie star looks. Boys like Wally Zernich, who’d go on to play at Pitt, studied his game and copied his moves. “He shot that two-hand set shot with his feet spread apart,” says Zernich. “Nobody else did that. Everybody kept their feet together. But Press was a master. He was Mr. Basketball. He was our hero.”

The following season, with Press the only returning letterman, Lippe’s team went 16–5. Among the losses was an upset to Butler. “The biggest cause of the Aliquippa defeat was an injury to Maravich,” wrote the Gazette’s Ralph Hobbs, Press’s personal Boswell. “And anyone following the fortunes of the Orange and Black knows—‘As Maravich goes so goes Aliquippa.’ ”

Still, the agony of this defeat was short-lived. This would be the year that Aliquippa finally beat Ambridge. Three quarters into their first meeting of the season, the score was 28–1. Hobbs rejoiced: “The worst defeat suffered on the basketball court by Ambridge in the last eight years!” The final, after Lippe emptied the bench, was 30–10. Press, with 14 himself, had been at his “most brilliant . . . as he collected five field goals, all long ones so beautiful that they never even touched the rim as they dropped through.”

The rematch took place a month later in Ambridge. The capacity crowd was especially hostile. But that wouldn’t deter Press on the occasion of his final varsity game.

Aliquippa won 32–25 “with Captain ‘Press’ Maravich closing out his high school career with one of the greatest individual performances seen in a long, long time,” wrote Hobbs, who was to hyperbole what Press was to scoring baskets:

The great Maravich struck rank, soul-filling terror into the hearts of the Bridgers. Press turned in the most sensational game of his life as he sank seven field goals from practically every position on the floor and added four out of five fouls for 18 points. But it didn’t end there! He grabbed the tipoff consistently, made the Bridgers look downright foolish with his faking, clever dribbling, and when they massed to stop him, Press whipped unerring passes all over the floor. Hats off to a great boy who proved his greatness in a great game.

As the season ended, Press had gone from local celebrity to local legend. One referee who had watched his game mature called him “the nearest approach to Paul Birch that there is in high school circles.”

The comparison couldn’t have been more flattering to Press. Just as kids like Wally Zernich idolized him, so did Press idolize Birch, considered the best player ever to don a uniform for Duquesne University. Press combed his dark hair, parted in the middle, just like Birch. He walked with a cocky strut, just like Birch. His room was adorned with photos of Birch he had clipped from the newspapers. Of course, he also shot like Birch, Duquesne’s leading scorer, known for a time as “Pop ’Em In Paul.”

The difference was that, unlike Birch, Press didn’t figure on having a college career. The years he had lost to vocational training now seemed irredeemable. He was twenty years old, a D student with the academic standing of a high school sophomore. The end of his eligibility all but spelled the end of his formal education. Fame, as he would learn, was a fading commodity. Eventually, Press would trudge back through the tunnel. By December 1, 1936, his Social Security application indicates his employer as the Jones and Laughlin Steel Corporation. His was not a destiny to be evaded. In the meantime, though, he resolved to play as long as he could.

He played in all-star games. He played as a pro, still using the name Peter Munnell. He played in J&L’s fiercely competitive intramural league, winning a championship for the blooming mill team. In 1936, he won another championship playing for Aliquippa in the Serb National Federation’s first annual basketball tournament in Cleveland. He played for an outfit called the Ambridge Collegians. He played against everybody—even the Original Celtics.

Ballplayers of that era spread the game like gospel. They made believers in armories and county fairs, in ballrooms, barns, and bars—wherever two baskets could be affixed (backboards were not yet mandatory) and a crowd could be had. They’d play as many as three games a day. The best of these traveling troupes included the SPHAs, the Buffalo Germans, and a couple of all-black teams, the Harlem Globetrotters (begun as the Savoy Big Five out of Chicago) and the New York Rens (whose home court was the Renaissance Ballroom in Harlem). If the barnstormers were the game’s itinerant preachers, the Celtics were its high priests.

“The Celtics have done more for basketball than any team in the world,” said Paul Birch, who signed with them out of Duquesne in 1935, a year that saw the team lose just 7 of 125 games. “They revolutionized the game.”

The Celtics, also known as the New York Celtics, established their first attendance record back on April 16, 1921, when 11,000 fans came to see them play the rival New York Whirlwinds at the 71st Regiment Armory in Manhattan. By middecade, they were guests of Calvin Coolidge at the White House. The Celtics were the first team to sign players to exclusive contracts, deals that inevitably attracted the best talent. The roster included future Hall of Famers Joe Lapchick, who, at six-five, was regarded as “the game’s first true agile big man”; Nat Holman, who set the standard for shooting and floor leadership; and Dutch Dehnert, whose bruiser’s build belied his grace. With Holman passing to Dehnert, whose broad back and big ass kept his defender at bay, the Celtics originated the pivot play. They are also credited with running the first zone defense and the first switching man-to-man defense. But the innovations didn’t stop there. The Celtics were showmen. Celtics like Dave Banks, a five-five ballhandling wizard known as “Flash,” were imbued with a sense of what might please the paying customer.

It was “Little Davey Banks” who won the crowd when the Celtics came to Aliquippa for a benefit game in 1935: “He dribbled like a demon . . . super-showmanship,” wrote Ralph Hobbs. With three minutes to go, Press—just weeks removed from his last game for Nate Lippe—came in to guard Banks. “The thrill of a lifetime,” wrote the Gazette’s correspondent.

The Celtics returned a couple of years later. This time, though, the paper would herald their arrival in a different fashion:

“PRESS” MARAVICH, CAPTAIN
AMBRIDGE COLLEGIANS, HOST,
N.Y. CELTICS TOMORROW NITE

The game proved to be a free-wheeling, high scoring affair, a 62–49 Celtics victory. Fans from all over the Beaver Valley packed the Ambridge gym. They came to see Davey Banks do “what every player would like to do if only he dared ‘show off’ during a game.” They came to see Fritzie Zivic, the welterweight contender from Pittsburgh who made an appearance for the Celtics. And they came to see Paul Birch, now playing for New York, go up against the best the locals had to offer. Nobody was disappointed, either. Birch scored 10. Press had 12.

Performances like this led Press to finally challenge his own sense of fate, the belief that boys who grew up in Aliquippa were doomed to die there. The idea of playing college ball wasn’t exactly new to Press. Back in ’35, the Gazette reported that he would be attending Geneva the following fall. Geneva wasn’t the only school, either. Duke University offered him a partial scholarship. Claire Bee, the legendary coach at Long Island University and inventor of the 1-3-1 zone defense, wanted Press, too. And so did Chick Davies of Duquesne.

The scouts who made a habit of attending his games gave him a sense of worth. They had come to tell him there was a better life beyond Aliquippa. Press still needed more than two years of credits for a high school diploma, but for the first time, he began to think he might be able to hack it on a college campus. He had already spent a couple of bleak years in the mill.

“He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life going through the tunnel,” says Lazo.

Of all people, Lazo understood. He was working nights at J&L while attending Geneva. Perhaps that’s why Press came to him that day and told him about the little school in West Virginia. It was called Davis and Elkins, D & E. The best of the Ambridge guys—Ed Gutowski and Mike Winne—were already there. They liked it well enough. Now the coach wanted him. It was a free ride, four more years of playing ball. He had to get that diploma, though.

“Go,” said Lazo. “Chase it.”

His resolve became fierce. He attended night school in Pittsburgh and enlisted Lazo as his tutor. He took algebra and shorthand and a class called “Problems in Democracy.” Mostly, he got Ds, though he did manage a C in senior English and an A in office practice. Press would never be much of a scholar. But on April 9, 1937, at the age of twenty-two, he did become a high school graduate.

Soon he entered a new world, far from the acrid fumes and black sugar, set in the hills of Elkins, West Virginia. It would be difficult, almost impossible, to reconcile the bitter youth from Mrs. Thompson’s class with his collegiate self. Against every expectation, Press became Big Man on Campus. There he is in yearbooks and archival photos in a shirt and tie, in letter sweaters and varsity jackets. Higher education had gentled his condition. Dates would arrive to pick him up in their fathers’ automobiles. Press’s natural charisma, which made girls want him, made young men want to follow him. By his senior year, the Beaver County Times announced that he would be featured in “Who’s Who Among Students in American Universities and Colleges,” an inclusion warranted by his status as president of the Student Body, president of the Student Council, president of the Junior Class, vice president of the Varsity Club, member of the Zeta Sigma fraternity and the Pan Hellenic Society. He was also a two-year varsity letterman in football (playing was a condition of his scholarship). Even his academic performance merited an “honorable mention.”

The agent of this metamorphosis—nay, salvation—was what it had always been for Press Maravich. His development as a player paralleled the evolution of the game itself. He was now described as a “flashy” player. Though primarily a set shooter, he now could shoot on the run with either hand. Then there was his aptitude for the running game. The fast break might have been anathema to Coach Lippe. But it represented a tactical revolution in basketball, and it happened to be invented at Davis and Elkins. Coach Cam Henderson understood that the break, initiated with a quick pass from the rebounder to a middleman, could yield strategic advantages—three men against two, two men against one—and easy baskets. “Crafty Cam,” as he was known, was coaching at Marshall University by the time Press arrived at D & E. But his successor, Bud Shelton, remained enamored with “the fast break style.”

Basketball was beautiful. That much was evident in the arc of Nat Holman’s set shot or the varying tempos with which Davey Banks dribbled the ball. But there were even more subtle splendors, movements that came naturally to Press, preceding even his ability to describe them. This was his instinct for the game. He did things on the court before he knew why.

As Marshall University was in Huntington, West Virginia, Press became friendly with Jules Rivlin, the great middleman who ran Cam Henderson’s fast break. But unlike other players, who struggled to chase the middleman, Press knew instinctively how to defend against a running attack. You couldn’t stop a guy like Julie Rivlin once he had the ball; the key was in preventing the middleman from getting it. Press did this by rushing the rebounder, to keep him from making the outlet pass. Cam Henderson, the story went, couldn’t have been more impressed. He had never seen anyone do that before.

Henderson wasn’t alone. Though Press lacked national attention, playing in the tiny West Virginia Inter-Collegiate Conference, he would impress the entire eastern basketball establishment. In January 1941, D & E played Claire Bee’s Long Island University team in Brooklyn. Though the visitors would lose, Press tallied 27 of his team’s 42 points. That was more than anyone had ever scored against the Blackbirds, who went on to win the national championship that season. There were times when Press would travel to some ecstatic region and couldn’t be stopped. In one stretch against LIU, he made 9 in a row, an extraordinary streak for a set shooter who would let fly 25 to 30 feet from the basket.

“He left the court,” wrote one reporter, “with the plaudits of the crowd ringing in his ears.” Exaltation is addictive; a good crowd was a great high. This one stayed with him for a while. The next evening, in Philadelphia against a big-time LaSalle team, he scored 30. A few nights later, he went off for 36.

It is easy, perhaps too easy, to gauge a player’s prowess in points alone. Still, by the time he graduated, Press had scored more of them—1,635 in four seasons—than even Stanford’s legendary Hank Luisetti, who popularized the jump shot. The college paper predicted great things for the Big Man on Campus: “We’ll bet that Maravich comes mighty close to equaling (Paul) Birch’s fame.”

As soon as the season ended, he signed with a pro team, the Clarksburg Pure Oilers. In fact, he had been playing for the Oilers under assumed names through most of his time at D & E. Athletic scholarships didn’t cover room and board. His take from those barnstorming weekends went toward feeding himself and his varsity teammates. But he didn’t have to lie anymore. He was what he was, by vocation and desire. On Tuesday night, March 11, 1941, Press Maravich made his official debut for the Clarksburg Pure Oilers against the Harlem Globetrotters in Sistersville, West Virginia. A full house was expected.



3. PRO BALL


In the fall of 1941, Press had a 30-point night against the Detroit Eagles. It so impressed Dutch Dehnert, now the Eagles’ coach, that he promptly invited Press to join his roster. Dehnert’s offer was no small honor. Just the previous March, at a four-day event held in the Chicago International Amphitheater and sponsored by the Herald-American, the Eagles had beaten the Indianapolis Kautskys (so named to honor their florist owner), the Harlem Globetrotters, the New York Rens, and, finally, the Oshkosh All-Stars to win the World Professional Basketball Tournament.

The salary, Press would recall, was “in the neighborhood of $3,000.” The Eagles had been affiliated with the National Basketball League, a midwestern circuit, but now made their way as barnstormers, traveling from the heartland to the Deep South in a big black sedan. They played poker and slept in crummy hotels. Then it was on to the next town. They might drive all night and play all day, as many as three games. Despite the hardships, Press couldn’t have been much happier. He was getting paid to play ball.

Then Japan had to go bomb Pearl Harbor. Press had enlisted in the Naval Reserve just months before, a designation that earned him $36 a month. On February 5, he reported to the naval base in Anacostia, D.C., for elimination flight training. This trial period rendered his spatial sense and leadership ability abundantly clear, as Press finished third in a group of eighteen prospects and earned a 3.5 of 4 in “officer aptitude.”

On April 28, 1942, he accepted his appointment as an aviation cadet and reported to Pensacola, where his additional duties as athletic officer had him playing for and coaching the base basketball team. In qualifying as a patrol plane commander, Lieutenant Maravich was cited for “outstanding aptitude” as a prospective combat pilot.

As the commander of a Black Cat patrol bomber (PBY) based in the South Pacific, he would be responsible for a crew of eight, including three gunners. He presided over both bombing and rescue missions, his courage and composure remaining intact even under heavy fire. He was awarded the Air Medal, the commander of the Seventh Fleet citing his “distinguished” work in “seventeen combat missions, totaling 115 hours of flight, over enemy territory in the vicinity of operational enemy airfields.” “Lieut. Maravich’s performance of duty has been excellent,” reads one evaluation. “On the night of 28 October, 1944, he was directly responsible for locating and directing the rescue of the crew of a PV [a twin engine monoplane used for bombing, reconnaissance, and rescue missions] that had crashed at sea.”

Late in 1945, Press returned home. Wally Zernich recalls seeing him at his father’s tavern on Hopewell Avenue, resplendent in his uniform: “No movie star could’ve looked better than Press in his Navy whites.” The Srbobran, a Serbian American newspaper, covered his return under the heading: “A Hero Comes Home from the Wars.” The article relates how Press managed to safely ground a bullet-ridden plane whose landing gear had been shot away and how “his gunners shot down nine Jap planes” in a single mission: “Press recalls the episode with the casual nonchalance of a typical athlete whose team has just pulled through in the dying seconds, but who hearkens back on the affair as just another game.”

Of course, that’s what he still wanted: another game, and another after that. Press was back in Pensacola, working as a flight instructor near the end of his Navy tour, when he heard from the man he idolized. Paul Birch, now player-coach for a new NBL team, the Youngstown Bears, was eager to sign him. On the eve of the season, the Youngstown Vindicator ran a two-page spread on Birch’s boys, describing Press as “a Dick Dead-Eye with long shots. Substantially built, rough, fast and brimming with self assurance . . . He’ll break the heart of opposition with his penchant for tossing them in from all angles.”

Youngstown’s inaugural effort against the Sheboygan Red Skins drew 2,700 fans to the South High gym. Otherwise, it proved to be a typical evening for the 1945–46 Bears. Birch, whose temper was legend, injected himself into a melee on the court and started throwing punches (two of Youngstown’s finest were required to separate the combatants). The Bears, who couldn’t match the height of Sheboygan’s “skyscrapers,” lost.

Less typical was the fact that Press came off the bench to score 13, tying Birch for high-scoring honors. Although the programs identified him as twenty-five, he was now thirty-one. He had spent the past several years in a cockpit flying over the South Pacific. As his knowledge of the game grew stronger, his legs had weakened.

“Press wasn’t as quick as he had been before the war,” says Pete Lalich, a Bears teammate who had been playing against him since 1936 in the annual Serbian tournament. “Age was catching up with him. He could still shoot, though.”

He was always good with the ball, his dexterity still evident in his shot—he averaged a respectable 5.6 points a game—and even more in the way he ran the weave. Players would move in a semicircle above the foul line, passing the ball to the man approaching on the outside. But every once in a while, Press would change directions, flipping the ball back over his shoulder to Lalich.

“It was the first no-look pass—at least the first I can remember,” says Lalich. “We knew exactly where we were on the court. It was all about rhythm. Nobody handled the ball better than Press.”

He compensated with brains what he now lacked in body. Working off the weave, he would run his man into another and wait to hear “Switch!” As soon as his defender called for help, Press would break for the basket, an easy layup.

Not that any of this impressed the coach. “The tantrums,” says Lalich. “It didn’t take much to make Birch crazy. I remember his wife trying to calm him down, rubbing his neck at halftime. Even she had a hell of a time with him. I’m telling you, Paul Birch was a no-good SOB.” The sentiment was by no means confined to the Serbs on the team. Birch often punctuated his locker-room tirades by smacking one of his own players upside the head. Still, he seemed to take particular relish in riding the guy who had worshipped him. “He always took it out on me,” recalled Press, “because I never talked back to him.” Another player, Roger Jorgensen, sensed jealousy of the respect and affection Press had among his teammates: “He always had a smile. We always gathered around him, and I don’t think Paul liked that.”

One night Press took a vicious elbow in the mouth. The impact, as he told the writer Phil Berger, knocked him to the floor and split his lip. “I could put my finger right through my lip and touch my teeth,” he recalled.

“Get up,” said Birch. “You’re okay.”

Birch told the trainer to apply a bandage. This was nothing compared to what he had seen with the Celtics. “Hell,” said Birch, “the Celtics played with broken hands, broken feet, broke noses, black eyes.”

These past glories won Birch some fans among the sportswriters, who portrayed him as basketball’s answer to Brooklyn Dodgers manager Leo Durocher. But they conferred no victories on the Bears. The Youngstown franchise was a hastily conceived expansion team in a regional league, far less established than the Kautskys or the Fort Wayne Zollners (Fred Zollner being a maker of automotive pistons). They lost their first nine games, finishing sixth in a league of eight teams, a record that did nothing to improve the coach’s humor.

For the players, the season’s sole consolation was all the poker they played while riding the rails between Rochester and Sheboygan and Oshkosh. Press and Pete Lalich would tip each other in Serbian, baiting the coach into raising or folding. The wagering was governed by one immutable law. “Birch lost,” says Lalich, the mirth in his voice unmistakable six decades later. “He lost all the time.”

•  •  •

It was during his season with the Bears that Press met Helen Gravor. On their first date, the story goes, he took her to Bill Green’s nightclub in Pittsburgh. She was tall, slim, and Serbian, with dark hair and blue eyes. Helen, then employed as cab dispatcher, was somewhat less impressed with her date and the wounds he had so gladly sustained in the service of his alleged profession. He said he was a professional basketball player, but he looked like a boxer, what with the row of stitches above his eye. “He looked terrible,” she said.

They danced, big band style. Then they embraced. “We should be married,” said Press.

“You’re crazy,” said Helen.

The very next morning, he confessed his feelings to Lazo, who shrugged them off as a passing fancy. By now, they had spent enough nights on the town for Lazo to know Press’s M.O. His most recent date was always the best, the one. “God, she was gorgeous,” Press would say. “I could marry her tomorrow.” Then tomorrow would come and Lazo would see him out with another hottie.

But after Helen there were no others. Lazo and the boys couldn’t even get him to go out for a beer. “Press met her and that was it,” he says. “It was love at first sight.”

The anatomy of attraction is a curious composition of need. Helen was a knockout, sure. But, then, so were all of Press’s girls. And now, looking back, one wonders if Press needed what she had even less than what she did not.

She was almost nine years his junior, born February 22, 1924, in Monroe, Michigan, but raised in Aliquippa. The exact fate of her parents remains unclear. Her father, Nick, is variously described as a town drunk, a fruit packer, and a man who joined the army to escape his family. “The father abandoned her,” says Lazo. The desertion overwhelmed her mother. “The mother wasn’t able to raise her,” says Veda Milanovich, whose husband was an old buddy of Press. Whatever the case, or the cause, her mother died when Helen was still a girl.

Helen and her sister were sent to live with an aunt, Mildred Pevar, who ran a dress shop on Franklin Avenue in downtown Aliquippa. Though she was Serbian Orthodox, Helen attended services at the same Logstown Mission where Press played his first organized ball. On October 25, 1936, according to church records, she uttered a Confession of Faith. At that point, she couldn’t have had much more than faith. Her real parents were gone, and her stepparents distant. “They had a business to run. They were just never there for her,” says Lucy Biega, formerly Montini. “She had it very rough. But that’s when she met my brother.”

Elvidio Montini was strapping and handsome. The 1942 Quippian, the high school yearbook, describes him as a “he-man.” As it happened, he also played ball for Nate Lippe. Helen, for her part, was a cheerleader. She can be seen in group photographs of the cheerleaders in the 1941 and ’42 yearbooks. There is, however, no record of her graduation. No matter; by then she was in love. Not only did she love Veo, as he was called, but she loved his big, busy, affectionate Italian family. It was a lot easier, she found, staying with the Montinis in Plan 11 than with the Pevars near their downtown dress shop. “All my mother did was cook and clean and Helen enjoyed it,” says Biega. “We were more of a family to her. She felt more comfortable with us. Helen never had that closeness. She needed family.”

On October 11, 1942, Elvidio, a nineteen-year-old steelworker just four months removed from his graduation, and Helen Gravor, a beautiful high school dropout with no occupation to speak of, were married in Aliquippa. But their newlywed bliss was short-lived, as Veo soon went off to war, where he served as an infantryman in General Patton’s Third Army.

Helen would peek through the window, sad-faced but expectant, as the mailman approached their home. She might be holding the baby. Ronnie Montini was more than a year old now. This was December 1944. The mailman’s name was Paul Piccirilli, Nate Lippe’s former manager. Everybody called him Pickles.

“Pickles,” Helen would ask, “do you have a letter for me from Veo?”

“Not today, Helen.”

This went on for a couple of weeks. Pickles felt like apologizing. “Maybe tomorrow, Helen.”

And then, one gray day, the Western Union guy beat him to the Montini residence. Pickles knew what that meant. He didn’t go near the house. For some reason, he went and told Coach Lippe. Then came the bulletin in the January 2 edition of the Evening Times: “Staff Sgt. Elvidio Montini, 21, husband of Mrs. Helen Montini, of 147 Wilker St., was killed in action somewhere in Europe December 12, the War Department advised his relatives shortly after noon today.”

“Helen was totally lost,” says Veda Milanovich. “Her life was shattered.”

“Helen went to pieces,” says Lucy Biega. “I moved in with her so she wouldn’t be alone. I tried to get her to go out.” But it didn’t do any good. Eventually, Biega recalls, “she left Ronnie for a while with my older sister, Violet. I can’t even remember where she went.”

There are gaps in Helen’s history. Where did she go? When did she return? Or did she, as a matter of metaphor, ever fully return? Nothing is so certain as Press’s intentions.

“It surprised me,” Lucy says flatly. “There wasn’t a girl in town who wouldn’t have wanted to go with him. But he married her right away.”

Of all the girls in the Beaver Valley, Press went for the widow with a fatherless boy.

“From day one, Press treated Ronnie like he was his own,” says Lucy.

He would be for Helen and her boy what he and his mother never had.

They were wed, somewhat extravagantly, at St. Sava Serbian Orthodox Church on Pittsburgh’s South Side. A great party followed, with Press’s great mood setting the tone. “A big Serbian shindig,” recalls Lazo, who served as the groom’s “special sponsor.” “Everybody got boozed up and let it all hang out.” On a more decorous note, it was reported that Helen wore a “frock of aqua crepe, white accessories and a corsage of gardenias.” The headline in the Evening Times read, “Helen Montini Is Bride of Former Naval Pilot.”

The new husband was more accurately described in his application for a wedding license. Asked for his occupation, Press’s novel answer was recorded as “Professional Basket Ball Player.”

•  •  •

On June 6, 1946, the Arena Managers Association of America convened in the Commodore Hotel in New York City to establish a new league. The arena managers were not known to have an affinity for basketball, certainly not pro basketball. Most of them made their money on hockey and ice shows and rodeos. But now they sought to avoid those dark empty winter nights. The theory was to draft and develop college stars, exploiting their advance publicity. These clean-cut boys would play a faster brand of basketball than the crafty old men and war veterans now playing in the regional circuits. For ability and experience, the new league wouldn’t be able to compete with the NBL. The NBL still had the best players. Then again, the new teams wouldn’t be playing in Sheboygan and Oshkosh. They weren’t named Zollners or Kautskys. They would be called Knickerbockers and Celtics and Warriors. Most important, though, the new league offered better venues in what would come to be known as better markets. You couldn’t draw crowds if you had no place to put them. In New York, the Knickerbockers had occasional access to Madison Square Garden, firmly established as the capital of the college game. The new vintage Celtics had Boston Garden. Other games would be held in Chicago Stadium, Maple Leaf Gardens, and the Olympia in Detroit—a big step up from places like South High gym in Youngstown.

The Basketball Association of America, as it was christened, was also called (perhaps more accurately) the Arena Basketball League. The arena managers selected Maurice Podoloff, five-two, out of Yale Law School, as their first league president. Podoloff already had a day job, as president of the American Hockey League. “In whose office the BAA could be given some desk space,” wrote sportswriter Leonard Koppett, noting that the new league’s boss “knew as little about basketball as he did about hockey, and didn’t pretend otherwise, but his knowledge of law and real estate and his familiarity with the club owners suited their needs.” Podoloff understood, to paraphrase Calvin Coolidge, that the business of basketball was business.

Paul Birch promptly resigned from the Youngstown Bears to coach the BAA’s new Pittsburgh franchise. The Ironmen, as the team was called, would play in Duquesne Gardens, where Birch still had great cachet. “It won’t be long before basketball will be the winter counterpart of pro football and baseball loops,” he said.

•  •  •

Birch’s sentiments, however far-fetched they may have seemed, were shared by his whipping boy. Whatever his problem with Press, who himself had been unable to negotiate a new contract with Youngstown, Birch wasted little time in signing him.

The Ironmen included Coulby Gunther, a six-four New Yorker specializing in the hook shot; Hank Zeller, who was attending Pitt medical school at the time; and Brooms Abramovic, so named for his family’s broom factory. The man who paid them, John H. Harris, was better known as the owner of the Pittsburgh Hornets, a minor league hockey franchise, and a promoter of ice shows. “The idea,” recalled his former general manager, “was to keep the Gardens open.”

Duquesne Gardens did not resemble the basketball meccas driving the new league. Built in 1890 as a trolley car barn, it was already considered a dump. To make matters worse, the Ironmen were to play most home games on Mondays, the worst night of the week, in deference to the Hornets’ prior engagements.

The home opener came amid much fanfare. A crowd estimated at 3,000 saw the Ironmen lose, 71–56, to the Washington Capitols, coached by an ambitious young basketball impresario named Red Auerbach. Things only got worse for the Ironmen, who soon established a lock on last place. Forty-five hundred would show up at the Gardens if the Harlem Globetrotters were on the first bill of a doubleheader. The Globetrotters were developing a mesmerizing brand of basketball, melding sports and entertainment into a kind of performance art. But the Ironmen alone weren’t much of a proposition, as sports or entertainment. They might get 1,000, 600, even 300 fans on a given night.

They traveled by rail and slept two to a room. Press would spread out a newspaper on his side and expectorate tobacco juice periodically throughout the night. Other than that, he was very popular with teammates. He was another year older, but still undiscouraged. Looking back, guys like Coulby Gunther cannot be overly impressed with themselves. As played in the BAA’s inaugural season, the game was still relatively slow and stationary. It was another segregated league. “The black man hadn’t come into the game yet,” says Gunther, the Ironmen’s leading scorer. Desegregation would revolutionize basketball more than any other sport, changing the way it would be played. But Press was already considering basketball’s future. “I remember that Press had a more radical approach,” says Gunther, his roommate. “He was already thinking about the running game.”
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