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Thanks to the Boston Celtics of my youth for making basketball so much fun to watch and to my father Joseph Freedman and uncle Sidney Kristal for taking me to my first NBA games when I was too young to drive.
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INTRODUCTION: ME AND THE CELTICS





My team. The Boston Celtics were the team of my youth, the team that more than any other turned me into a sports fan. The Celtics spoiled me with unprecedented success, winning with such regularity, grace, and style that they numbed the rest of the basketball world.




When you’re a kid you love the sport for the sports sake if it engages you, but you have a blind allegiance to your hometown team as well. So if the hometown team verges on perfection, if it not only wins whenever you go to a game, watch a game on television, or listen to a game on the radio, addiction comes easily. Then, as a bonus, if that team wins the world championship year after year, chances are you are hooked for life.




The Celtics Dynasty was a run of eleven championships in thirteen seasons, beginning in 1957 and concluding in 1969, when I was eighteen. As a youngster living in a Boston suburb, sometimes we attended Celtics games as a family, my father, Joseph, the planner, my mother, Phyllis, a general rooter, my sister, Barbara, involved in team sport cheering for perhaps the only time in her life, and my brother, Alan, like me a fan of the game. More than forty years later, with knees that have held up better than mine, Alan still plays hoops in two rec leagues every week.




Our most memorable Celtics family outing was being in attendance in the balcony for Bob Cousy Day at the Boston Garden, the game when the great guard was honored on March 17, 1963, prior to his retirement. I still have the game program. In adulthood I have seen only two other copies, both in museums. I still have the program from Red Auerbach Day in 1966 too, when he was making the transition from being the world’s greatest basketball coach to the worlds greatest basketball executive.




I also benefited from field trips to the Garden with an uncle, Sidney Kristal, who loved the NBA above all, and took me to doubleheaders regularly, even when they ran late on school nights. Yes, in those days, a league struggling for complete public acceptance might feature a preliminary game with two other league teams, or a warm-up game highlighting the Harlem Globetrotters. It was an awesome deal.




In an era when the season was shorter, the Celtics were always involved in the playoffs in April, the month of my birth, and Celtics playoff tickets became my regular birthday present. I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more.




Most games I accompanied either my father or my uncle—just two of us at a time. Regardless of my companion, we had the same ritual. We stopped at the Joe and Nemo hot dog stand across from the Garden entrance in North Station. Then as we walked up one of the winding ramps into the Garden, we came upon the same peanut vendor seated in a corridor. He used crutches and, if memory serves, had lost a leg. I can hear his voice in my head still, “Peanuts a dime! Three for a quarter!” We always shelled out the two bits for unsalted nuts in their little brown bags.




In between Celtic games seen in person, I relied on the radio descriptions of harsh-voiced Johnny Most to tell me what was going on. I depended on the radio more than Joe Louis fans did during his heavyweight heyday. It wasn’t until I was in college that I ever heard anyone (New York Knicks fans) say that Most was a “homer.” As a kid, I just thought he was telling it like it is. Often, especially during games from other time zones, I fell asleep to Most’s hectic play-by-play.




In elementary school and junior high, my best friend’s dad owned a boys’ clothing store in town. It was named Eric Stevens after his two sons. At a time when athletic endorsements were rare and less lucrative, Mr. Black enticed several members of the Celtics to appear at his store to sign autographs. By virtue of my status as Eric’s friend, I got to schmooze with players in the back room. I still have the autographed photos. I wonder if those players made more than $50 to do the signings. It is difficult to imagine todays millionaire players making such appearances.




One way players earned extra income was by hosting summer basketball camps. A weeks worth of basketball, seven hours a day, beat the heck out of day-camp whittling. In the summers after eighth and ninth grades, I attended Celtics forward Jim Loscutoff’s basketball camp. Several years later, when he was coaching at Boston State, I interviewed him for a story. Decades later, I reminded Loscutoff that in my second year at his camp I was the youngest, shortest, slowest, worst player in the senior division.




“I hope we gave you a trophy,” he quipped.




No trophy, but I learned some hard lessons about where I ranked in the sport’s hierarchy.




Over the years, sometimes in my role as a sportswriter, sometimes not, I met almost all the prominent Celtics of the Dynasty era. I talked amiably with Bob Cousy at the NCAA Final Four in Indianapolis after he presented the Bob Cousy Point Guard Award and informed him that he sent me an autographed picture on request when I was about eleven.




In 2001, when I opened a copy of the Chicago Tribune, I was stunned by an advertisement heralding the appearance of Bill Russell at a Borders book store on Michigan Avenue, the Magnificent Mile, signing copies of a new book. For decades, Russell had notoriously refused to sign autographs. Now he was going to sign his name for three hours? This I had to see. I waited an hour to obtain Russell’s signature on a book, and it took this long because he graciously chatted with every customer.




We briefly talked about the Celtics of the 1950s and 1960s and the Boston Garden, and his parting comment about the old building was, “Between you and me, it was a dump.”




I so admired Cousy and Russell as a kid, and I rooted from the depths of my heart for Tommy Heinsohn, Frank Ramsey, Tom Sanders, Jim Loscutoff, Bill Sharman, Sam Jones, K. C. Jones, John Havlicek, and all the others in green. I knew I was watching something special, but it wasn’t until I was much older, when time provided perspective, that some of their feats seemed so incredible. Just how amazing is it that the first-team backcourt of Cousy and Sharman was backed up by Sam and K. C., and that all four were elected to the Hall of Fame?




Year after year, the Celtics won, with essentially the same cast—a circumstance now impossible given the free agency of the modern era—men molded by a singularly wise master of the game, Red Auerbach. The Dynasty is a great sports story, but it is a story rooted in a transcending and tumultuous period in American history. The longevity of the championship run is boggling. But that it was constructed and played out against the backdrop of tremendous societal upheaval is even more remarkable.




When the Celtics Dynasty began, Elvis Presley was king. By the time it ended, the Beatles were princes.




When the Celtics Dynasty began, blacks across America were routinely discriminated against. By the time it ended, federal law ensuring black voting rights was in place, and Martin Luther King Jr. was an international hero. Along the way, the Celtics became the first pro basketball team to start five black players in 1965 and the first team in any sport to hire a black coach in 1966.




When the Celtics Dynasty began, the United States was just beginning to assume the failed role of the French in Vietnam. By the time it ended, the United States was trying to extricate itself from Vietnam.




When the Celtics Dynasty began, professional basketball was a niche sport still seeking its footing among American sports fans, a game that relied more on tried and true x’s and os than improvisation, a game where many players still employed the set shot. By the time it ended, pro basketball was a vertical game, and everyone used the revolutionary jump shot.




When the Celtics Dynasty began, players were contractually tied to teams until they were cut. By the time it ended, a union had been formed and grown and a rival league, the American Basketball Association, established, providing players employment options and making them rich.




The Celtics players were a diverse group of men from all corners of the country, but they had more in common than they, or anyone else, would have thought. Dramatic changes swirled about them, powerful social changes took hold in the country, the nature of basketball itself changed, but none of those developments distracted the players enough to disturb their artistry on the court. All the Celtics did between 1957 and 1969—while their nation changed forever—was win.
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RAW BEGINNINGS




As a 1930s Depression-era kid in Hillsdale, Wyoming, with the closest neighbor a half-mile away, Kenny Sailors’s pickup games were one-on-one against his brother Bud—his older brother, his bigger brother, who had six inches on him and what seemed like a miles worth of reach advantage.




In their backyard basketball games amid the swirling dust and a Rocky Mountains backdrop, the boy counted on guile to survive. If there was ever a hope of outscoring Bud, he’d need a fresh idea. He didn’t want that leather ball swatted back into his face each time he tried to throw up a shot. It took some time, and some blocked shots, before he found a way.




One day the solution came to him. When Bud stretched out to knock his rising shot into the next county, Kenny fooled him. Instead of firing a slow-to-unfold set shot, he jumped. Instead of releasing the ball in front of his jaw, he let the ball fly at the apex of his leap, hands over his head.




It was simple, really, the physics of it. Logical, too, the intuitiveness of it. But until then, it was an undiscovered weapon, the mere suggestion of a basketball player leaving his feet to pass or shoot was heresy. It was reckless behavior, not to be tolerated by a grounded coach. Only feckless, fundamentally unsound players dared attempt such plays.




Other basketball players around the country were toying with shooting innovations. They took one-hand shots instead of cradling the ball cautiously in two hands. They tried running one-handers where they threw the ball toward the hoop though they seemed unbalanced. Outside shooting morphed from many hands, but the man who invented the jump shot, the true jump shot as it is employed today by every playground player, gym rat, scholarship collegian, and moneyed pro, was Kenny Sailors.




“I don’t say that I’m the first guy who ever shot a jump shot,” Sailors said. “I’m sure there must be some kid somewhere who jumped in the air and shot a ball somewhere. But the old-timers credit me with it.”




Sailors rode the jump shot from the Hillsdale prairie, 25 miles east of Cheyenne, to high school stardom, to the Most Valuable Player award in the 1943 NCAA championship game—when the University of Wyoming won the title—to the cover of Life magazine, where he was shown in mid-air demonstrating a splendid vertical leap for a 5-foot-11 guard.




The late Ray Meyer, who coached at DePaul University for forty-two years, was one of those old-timers.




“There’s a lot of people who say they shot it before him,” Meyer said. “Kenny was the jump shooter that we know today. He got off the floor.”




Joe Lapchick, one of the original Celtics from the 1920s and a famous coach for St. John’s University and the New York Knicks, called Sailors “one of the most influential players of the century.”




The NBA was founded in 1946, a meshing of two predecessor leagues. One of the original coaches, with the Washington Capitols, was a young man named Red Auerbach. One of the original players, with the Cleveland Rebels, was Kenny Sailors. Sailors played professionally for the first five years of the NBA, moving on to the Providence Steamrollers, the original Denver Nuggets, and the Baltimore Bullets. For a few months during the 1950-51 season, Auerbach’s first season with the Boston Celtics, Sailors was a player for the team.




Sailors’s first pro coach, Dutch Dehnert, another of the original Celtics, was skeptical of the jump shot. He didn’t think much of players who used it, admonishing Sailors. “Sailors,” the player said the coach told him, “Where did you get that running one-hander? You will never make it in this league with that shot.”




Dehnert was wrong about Sailors, who averaged in double figures during his career, and wrong about the shot itself. Imagine Dehnert coping with the fly-through-the-air acrobatic players of todays game.




The National Basketball Association that Sailors and Auerbach joined was a second-class citizen in the sports world. Baseball reigned as the national pastime. College football was more popular than the pro game. Boxing was in its glory days, and horse racing, today reduced to sports-page prominence for the Triple Crown and Breeders Cup only, was big news almost daily. Sports editors never sent their writers on the road for NBA games, and sometimes the only report to fans was a few paragraphs accompanied by a box score. Dick Tracy comics often got more space.




During its formative years the league was a crazy quilt of cities with teams coming and going. At one time franchises were located in Sheboygan, Wisconsin; Anderson, Indiana; and Waterloo, Iowa. Still, major metropolises such as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia were represented. In some cases, owners like Celtics founder Walter Brown held deed to arenas that needed more tenants. (Brown was essentially a hockey man whose Bruins occupied the Boston Garden many winter nights.)




But there were many other November-through-March dates available. Initially, Brown was less an enthusiast of professional basketball than a building manager looking for a fresh event to display on the marquee. Eventually, he fell in love with the Celtics, felt paternalistic toward the outfit, and basked in the glory attained.




As owners such as Ned Irish, whose Knicks played at Madison Square Garden, Ben Kerner of the Hawks, whose team settled into St. Louis for a long run at Kiel Auditorium, and Fred Zollner, who transferred his Pistons from Fort Wayne, Indiana, to Detroit, coped with drafty buildings at first, other franchises folded. The leagues players were all white, the game’s pace was stodgy, salaries were low, and outside income was virtually nonexistent for players who rated far behind baseball players in celebrity status in their home city.




Sailors, who made a peak salary of $7,500, had one endorsement opportunity in his career—prune juice. All he could drink.




“And that was a big deal,” Sailors said at age eighty-six from his home in Laramie, Wyoming. “It was completely different. People always ask me why I didn’t play longer than five years. I couldn’t make any money. The NBA didn’t amount to a whole lot then. The NBA was pretty shaky back then.”




A rookie at twenty-six after twice being chosen All-American at Wyoming and spending three years as a captain in the Marines, Sailors’s best season was 1949-50 when he averaged 17.3 ppg for Denver and was selected second-team all-pro. The Nuggets folded after that season, however, and the NBA conducted a dispersal draft—something common enough in those days when teams went belly-up.




“Walter Brown pulled my name out of a hat,” Sailors said.




Sailors became a Celtic the same year Auerbach became coach.




The idea of the Celtics growing into the most storied basketball team in the world seemed far-fetched in the early days of the NBA. Brown clutched his forehead almost as often as his thinning wallet while attempting to transform his nonstop headache into a profitable business venture.




Their first season, 1946-47, the Celtics finished 22-38, last in the Eastern Division. The next year Boston was 20-28, the third season 25-35, the fourth season last again at 22-46. Browns groans could be heard in St. Louis, the farthest-west outpost of the league at the time.




It was the product, not the building, keeping fans away. In its old age, critics viewed the Boston Garden as a decrepit dowager, with rats running uncontrolled under the floorboards. But in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the Garden was a sports palace. It seated 13,909 for basketball—a figure that would stick prominently in fans’ minds during the title years when announcer Johnny Most repeated it on the air.




The Boston Garden opened in 1928 and besides being home to the Celtics and hockey’s Bruins, it hosted political conventions, tennis matches, music personalities from Rudy Vallee to Elvis Presley, the famed Beanpot college hockey tournament, boxing title matches, the circus, and the Ice Capades.




Before the Garden closed in 1995, Joe Louis fought there, Bob Dylan and Bruce Springsteen sang there, Roy Rogers rode rodeo there, George Burns and Gracie Allen told jokes there, and Bobby Orr skated there. So did Olympian Sonja Henie. John F. Kennedy, on his way to the presidency in 1960, spoke there.




The legendary parquet floor, unlike any other, recognizable via television anywhere in the world, was always present for a basketball game. The removable floor—a puzzle of interlocking wooden panels—would be laid down over the Bruins’ ice sheet. In later years, it was said in dead seriousness that Celtics players possessed a great advantage over opponents because they knew where all the dead spots on the floor were located. The implication was that visitors made dribbling errors bouncing the ball off a crack while the Celtics had a road map in their heads to avoid them.




Opponents complained of cold water in the showers, cramped visitors’ locker rooms, the heat being turned up on hot days and the heat being turned down on cold days. Auerbach smirked and humored the complaints with vague replies. It was part of his psych job, seeking to gain every little advantage, real or imagined.




The phrase Celtic Mystique has leached into basketball lexicon, but John Havlicek, a member of the early title teams who stayed a Celtic long enough for the rebuilding success of the 1970s, laughed about the application of the words beyond victories. If the Celtics had a real-life leprechaun to match its winking, cartoonlike character team symbol twirling a basketball on a fingertip, it was Auerbach. Not many people called him impish; nonetheless, he seemed to share a certain number of characteristics with the mascots image.




“Red’s the one who created the mystique,” Havlicek said. “It was always the result of some shenanigan. We didn’t know where the dead spots were on the floor. Meanwhile, we had cold showers too.”




And if anyone ventured into the home locker room in the Garden, the most favorable comparison they could make to other real estate was that it resembled a dilapidated inner-city studio apartment. No wonder Bill Russell called the entire structure “a dump.” But he did say it fondly, while chuckling.




Walter Brown was a Boston Irishman and was considered a sportsman at a time when the word meant something more than a guy with deep pockets who liked athletes. He was known for his honesty and candor, and in 1946, Brown, in a tête-à-tête with Howie McHugh, later a team official, named the team the Celtics. Some other choices on the table were Unicorns and Whirlwinds, both of which got the hook faster than a lousy vaudeville performer. Brown chose Celtics because Boston was full of Irishmen, and they wore green uniforms for the same reason.




Brown fervently believed that basketball would be a hit in Boston, but poor attendance accompanied the dismal early records of his team. Meanwhile, in the first year of the NBA the best regular-season record was earned by the Washington Capitols, who finished 49-11. The Capitols were coached by a brash professional newcomer named Arnold “Red” Auerbach, who had yet to establish his fame.




After three years in Washington—his hometown—and a dispiriting season leading the Tri-Cities Hawks (the only losing season of his NBA coaching career), Auerbach was available when Brown needed a new floor general. In a partnership that outlasted tough times, that bred uncommon affection, loyalty, and respect, Auerbach joined Brown and the Celtics for the 1950-51 season. Together they molded a sorry team into champions and created the greatest basketball dynasty ever.




That year, All-American guard Bob Cousy, from nearby Holy Cross, was foisted on a kicking and screaming Auerbach, the beginning of another unique partnership that foreshadowed the authorship of history.




Kenny Sailors made his few-month cameo in Boston that season too, and described Auerbach as initially low-key.




“When he first came there, he was just feeling his way,” Sailors said. “He didn’t do much yelling. He had four or five tough little guards. Red didn’t need me. I finally said, ‘You guys drew me by luck. Why don’t you sell me or trade me?’ ”




Sailors was shipped to the Baltimore Bullets, where he ended his career that spring and went on to a life as a big-game hunting guide, a teacher, and a coach of high school basketball in Alaska.




Sailors remains popular and visible in Wyoming. In 1990 when the NCAA Final Four was held in Denver, as part of a tribute to Rocky Mountain basketball, Sailors was the keynote speaker at a pretournament dinner. He is a member of his university’s hall of fame and attends many football and basketball games. Even though he spent only a small portion of his career with the Celtics, the other teams he played for folded, so that affiliation is frequently cited in connection with his name.




“I sure was proud of the fact that I played with them,” Sailors said.




Sailors, always in tremendous physical shape from guiding hunters at high altitudes and taking long walks, still occasionally visited the gym to play one-on-one and practice his jump shot until he turned eighty.




It wasn’t long after his retirement that the Boston Celtics and the other teams in the NBA were loaded with jump shooters.
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A MAN NAMED RED




When it came to managing men and building a team, Arnold “Red” Auerbach was always the smartest guy in the room. He read the NBA laws like a lawyer looking for loopholes. From the time owner Walter Brown brought him to Boston to coach the Celtics, Auerbach was the architect of the organization, the godfather of the team.




He was always protective of his team and players, whether it was with referees, other teams officials or players, fans, anyone perceived to be on the other side. A rogue, a manipulator, fiercely loyal, and ruthless in search of an edge, Auerbach was all of these things.




Never the friendliest general manager in the league, Auerbach was all about winning. And you couldn’t be all about winning if you had a soft spot that someone might consider weakness. He was very basic and very complex, but above all he was a genius of the hardwood.




The most amazing—and telling—summation of Auerbachs half-century career as coach, general manager, and president of the Celtics is that he was probably the greatest professional basketball coach of all time and he was arguably the greatest professional basketball executive of all time.




Those around Auerbach would be hard-pressed to remember him expressing moments of doubt. He was the one who put the belief in others.




Even young Red Auerbach seemed to know where he wanted to go and to have a plan how to get there. Once he joined the NBA with the Capitols, he focused on getting to the playoffs and winning championships. Yet it took a decade of coaching pro basketball before Auerbach coached a title winner. Once he started, he never stopped.




The original NBA days of Auerbach were erased from the memory of others, replaced by the image of a grinning champion puffing on his big fat victory cigar, waving it in the faces of the vanquished. In the rough-and-tumble NBA of the 1950s, when fights were common, verbal abuse routine, and rivalries extraordinarily heated, Auerbach reveled in being the last man standing. As he laid the brick-and-mortar foundation of the abstract—Celtic Mystique—Auerbach proclaimed, “The Boston Celtics are not a basketball team. They are a way of life.”




Walter Brown hired Red Auerbach after sitting around in a bull session with Boston sportswriters sampling their opinions. That is an unlikely modern-day scenario. Browns previous coaches didn’t win and didn’t fill the Boston Garden. He believed in the eventual success of the Celtics, but he didn’t want to go bankrupt from the courage of his convictions. Brown was rich compared to the average hourly worker, but he was not a Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, or Morgan. He possessed the wealth of a successful businessman, not the gilt of a tycoon. It was not impossible for the Celtics to send him to the poor house, as went the expression so often used in the 1950s.




In Auerbach, Brown discovered a man passionate to win, with a kindred philosophy of spending what it took but not a nickel more. In time Auerbach invested Brown’s money as conservatively as if the two shared a joint bank account. One immediate dividend for Brown was the willingness of Auerbach’s brother, Zang, a noted artist and cartoonist, to design a team logo. It was Zang who created the grinning leprechaun as the Celtics symbol.




Auerbach hustled as if a big bully was going to round the corner and steal his earnings. If there was one thing most of his prized recruits and draft picks—white and black—had in common during the glory years, it was that they did not grow up in families that placed silver spoons in their mouths. They might not all have had outhouse upbringings, but they didn’t live in mansions either.




They also had winning backgrounds. Auerbach’s handpicked men usually came with championship resumes from high school and college.




“Red Auerbach was a management genius,” said Hall of Fame Celtics forward Tommy Heinsohn. “The teams I played on had so many players that had won a championship in their conference, or a national title, [and] they had shown evidence they knew how to win and be part of a winning team.”




Auerbach was born on September 20, 1917, the son of Hymie and Marie Auerbach, who met working in a Manhattan restaurant. Hymie was an immigrant from Minsk, Russia, and his family fled from the growing hostility to Jews in the early part of the twentieth century, settling in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. Later, Hymie ran his own delicatessen and, by the time Auerbach turned fourteen, operated a clothes cleaning and drying plant, then a dry cleaners. Auerbach was one of four children—three boys and a girl.




Auerbach became enamored of his two favorite sports, handball and basketball, at an early age. He was the captain of his high school handball team and was selected second-team All-Brooklyn in basketball despite suffering from asthma and never growing taller than 5-foot-9. He then enrolled in Seth Low Junior College in New York. One of his classmates was Isaac Asimov, whose later fame was built on a vivid imagination expressed through science fiction. Asimov never had a great outside shot, but apparently he could see the future. Auerbach likewise.




After two years at Seth Low, Auerbach transferred to George Washington University. The school and its basketball coach, Bill Reinhart, exerted a lifelong influence on Auerbach, who maintained his home in the District of Columbia throughout his decades of affiliation with the Celtics. Reinhart believed in an up-tempo game, and Auerbach claimed that Reinhart invented fast-break basketball. If so, the Celtics certainly perfected it. Auerbach, a heretofore overactive dribbler, learned how much more efficiently a team could get the ball upcourt to attack with long passes instead of a guard’s walk-it-up dribbling.




Auerbach is best remembered as a balding, gray-haired man, but as a young man he deserved the nickname Red. Years later he said Reinhart always remained calm and in control, but Auerbach attributed his own tendency to blow a gasket to having red hair. Auerbach called Reinhart a great coach who was way ahead of his time.




The future legendary coach soaked in Reinharts methods and emphasis on rebounding, tossing the outlet pass deep, and running the ball. In his early years with the Celtics, Auerbach didn’t have the personnel to operate that type of offense, but with Bob Cousy at point guard and Bill Russell at center, fast-breaking became the Celtics trademark.




Dorothy Lewis was a freshman at George Washington when Auerbach was a junior. She aspired to a career in journalism, and by the time she met Red had already obtained work writing a love-advice column for the old Washington Times-Herald. Auerbach wooed her at the Student Club with such innocent activities as the purchase of a Coca-Cola and a walk on campus. She was the daughter of a doctor, and Auerbach planned to become a teacher. He would do plenty of instructing in the years to come, just not in the normal classroom.




Auerbach earned a degree in physical education from George Washington in 1940 and immediately began a masters program before marrying Dorothy in 1941. He also became a high school basketball coach at nearby St. Albans Prep School.




Years later, Auerbach amused his Celtics players by telling them a story about his brief tenure at St. Albans. Auerbach informed his high school players that basketball was a simple game. He held up a ball and said, “This is a basketball.” Then he said the object of the game was to put the ball in the hole and to prevent the other team from putting the ball in the hole. “Any questions so far?” he asked.




Coming from a man who guided the Celtics to nine world championships with a playbook that was only seven basic plays thick, the reduced summary of the sport seemed completely believable. Hall of Famer John Havlicek said Auerbach just felt that “proper execution would make a play successful.” That was the trump card in Auerbachs repertoire. You might know what was coming if you scouted his teams, but his teams were so superbly drilled that they could make the play work anyway.




After completing his graduate degree, Auerbach was hired by Roosevelt High School to teach history and hygiene and to coach the basketball and baseball teams. His salary was $1,800. Employing his sophisticated eye for talent, Auerbach plucked a gangly, 6-foot-5 Bowie Kuhn out of the student body and suited him up in the frontcourt. Kuhn’s future would lie elsewhere. Decades later Kuhn was selected as the commissioner of Major League Baseball.




This was the crossroads of Auerbachs adult life. He sampled his future and might have spent the next forty years as an anonymous high school teacher and coach, but World War II intervened. He was summoned into the Navy and assigned to develop recreational programs for sailors. When he completed his naval service, Auerbach yearned for a bigger challenge than high school coaching. Coincidentally, there was a new professional basketball league forming with a franchise in Washington. At the age of twenty-eight, with only high school head-coaching experience, he talked his way into the job of leading the Capitols.




There were some fine players on the squad, including Bob Feerick, Fred Scolari, and Horace “Bones” McKinney. McKinney, who became a successful coach and a longtime Auerbach confidante, later recommended to his former boss an unheralded guard from North Carolina, Sam Jones, who would become a key cog in the Celtics’ championship run.




A single-season interlude with the Tri-Cities Blackhawks representing Rock Island and Moline, Illinois, and Davenport, Iowa, followed Auerbachs Capitols stint. Auerbach signed on with Ben Kerner, who subsequently moved the team to St. Louis, where they became a huge Celtics rival. Kerner and Auerbach disagreed mightily over player abilities. Each thought he knew more about basketball than the other. The tension induced Auerbach to listen to other NBA offers.




In 1950, as Auerbach accepted the job to coach the Celtics, one of his early worries came true. When Auerbach decided to try professional coaching in Washington, D.C., he understood that there was little job security and that someday he might have to take a job in another city. But he chose not to uproot Dorothy and their two daughters, Nancy and Randy. Dorothy preferred living in D.C., and Nancy, like her father, had asthma. Her parents and grandparents agreed that the climate in Washington might be better for her. Throughout his great success with the Celtics, Auerbach retained his main residence in D.C. along with secondary living quarters in Boston. Somehow, his marriage endured.




Auerbach, the coach, was neither cuddly nor a big-brother figure to his players. He could be brusque. He was tough and demanding. He didn’t wait for outside observers to call him a dictator, but he described himself that way.




“There is room for only one boss, and that’s me,” he said.




Auerbach had an open door for players who wanted to talk and he listened to their ideas about basketball. But when he issued an order, he wanted it followed. To Auerbach the dirtiest word in the English language was Why? He was the superior military officer in command and he wanted a salute, not a quiz, when he told players what to do.




Well before Auerbach became the Celtics coach, many of his later widely publicized habits or identifying traits were ingrained. Although he never smoked cigarettes, he smoked a pipe when he was younger. He started smoking cigars in the Navy and he first smoked a cigar on the bench while coaching when he was still with the Capitols. Other coaches smoked cigarettes, so he saw no reason why he couldn’t light up a stogie. He smoked them all the time, perhaps ten a day, not just during games.




Mark Acres, a Celtic from the 1980s, once said, “You could always smell his cigar before you saw him coming.” At least it was the aroma of victory.




Over the years, Auerbach gravitated from Robert Burns, Antonio Cleopatra, to Hoyo de Monterrey, or Dutch Masters cigars. It was the sight of Auerbach contentedly puffing away symbolizing that his team had the game wrapped up before the final buzzer that made opponents choke rather than the thick cloud of smoke enveloping his head. Other coaches and players who considered the maneuver to be disagreeable taunting would have been happy to smash the cigar down Auerbach’s throat. Surprisingly, it never happened.




Another habit Auerbach acquired early was carrying a rolled-up program in his left hand as he marched up and down the sideline. The program wasn’t for reading material in case he got bored. When Auerbach first coached the Capitols, he would pound his right fist into the palm of his left hand repeatedly during the game, regularly bruising or cutting his hand on his wedding ring. Whacking the program against his hand served the same demonstrative purpose without the same risk of injury.




Fans and other players might have figured that Auerbach shouted at his guys in practice as often as he did on the sidelines during games. There were innumerable photographs of Auerbach cupping his right hand over his mouth and yelling to be heard over the roar of arena crowds, but Auerbach didn’t shout at the Celtics all of the time.




Ernie Barrett, a 6-foot-3 guard drafted No. 1 out of Kansas State in 1951, said Auerbachs skill at handling players always impressed him. “He knew which players responded well to the screaming, and he knew which ones to motivate in a more subtle way,” Barrett said.




Auerbach said it was imperative that he maintain mutual respect with his players. As a coach he had to make it clear that he understood and knew the games nuances, or the players would lose respect for him. Xs and o’s counted. K. C. Jones, a nine-year guard in the championship era, called Auerbach “an encyclopedia of basketball.” That may be one way to say that he wrote the book.




These days, coaches in the NBA wear suits straight out of the pages of GQ. There seems to be a subterranean competition to see who is the bestdressed sideline mentor. Armani seems to be a bigger name to them than their power forward. Auerbach may have finished first in the standings, but he would have placed last in a fashion sweepstakes. Kids used to take umbrage at the taunt, “Your mother dresses you funny!” Auerbach would have tuned out the comment.




Auerbach seemed to shop nowhere more upscale than Goodwill. He wore so much unsightly plaid that he might as well have matched his sport coats with a kilt. He just didn’t care. He wasn’t on the prowl to meet women. He wasn’t a night-life aficionado. No one could convince Red Auerbach that wearing a more tasteful sport jacket was going to help the Celtics win games, so it was irrelevant.




Finally, early on in his professional tenure, Auerbach developed his passion for Chinese food. He did not like to eat before games, but after the buzzer sounded he was famished. Chinese restaurants were open late, and he would often get take-out. Auerbach found it easier to digest noodles and rice than other types of cuisine.




So four elements—cigar smoking, toting the rolled-up program, dressing as if his entire wardrobe was full of hand-me-downs, and noshing on chow mein—were long established in Auerbachs routine before he ever won a championship with the Boston Celtics. The habit of winning it all came a little bit later in the 1950s.




But it was winning, more than Chinese food, that Auerbach hungered for. Bill Russell, the center who has been called the greatest winner in team sports, once said of his coach that Red “thought about winning more than I thought about eating when I was little.”




Bob Cousy, the other player so closely linked with Auerbachs greatest on-court moments, said people told him throughout his life that he was “overly competitive. But I’ve never seen anyone like Arnold, where the commitment to winning was so absolute.”




It took years, however, for the formula that percolated in Auerbach’s mind and the desire that roiled his gut to take form on the court, years before anyone bestowed the appendage World Champions on the Boston Celtics.
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BELOVED BOB COUSY




The Bob Cousy acquisition story is legendary in Boston. Its the first luck-of-the-Irish tale ascribed to the leprechaun.




Cousy was a 6-foot-1 guard who was an All-American at Holy Cross, a wizard with the basketball at a time when coaches believed more forcefully in fundamentals than magic. Cousy basically invented the behind-the-back pass and he was more popular in Boston than baked beans.




For a franchise struggling on the court and at the box office, the Cooz seemed to be the appropriate prescription, medicine for what ailed Walter Brown. But Red Auerbach didn’t want him. He wanted a big man to build around, a reliable rebounder to clean the glass. Short guys were in plentiful supply. Tall guys were in short supply. The Celtics had enough guards.




Auerbach seemed wary of Cousy’s propensity for show time, to make glitzy plays. He pictured a player who fired passes that his teammates couldn’t catch. He imagined a player with an ego the size of the Empire State Building—rather like his own—and he couldn’t have that. It didn’t suit the dictator in him.




Presiding over the April 1950 draft of collegiate players, Auerbach, his resistance solidifying as pressure mounted for him to select Cousy, made one of the biggest personnel gaffes of his career. Perhaps because of hubris, the genius goofed. He dug in his heels against the wishes (but not orders) of Walter Brown and local newspapermen. He not only passed over Cousy in the selection process, but Auerbach famously rubbed it in, commenting with disdain about Cousys capabilities.




The Celtics’ No. 1 pick was 6-foot-10 Charlie Share from Bowling Green University in Ohio, the rebounder Auerbach sought. Only college basketball fans appreciated Shares name, though Auerbach definitely thought he was acquiring a player who would share the ball. By comparison, Cousy was a household name in Boston.




Auerbach infuriated the writers by being Auerbach. He made his choice and defended it vociferously. It was the sportswriters’ introduction to the gruff, often cantankerous new coach. In one of the most famous utterances of his Celtics tenure, Auerbach declared, “I don’t give a damn for sentiment or names. That goes for Cousy and everybody else. The only thing that counts with me is ability, and Cousy still hasn’t proven to me that he’s got that ability. I’m not interested in drafting someone just because he happens to be a local yokel.”




Local yokel? That tore it. Grumbles turned to roars. It was bad enough, the writers felt, that Auerbach wasn’t smart enough to pick the right player, but to insult him too? Auerbach, who had convinced Brown that he was doing the proper thing, turned to the owner and said, “Am I supposed to win, or am I supposed to please these guys?” Echoing the future declaration of Oakland Raiders owner Al Davis, Brown replied, “Just win.”




Brown supported the men he hired. He did want to see Cousy in a Celtics uniform and felt the player would help the gate. But he had agreed to a hands-off stance in yielding to Auerbach’s basketball wisdom. He would not pull a Ben Kerner. This was the first test of his faith in Auerbach. Many times in the coming years Auerbach would fulfill that faith, pointing to his own track record. There was no track record yet, but Brown chose not to meddle.




Cousy grew up in New York, but was an adopted son of Massachusetts. Holy Cross is located in Worcester, about 35 miles from downtown Boston, but the Crusaders played some home games at the Boston Garden. Cousy’s flair and Holy Cross’s 1947 NCAA championship outdrew the Celtics at the Garden. Heck, the 10,000 fans who showed up to celebrate the title at the train station in Worcester when the Crusaders returned from Madison Square Garden outdrew the Celtics. With the NBAs early emphasis on teams selecting players who had a big name in their home territories, Cousy expected to turn pro with the Celtics. He was devastated by Auerbachs harsh assessment.




Born Robert Joseph Cousy in Manhattan in 1928, his parents, Joseph and Juliet, came from France by boat. Cousy was more immersed in French than English as a toddler. He also had a lisp. Sometimes teased as “Flenchy” by neighborhood kids, Cousy was introduced to basketball as a thirteen-year-old after the family moved to Queens.




By no measure was Cousys a glamorous or affluent upbringing. He was an only child. His parents were more taciturn than warm, and his father drove a taxi cab for a living. Later, Cousy recalled there being little communication in the house, a place he did not associate with laughter or lighthearted times.




Like many of his future Celtics teammates, Cousy had to scrap for what he got, had to work for what he earned. He’d dabbled in stickball in Manhattan, but transferred his sports passion to basketball and was more or less discovered in high school when a coach noticed he had a facility for using either hand for dribbling. During his sophomore year at Andrew Jackson High School, Cousy played on the junior varsity. By modern standards that makes him more of a late bloomer than a prodigy. But then, Michael Jordan, whom many consider the greatest basketball player of all time, was cut from his high school team at first as an aspiring freshman.




Ironically, like so many young players today who thrive on summer AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) club teams, Cousys development as a basketball player accelerated during his summer playground games. He gained confidence and knew he would be able to make his mark on the school’s varsity team. By flunking a course in citizenship, however, a brokenhearted Cousy was ruled ineligible for the first semester of his junior year. He did not play a game until midway through the school year, but he erupted for 28 points in his debut. The kid could play.




Cousy was an overnight sensation. He improved steadily and in a place that appreciated basketball more than any other part of the country. Cousy was noticed. There were no Parade or McDonalds All-American teams for schoolboys in the 1940s, but New York newspapers honored the finest players in the city. Cousy led the city in scoring and was chosen as a firstteam all-star.
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