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Author’s Note


I have changed the names and descriptions of certain people in this book. The conversations I present in quotations come from my memory, and they are not meant to be word-for-word transcriptions. These conversations are intended to convey the general idea and feel for what was actually said.
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preface
West 4th Street and the Ron Artest Affair

No good book is truly original; nothing worthwhile is created from the imagination alone, with no precedent and no tradition. Inside the Cage is one of many accounts of basketball and the inner-city experience, and as such, it is about urban life as much as it is about basketball. Its most obvious predecessor is a book called Heaven Is a Playground, written twenty-five years ago by a young sportswriter, Rick Telander. Telander focused on street scout Rodney Parker and the Brooklyn kids he was trying to get into college so they could play their way out of the ghetto.

This story, like Telander’s, follows a single year of playground basketball in New York City.

In this book, Heaven Is a Playground is revisited twenty-five years later. Even some of the same characters, Rodney Parker and Fly Williams, for example, appear here. But this is a story told by an older man about other older men, so it looks at the people who have stayed involved with summer basketball here for three decades and turned a pleasant run into an enduring New York social institution.



The book explores the most broad and fundamental principles of the street game, and it attempts to understand what lies beneath the game’s most blatant features—the leaping, the shouting, the tricks, and the physical confrontations—and what is not so obvious: the culture that has been created within the park.

The story has two central characters. The most important person is Kenny Graham, the man who started the West 4th Street Pro-Classic back in the 1970s and who continues to run it today. The second character is the Cage itself, a tiny park between West 3rd Street and West 4th Street on Sixth Avenue in Greenwich Village. Kenny’s benevolent dictatorship here, combined with the natural discipline enforced by the configuration of the Cage, has produced some great basketball and even better people.

This account does not romanticize eccentric black athletes who can jump to the moon but cannot function in normal society. Instead, it demonstrates that institutions created in the ghetto by the people who live there do the community more good than something imposed by a remote bureaucracy. Inside the Cage is about having fun, sticking with a good thing, and making it better.

Thus, this book should be a welcome antidote to the Ron Artest affair of November 19, 2004. After Artest went into the stands in Detroit to punch out courtside spectators—one of whom had thrown beer on him while he lay on the scorer’s table, taunting Detroit fans—Commissioner David Stern said that this was the single worst event he had seen in twenty-one years of running the NBA, and he banned Artest from playing for the rest of the year. The entire episode was played and replayed on television, in slow motion and super-slow motion, until America couldn’t stand it any longer.

The violence in city playground games can be even worse. But in the Cage at West 4th Street, it is not. While the culture of the National Basketball Association appears to have been deteriorating over the past two decades, the culture of many inner-city parks has been improving. Why is this so? And why do we not know more about it? Why are inner-city black men better able to take care of themselves than the superorganized and superrich NBA?

Money alone does not solve the problem, and it may even make matters worse. The rage and frustration of men living in what they perceive as a hopeless, oppressive environment has been well documented—in movies like Straight Out of Brooklyn, by Matty Rich, and in books like Native Son, by Richard Wright. This rage still exists, and it is likely that Ron Artest feels it, despite his annual salary of $6.2 million. Yet because so many big businesses—and unions—have so much invested in the success of the NBA (each separate team is a big business itself), the problem there will be finessed and negotiated; it will be viewed as a business problem that requires a consensus-based business solution. Unfortunately this approach seldom fixes anything.

At West 4th Street, impulsive violence is understood, even sympathized with. But still, it is not accepted. Players who cause trouble are simply not invited back. More likely, they are identified and dealt with before they can do any harm. That’s how problems get fixed in real life, and that is what Inside the Cage is about. Real life.
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introduction
The Cage


Nobody at West 4th Street in New York City is famous.

No one is rich.

No one is important.

Or influential.

Or politically connected.

But a summer basketball tournament has been going on down here for over twenty-five years, and the same guy who started the tournament is still running it. His name is Kenny Graham. He is fifty years old and he drives a limo for a living. He spends almost half the year in Rio de Janeiro and speaks excellent Portuguese. New York City and the Department of Parks and Recreation give him no assistance with his program. They probably never will.

But his summer tournament is known to basketball insiders around the world. Professional scouts come here from Europe. PlayStation, the giant computer game producer, features the West 4th Street Cage in its hottest video basketball games. Nike is selling a BattleGrounds line of clothing and footwear featuring the Cage logo. The recent book Hoops Nation (1998), by Chris Ballard, evaluated over one thousand public courts for the quality of their pickup games. The Cage was ranked first, the best there is. This is no ordinary playground.

Greenwich Village is a melting pot of New York cultures, the home of New York University and the New School, as well as the heart of New York’s gay community. Partly due to its proximity to Wall Street, real estate values have risen steadily. Retail businesses flourish, and there is no vacant land. Refurbished one-bedroom cooperative apartments start at $300,000, and the zoning board makes it difficult to erect residential buildings. Everything seems to have landmark status.

The Village’s population has increased every decade, and now it stands at about 95,000. While Village residents like to claim that their community is broadly inclusive, fewer than 10 percent of those who live here are black or Hispanic, with only 5 percent of the population on public assistance. Its elementary school population is small, since only 8 percent of the population is under eighteen years old. St. Vincent’s Hospital, on Twelfth Street, is one of the city’s best.

Two of New York’s most elegant gourmet food stores, Balducci’s and Dean & Deluca, got their start in the Village. The community board here is organized, active, and powerful. It has spun off nearly two dozen subcommittees to keep the city aware of its needs. Tony Dapolito, proprietor of Vesuvio’s Bakery Shop on Prince Street, has been chairman of the Parks and Recreation Committee in the Village “for forty-five or fifty years, I can’t remember which,” he says. (The neighbors tell me that the bakery is a known New York Mafia location. I don’t press Tony, who is eighty-two, on the issue.) This collective involvement ensures that public services remain first-rate. The area is politically liberal, but police protection is everywhere.

Village residents are tolerant of the West 4th Street tournament, but every year is a challenge. Local residents seldom play here, so the tournament doesn’t serve residents directly. Gangs, black and Latin, often congregate around the basketball court after dark. At times the police have had to close off the side streets that cross Sixth Avenue to make cruising difficult. Although the tournament adds color to the Village, it can be too much Brooklyn reality for the fashionable Villagers. Still, because the basketball tradition is over thirty years old, a move to shut down the tournament would have ugly racial overtones, which the Village doesn’t want. The relationship between the tournament and the community is delicate, but care by both parties—Kenny Graham and the locals—has kept the tournament going. Kenny Graham did not create the Cage, but no one has put it to better use.

The site itself is unique. The improbability of its placement (in the middle of Greenwich Village) is one of its charms.

At its roots the Cage is a child of the New York subway system, and subways have been its sustaining lifeblood for nearly fifty years. The city’s Department of Transportation purchased the land where the park is located in the 1920s when the city decided to extend the Sixth Avenue subway line south of 14th Street to the Holland Tunnel. Until 1935, when the Department of Transportation first gave the parks department a permit to run the playground, it was simply the land over the Independent line’s new West 4th Street station.

From 1935 until 1953 it remained an unremarkable vest-pocket park in the Village, covering 0.42 acres. It had swings and slides for children and a bocee court for men. Throughout the 1930s and 1940s it was unpaved. When the parks department took official title to the park in 1953, no basketball court existed, and the park’s principal recreation continued to be handball, horseshoes, and relaxation on the park benches. There was no Cage. The parks department was planning to build a wading pool for kids.

In 1954 the parks department made an effort to increase the playground’s size by acquiring all the land between 3rd and 4th streets going east toward MacDougal Street. This acquisition would have more than doubled the size of the park, but it meant condemning a number of occupied buildings. Naturally the buildings’ merchants and residents complained.

Tony Dapolito, chairman of the Village Parks and Recreation Committee, had another reason for opposing expansion of the West 4th Street playground. He realized that if it did not occur, he could get another new park—a substitute if you will—built in his own neighborhood in SoHo. That’s exactly what happened. The expansion was defeated, and the shape of West 4th Street has not changed since. Small restaurants and shops line West 3rd Street, and the famous Blue Note jazz club is just a few doors away from the park.

According to Kenny (no detailed park records exist), basketball entered in a small way when a single backboard and basket were put up in the mid-1950s. The surface was unpaved, and only neighborhood residents used the court. Then in the late 1950s, the parks department erected two permanent baskets and laid down a crude, gritty, asphalt surface. Since the court ran right up to the sidewalk on Sixth Avenue, a twenty-foot fence had to be constructed. The Cage was born.

Cage configurations are not unusual in big cities. Often a cage is the only way to design a court located on a busy street, where the ball has to be kept away from passing pedestrians. What is unusual about the West 4th Street court is that it got and kept its name from the subway station over which it was constructed. Players naturally provide nicknames to popular courts, and in the Village it’s “The Cage at West 4th Street.”

The subway lines that stop here make this location important. The F line forms a U-shaped pattern connecting Jamaica, Queens, with midtown Manhattan, then moving down Sixth Avenue, stopping at West 4th Street, and finally crossing over to Brooklyn, going all the way out to Coney Island. The D line begins up north in the Bronx, moves down past Fordham University, and passes by Yankee Stadium on its route to Brooklyn, going through the Village along the way. The A, C, and E trains come down from Harlem and the Upper West Side along Eighth Avenue, continuing all the way to Wall Street on the E branch. The A train swerves east, heading to Borough Hall in Brooklyn and out to the Aqueduct Race Track and the beaches at Rockaway Park. All these systems stop at West 4th Street.

The Christopher Street station for the number 1 and number 9 Seventh Avenue local trains is located one block to the west, linking the Bronx, Washington Heights, and Harlem to Brooklyn and to the Cage. A few blocks north of the park, on 14th Street, the L line runs west to east across Manhattan before reaching its destination in Brooklyn, passing through New Lots Avenue and Brownsville. The subway connects almost every corner of the three-hundred-square-mile city to West 4th Street, making it possible for players from just about any neighborhood to show up and play basketball.

Bigger and better courts than those at West 4th Street are located two blocks down Sixth Avenue at Houston Street, but they don’t get nearly as much play and attention as the Cage does. There is no subway stop down there, and fewer people pass by to watch.

The courts at West 4th Street have been resurfaced only twice since the late 1950s, and officially the city has never paid much attention to what goes on there. David Dinkins was the only mayor to visit the park, and he did so only once. Until recently the parks department’s official records gave the site no name other than “playground,” but in 1996 it was finally recognized for what it is: “West 4th Street Courts.”

The Cage is the only outdoor court in New York City that brings the best black basketball players into a white neighborhood where they can perform before a racially mixed crowd. Here both groups can mix freely, yet an unspoken tension is still in the air; they do not really speak the same language. The blacks suspect that they are guests and that they are not wanted. The whites are attracted by the players’ strength and agility, but they are constantly on the lookout for black violence, which terrifies them. When a hotly contested game is being played, the tension is electric, and this heightens the excitement of the game for everyone. It is Kenny’s job to keep it all under control.

Rivalries between teams here can be as intense as the soccer rivalries in Europe, and the threat of chaos, of everything breaking down, is always present. Sometimes games do get violent and nasty. But Kenny is part of the street culture; he is not above it, so he understands that he can keep respect for his tournament only if he earns respect for himself. If he were not as tough as his players, con men and hoodlums would have taken over this tournament years ago.

Outbursts of violence are frequent because the court is so small. Years ago, on a sweltering hot July afternoon, Prime Time, a top team back then, was fighting to hold a tiny lead in a bitterly contested game. Kenny was watching quietly, seated in his director’s chair behind the scorer’s table, just a few feet behind the south basket. The crowd was roaring with every shot.

For both teams the defense had become intensely physical; rebounding was an act of war. When a particularly aggressive Prime Time player, an enforcer in a game like this, went crashing into the boards and sent an opposing player sprawling into the fence, the referee quickly blew his whistle and signaled for a flagrant foul, two shots. When the offending player burst out in rage, the ref added a technical foul, one additional shot plus possession of the ball, and he ejected the player from the game.

The enforcer, who was six foot four inches tall with a sculpted 230-pound body and a shaved head, went ballistic. He swore at the refs, and pushed and cursed at anyone near him. Players on both teams began to shove one another. The ejected player wouldn’t leave the court, and he kicked over the scorer’s table. He threw a paper cup full of water into the crowd. He then heaved the basketball over the fence and into the middle of Sixth Avenue, where it bounced off the hood of a passing car, disrupting traffic.

At considerable personal risk, Kenny confronted the enraged player and told him that he had to calm down, that his behavior was degrading to himself and to the league. “We are a black basketball league playing in a white neighborhood,” he began. “We can be shut down in a minute. You’ve played here a long time, and you know what I’m talking about.”

The two of them were nose to nose.

“Let me ask you,” Kenny continued. “Is this the way you repay me for what I am doing for you?”

Neither man backed down, but the ranting subsided and the player eventually left the court without further violence. The crowd calmed down, the game continued, and order was restored. After the game, Kenny told the player that he would be suspended for the following season. He is back now, and he’s still a tough player but is a well-respected citizen of the league.

Without this kind of support from Kenny, the referees could not operate. “There are some thugs in this league,” Kenny says with a sigh, “but we try to stay on top of them and their coaches so that they play under control.”

Inner-city basketball is a serious business. Respect, even more than victory, is always on the line. The men who play here don’t live in white clapboard houses with soft green lawns and a two-car garage. They live in huge apartment complexes surrounded by concrete and blacktop, and they spend much of their lives on the streets. Without respect, street life is intolerable.

Iron Mike Montague is one of those players drawn to the Cage from far away. Mike lives uptown in Harlem, but he has been playing here for forty years. He is particularly adept at helping Kenny manage the occasional troublemaker. Although it is rare to have a gun incident at the park, a few years ago one of Kenny’s staff members showed up with a loaded pistol in his athletic bag. Apparently he had a score to settle. In a boastful moment, he gave one of the kids in the park a glance at the weapon. In seconds Kenny knew about it and he called Iron Mike over and whispered in his ear. When the staff member stood up to change his shirt, Iron Mike quietly sat down in a chair next to the troubled man.

Unobtrusively Iron Mike slid the bag with the gun in it under his chair. The movement of the bag was no more than eighteen inches. The two men’s eyes met, and Mike gave the disturbed staffer a half smile and a knowing nod. No one in his right mind tangles with Iron Mike—at least not when he is looking at you. The game commenced. Mike never moved and neither did the bag. Kenny engaged the staffer in discussion; he sent him on important errands; he asked his opinion about other staffers. He gave him attention and treated him with respect. Two hours later, at dusk, when the game was over and most of the players had dispersed, Mike gently handed the staffer his bag. Everything was cool. The staff member is a trusted regular, and he has not stepped out of line since that day. At the time, little was said. A more reflective chat with the staffer would come later, but disaster was averted. No one was embarrassed and no one was put on the spot.

It is amazing that the Cage needs so little security. The operators at Rucker Park uptown use metal detectors, a uniformed security team, and police officers to keep the fans under control. The only time the police have been involved at the Cage is when a player is hurt and the police come because they get through to the EMT team more quickly.

Kenny is not perfect, and saints do not populate the park. Every guy does not go home to his wife every night, and the women who come here regularly are not all librarians and schoolteachers. Some men live off women. Others profit from disability and welfare scams. Some people here do not file tax returns. Lending them money might be a bad idea. I can’t imagine Jimmy Stewart as a character in a movie about West 4th Street. But it works; the Cage has developed a successful culture of its own.

Over the years good basketball at West 4th Street has created a coterie of basketball purists who understand basketball and want to see it played well. If games have no team play or no defense, or if they degenerate into shoving matches, these fans lose interest and go elsewhere. If the game is good, there is no better place to be.

Mike Williams, cofounder of the tournament with Kenny in 1977, was a park player and a referee, and he retains great affection for West 4th Street fans. “All sorts of people would come to watch games in the early days,” he recalls. “They’d have their spots along the fence. Some people had regular locations. If they weren’t there, if they missed a few days, you’d think that something was wrong. You’d become concerned. Often I would say to a person, ‘I didn’t see you last week. You all right?’ People who you thought never knew you would stop you on the street and say hello. I was a boy from the Lower East Side and this was not my neighborhood, so it was heartwarming. Total strangers wanted to speak with you. You always felt right at home there.”

Hassan Duncombe, one of the league’s great power players of the 1990s and a star at the University of Pennsylvania, could easily look down on games dominated by skittering guard play, but he doesn’t. “West 4th Street is better than any other tournament I’ve ever played in,” he says, “and I’ve played in the Sonny Hill league in Philadelphia and most of the New York and New Jersey summer tournaments. The big difference at West 4th is the relationship with the fans. They are so close; they really become a part of the game. I consider some of them friends of mine.”

Because of the court’s small size, the action of the game is compact and intense. A regulation court is ninety-four feet by fifty feet, but the West 4th Street court is only sixty-six feet by forty-five feet, and this width is measured from fence to fence. The marked sidelines, which are generally ignored, make the width of the court only thirty-eight feet, too narrow for ten large bodies. The distance from the foul lines to center court is fifteen feet. This means that the short trip up and down the court produces a game with more shooting and more offense with less legwork.

Big people moving quickly in a small area are bound to bump into one another, so the West 4th Street games remain the city’s roughest. Lambert Shell, a star here for over a decade, has always played a physical game, so he likes the court. “I’m getting older and I like a small court,” he says. “And frankly, I like to hit guys. That’s part of my game.” Referees must distinguish between the inevitable contact of play and fouling. This is not easy. No court demands more of officials.

Buddy Keaton, who runs his own referee camp and has been calling games at West 4th Street for twenty years, understands the disciplines of the Cage well. “It is a very tough assignment, and many refs don’t want to work there. You must earn the respect of the players and coaches. Plus there must be leadership and support from the league. Kenny is a very strong person, and that helps. Working here makes you a better ref and a better person. If you can work here, you can work anywhere.”

The same principle applies to the players.

Any small court naturally favors the defense. With ten mobile players on the court, it is easier to double-team the man with the ball, easier to knock the ball out of someone’s hands, and easier to intercept passes. The college game of passing the ball around the perimeter quickly, then reversing it, hoping to find the open man, is unnatural for a small court. Defensive players don’t have to move much, so they are not easily caught out of position. Furthermore, because the players are such great athletes and move so well off the dribble, it makes less sense to set a screen or a pick for another player; all you do is bring another defender to him. The offense is more likely to clear out for a perimeter player, or dump the ball into the center down low, and then let the man with the ball work for the shot. The small court produces a simpler, more athletic game.

West 4th Street places a premium on good ball handling. “The small court makes you do all the right things,” explains Tony Hargraves, the leader of Prime Time during its championship years. “This court improves your game. It is a place where you cannot continue to make mistakes,” he explains. “Anthony Mason is a prime example. West 4th Street polished his game. His strength was important to him, but the park competition also taught him that he had to move much more quickly. It improved his ball handling. Mason is one of the best ball-handling big men in the NBA, and the Cage was a major contributor.”

It is no wonder basketball purists love the kind of game that the Cage produces. People on the fence can see everything. They catch the subtlety of the footwork and find fear in a player’s eyes. At times they can be closer to the players than the men they are playing against. Quickness is more important than power, because powerful men can be double-teamed. Spectators feel the intensity of competitive basketball. Players get to show ’em what they’ve got.

The early history of the Cage was notable for its pickup games. It attracted some of the best players anywhere, including the Power Memorial High School sensation Lew Alcindor, now Kareem AbdulJabbar. Pickup games have drawn famous basketball enthusiasts like Bill Cosby and Denzel Washington. Denzel is the only prominent alumnus of West 4th Street to give money back to Kenny for the program. Most successful players, though they speak well of the tournament, do not return to support it.

Iron Mike remembers when the park was discovered by the players uptown. “The first migration of players began in the early 1960s,” he recalls. “Players started coming down from the Battleground on 151st Street and Amsterdam Avenue and the Pit on 151st Street and Seventh Avenue. Word got around that you could get a good run at West 4th Street, and it took you out of the neighborhood.”

At the same time, players from all over Brooklyn—Bedford-Stuyvesant, Tillary Park, the Hole in Brownsville, and the Fort Greene projects—found their way to West 4th Street. Kenny points out, “There weren’t very many tournaments in those days. Everything was a pickup game. So good players were drawn to anything organized.”

Unlike every other summer tournament in the city, the same man has remained in control, and this makes Kenny’s tournament different. For example, corporate sponsors now run most big tournaments, and money comes with a price of its own. Ray Diaz runs the Nike Pro City tournament, but Nike owns the league. Nike rents the facility, and Nike can hire whomever it wishes. But Kenny’s tournament is called Ken Graham’s West 4th Street Pro-Classic. It is his, and he will not let sponsors change the way he runs his games. Not even Nike. Nor do Internet and video sponsors orchestrate the tournament to accommodate their filming. No one is allowed inside the Cage’s playing area to film. That goes for the TV networks as well. Kenny never seeks publicity, and he pays no attention to how others run their tournaments.

This independent spirit and autocratic management method is not supposed to work. Kenny does not build a consensus or ask others for advice. He calls himself the commissioner, but controls everything and does what he wants. Any management textbook would tell you this method can’t succeed over the long haul, but few writers of textbooks spend much time on city streets. And none of them know Kenny Graham.

It might be said that everyone who came to West 4th Street in the 1970s shared a more unified view of life. Martin Luther King Jr. was successful in the 1950s and 1960s because his audience, black and white, shared a common culture. The issues divided people, but the society was whole. This was true even in the segregated South, which was thoroughly Christian. Segregation was shown to be an error because the central ethical assumptions of both blacks and whites were similar. Lester Maddox looked bad because he was hypocritical, and his Bible-toting supporters were shown to violate their own rules. But there was none of today’s separatist rhetoric, no “you owe me” entitlement thinking or divisive legal finagling. Now, proclaiming the same message, King would probably fail. He would not be understood. In the 1970s the Cage enjoyed the same broad-based camaraderie. The dilution of this spirit, even though it may have been lessened at West 4th Street, has made Kenny’s job more wearing.



The Cage is a symbol for everyone. It is a New York thing. As Buddy Keaton says, if you can make it here, you can make it anywhere. Your past means nothing. Inside the Cage, men get a fresh start every day.

Nike’s new BattleGrounds merchandise line has gotten at least one thing right: West 4th Street is a battleground. All battlegrounds are sacred places. That is why we remember them so well, and that is why we revisit them. Battlegrounds are where fates are determined, lives are changed, and often, people rise to new levels. People can be perfected here. The Cage at West 4th Street is hallowed ground—for all the right reasons.





Part One
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EARLY SEASON ACTION




chapter one
The Twenty-fifth Season Begins: The Tip-off Games


The tip-off game on Saturday, June 1, 2002, officially begins the twenty-fifth season. Tip-off weekend is a four-team set of exhibition games featuring the best teams from the previous season. The flags are flying today just as they have since the tournament’s earliest days. Iron Mike has placed a huge American flag atop the interior fence that faces Sixth Avenue. On each side of Old Glory is a T-shirt, one from the New York Police Department and the other from the New York Fire Department. Under them are six more banners—three with the Nike Swoosh logo and three from Mistic, the soft-drink sponsor.

This is a beautiful late spring day, sunny and in the seventies. Kenny arrives bright and early, as do Arizona Pearson and Rick Johnson, both of whom have agreed to take over when Kenny is not around. Rick was the commissioner the year before, and he’s been with Kenny, generally as timekeeper, for over twenty years. Today he is sitting at his favorite spot for watching a game—atop an eight-foot stepladder reserved for his use.



Rick has good ears; he knows what’s happening on the streets. At the end of one season, word spread that a fancy drug dealer from uptown was going to enter a team at West 4th Street. These guys may want to run things, and they may intimidate referees and threaten opposing players when the game is not going their way. For Kenny’s benefit Rick kept a recorded call from an uptown coach who cited a number of dangerous incidents that this team had been responsible for the previous year. This kind of information is valuable to Kenny.

Rick understands hustlers because he is a bit of a hustler himself, and he enjoys keeping his private life mysterious. He can be evasive and difficult to get hold of, and he once confided to a friend, “I am a criminal. But I like the way I live. In the entire course of my life I have spent a total of three hours in jail, and that was for driving with an expired license. Every day I get up in the morning I am happy to be here.” Rick may or may not be a criminal, but if there is heat around, he never seems to feel it.

Arizona Pearson, now a schoolteacher, played in the tournament for more than ten years, and he finished his playing days with the championship Prime Time teams. Now he runs the boys’ youth program. Today the first of two high school boys’ games began at 10:00 A.M. This was followed by the season opener for Janice Carter’s women’s division a little after noon.

As usual, Kenny runs things inside the Cage. He does this with the subtlest gestures: a nod, a wave of his finger, a few syllables. The people who work for him at the park know their jobs, and they seek his approval more than his direction.

People are hanging on the fence and milling around behind the basket in the spectator area, which includes the scorer’s table. There are roughly sixty people (forty men and twenty women) in the crowd behind the basket, with another two hundred to two hundred fifty hanging on the fences that define the court, sometimes standing three and four deep, waiting for the game.

In dealing with his inner circle of sixty-odd people standing inside the park, Kenny reveals a subtle mastery of status management. What has been designated as a VIP area behind the basket is only thirty-two feet square, but Kenny rules it like a medieval principality. He allows some people to sit in front next to the scorer’s table, while others can stand inside the rope designating the staff area, but behind Kenny in his director’s chair. Everyone else must find his spot behind the rope.

All four director’s chairs are occupied. One of Kenny’s reliable regular helpers, Robert Blue, is sitting in one of them. Today Blue is dressed in a Denver Broncos outfit—shirt, hat, pants, and brilliant orange sneakers. Blue owns dozens of shirts, shorts, caps, and shoes of NBA, NFL, and top college teams. Tomorrow he may come dressed as a Cleveland Cavalier, the day after as a New York Knick. Blue is always in uniform.

Everyone inside the rope has been affiliated with the tournament for years. Kenny will determine which coaches to favor with new Nike shorts, who gets the free Mistic soft drinks, and which of Kenny’s workers will sit by the cooler, officially dispensing free soft drinks. Kenny manages all these gradations of approval. He keeps the crowd happy and organized. It is easier to manage people with perks than with punishment.

Five people run a West 4th Street basketball game. The commissioner, if he is present, is in charge of everything that goes on inside the Cage. Kenny is doing that today. At the scorer’s table sits the timekeeper, James Kelly, and the official scorekeeper, Vanessa Charles. Vanessa is a capable woman in her twenties who likes the environment and does a nerve-racking job very well. The announcer and the keeper of the scoreboard at midcourt complete the team.

Another distinctive tradition of the Cage is a result of Kenny’s refusal to get a decent scoreboard. At midcourt, standing in front of a two-foot-by-eighteen-inch blackboard with a piece of chalk in one hand and a rag in the other, is a tall, lanky keeper of the scoreboard, aptly named Moneybags. (His real name is Bobby Dyson, but no one uses it.) The nickname is ironic, as he is always out of cash. Moneybags is about fifty years old, and at times he lives on the streets, sleeping in shelters for homeless men. His job is to rewrite the score after every point is made, and the announcer refers to him as the electronic scoreboard. When Moneybags doesn’t make it to the park, Isaiah Jackson keeps the score in his place. No game begins without someone keeping score in the middle of the court.

Moneybags is part of a traditon of eccentric West 4th Street scorekeepers. During the seventies and eighties a man known only as Omar Khayyam, a mysterious loner, kept score for over ten years until one winter he simply disappeared. Omar’s dress was as unconventional as his behavior. A typical outfit would consist of a Thelonious Monk narrow-brimmed fedora with a feather, a bright orange West 4th Street T-shirt, wide black-and-white pin-striped slacks cut off just below the knee, knee-high basketball socks, and the latest Nike footwear. Joe Merriweather remembers him as “a very intelligent man who held a responsible job until he developed his drinking problem.”

In this beautiful summer weather, every young woman in Manhattan seems to have made the switch to flip-flops and pedicures. Many of the women at the park are dressed for the beach. For this game people will line up all along the fences on both sides of the court. Many more watch for a few minutes and then move on. The area behind the scorer’s table is always crowded. Two trees with sturdy branches overhang the court, and a few kids climb up the trees to watch the game.

Because Sixth Avenue is so badly paved on this corner, the constant traffic produces a dull humming, thumping drone in the background. Horns honk, but no one notices. Down here, fans and players are oblivious to street life. The Cage is its own little world.

Rebekah, another young woman, has taken an interest in the games, and today Kenny formally introduces himself to her and sets her up in a director’s chair. Rosy gives her a T-shirt, and Arizona makes sure she has an ample supply of Mistic. The announcer notices the treatment she is getting and can’t let it pass without a comment. “Ladies and gentlemen, I want you all to know we have Britney Spears in the house today.”

From now on, Rebekah will be hooked on the Cage. She will show up frequently when she gets out of work early. “I know why people love to come here,” she says. “All the players are stars and I’m Britney Spears.”

The park is full of old-timers, most of whom have not seen one another since last season. Opening day at West 4th Street is a festive social event. Julius Edwards (Honey Bun) and Roland Rooks are the referees for this game; John Clark and Nate Braswell will do the game between Nike One and the Youngsters. They have been refereeing games here for nearly twenty years.

Rodney Parker, the well-known ad hoc scout and basketball polymath, always makes opening day. Rodney has a comment on everyone. Pointing out one of the players warming up, he remarks, “The kid had great talent, but he was chucked out of a Big East college after one year. I told him he never should have gone there. Had an attitude problem. He was good when he was young, but they’re all good when they’re young. Most of ’em don’t realize—you got to get better.”

The dean of all high school scouts, Tom Konchalski, is also at the Cage. Tom is a very tall, quiet man with an incredible memory—he never seems to forget a name. He attended Archbishop Molloy High School in the city but was not much of a player there. “Scouting is my revenge on the game,” he says with a twinkle in his eye. He was a full-time teacher until about twenty years ago, when he decided to convert the love of his life—watching basketball—into a profession.

He doesn’t drive a car, but he still attends hundreds of high school games up and down the East Coast, and he makes a respectable living by selling his basketball-scouting newsletter to 250 college coaches. Point out a good player to him, and he will tell you about the player’s family, his personal habits, his grades, and where he is likely to play next year. He knows which players are just immature and which are thugs. When there are no games to watch, he attends high school practice sessions, and perhaps has dinner afterward with the coach. His entire life is comprised of basketball people of all ages and all generations. No scout is more thorough; no scout digs deeper. When Tom tells a college coach that a kid can play at the Division I level, the kid is signed.

Kenny’s longtime friend Bill Parker has arrived, and his son, young Bill, known as Smush, stops by with his sister, Joi. Smush has recently passed up his last two years at Fordham to enter the NBA draft. Dee Foreman, often called D-23, the announcer on the megaphone, spots him. “We have Smush Parker in the crowd today, folks. He’ll be makin’ a run with the NBA this year. Just you wait; he’ll be there. Good luck, man.”

Smush says seventeen teams have contacted him, and he has already been to four NBA trials (Knicks, Wizards, Raptors, and Magic). Next week he will go to a big NBA-sponsored camp in Chicago. For hopefuls like Smush on the margin of the draft, the camp is a big event. His father says that not only do coaches watch the athletes play, but they observe the players off the court to see how they mix with one another. Smush knows he did badly in one of his try-outs, but he did better in the other three.

Smush is naturally reserved, almost ill at ease talking with older people. He explains the pressure he is under: “It is intense, you know. A team will bring down four guards, put them through drills in the morning, and then have them play two-on-two in the afternoon. Coaches watch every move you make, and they offer suggestions. Then we are flown home that night. We may be asked back, or we may not.”

Mike Williams, the tournament’s cofounder, stands behind the rope, claiming no special recognition. He likes opening day. Mike has a natural reserve about him, and today he is wearing dark slacks and a starched white shirt open at the neck, more formal than the rest of the crowd. He just left the Bishop Loughlin Memorial High School graduation earlier in the morning. He loves his school (he is the athletic director there) and is always ready to say something good about it. “You know what they told us at graduation?” he asks rhetorically. “They told us that forty-two percent of the class would be attending college on some sort of scholarship. That says something about our kids and the way we prepare them.”

Mark Figueroa, coach of last year’s winner, Nike One, gets knuckles, arms, hugs, and assorted forms of fives from everyone around the scorer’s table. He’s a jovial guy, enjoying the limelight he has earned. His team, along with Sid Jones’s United Brooklyn, has just returned from a Nike-sponsored Memorial Day tournament in Venice Beach, California. Someone in the crowd hollers at him, “How’d it go, Fig?”

Fig hollers back, “First game against Las Vegas, we win by thirty-eight. Next we play Seattle. Beat them by thirty-eight. Then we get Sid and he beats us…. Hey, I’m tellin’ ya, New York is tough.”

The voice yells back, “Yo, Fig, you could have just stayed home and lost to Sid.”

Along with Nike One and United Brooklyn, the top teams in the league this year should be Karriem Memminger’s Shooting Stars, B & B Foods, All Out, and the X-Men. The X-Men, coached by Dytanya Mixson, won the tournament a few years ago, and they are loaded with Bedford-Stuyvesant veterans. Karriem Memminger’s Shooting Stars are from Queens, and like all the perennially strong teams, they have played together for years. The heart of the team is a group of five guys who played at the University of Bridgeport from 1990 to 1992, led by Lambert Shell.

Kenny has never had a professional public-address system, and there is no music. Basketball here is not a media event. The tournament’s finances are simple and straightforward. All teams pay for the referees at each game ($75 per game for each team). This year’s $750 entry fee covers shirts, league equipment, and awards. Sponsorship money (from Nike and Mistic) pays the parks department for the right to use the space, which can cost from $5,000 to $7,000 for the summer. For fifteeen years the parks department charged nothing, or the charges were small, just a few hundred dollars. But when Rudolph Giuliani became mayor and the Fila and Nike banners went up, the city decided it was time to collect. Sponsorship money also covers the trophies at the end of the year along with $10 cash paid to each of the staff, which runs between $70 and $100 per game. On weekends Kenny also buys meals for the staff, since they must work all day long. It is a hot, tedious job. If extra money remains, Kenny pays the staff a year-end bonus, and he pays Rick Johnson, who acts as commissioner in his absence. The directors are paid nothing.

Kenny could charge more, but he doesn’t want to drive out teams that have been supporting the league for years. Of course $750 doesn’t cover all the fees, and it won’t buy all the stuff that Kenny would like to give away, so his search for sponsors is unending.

Compared with other tournaments, expenses here are low. For example, Greg Marius has been running the Entertainers Classic tournament at Rucker Park for more than twenty years, and he’s close to making a living at it. He’s got nine record labels paying sponsorhip money, he has Reebok providing playing gear plus cash, along with Gatorade, Pepsi, and AT&T as sponsors. His expenses are high. He must rent temporary bleachers allowing him to legally admit twelve hundred people. He pays for his security, his announcers, and the rest of his staff. He also has to pay the city to use the park.

Greg films all his games at his own expense, and he sells the DVDs he produces. Last year Reebok bought fifty thousand of his DVDs, and he hopes to sell more this year. Thanks to his connection with the NBA, MSG Network films his games and plays highlights of one game a week on its New York TV station. The Entertainers has a first-rate Web site and a clothing store near the park. Kenny has none of this.
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