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FOREWORD

By Jan Volk

Some were superstars, and some were not, but from the moment they each first wore the simple Kelly-green-and-white Celtics uniform, they became part of something quite special, part of a winning tradition unique in all of sports. Red Auerbach, first as coach, then as general manager, and finally as team president, fostered an environment where success was measured by collective achievement, not by individual statistics and accolades. He sought out and found exceptional athletes willing to subordinate their elite skills within a team setting to attain collective success. In so doing, he created teams that won eight straight NBA titles, nine titles in 10 years, 11 in 13 years, and 16 overall—an accomplishment that is not likely to be approached again.

While many players played their entire NBA careers for the Celtics, some played only a portion of theirs. Nonetheless, no matter how long or short their tenure, nearly everyone who played in a Celtics uniform understood the legacy and experienced a bond with those who preceded them and with those who were to follow in their path. They defined themselves as Celtics even if the bulk of their careers were played somewhere else. Once a Celtic, always a Celtic!

For those of us lucky enough to be part of this extraordinary organization, as I was for 26 years, there was a clear understanding that we were more than mere caretakers of this dynasty, we were, in fact, solemn keepers of a public trust. And that was a role we took very seriously.

In this book, Michael McClellan highlights the essence of this special relationship as he weaves his way through Celtics history, viewing that history through the eyes of so many players who wore the Celtics colors in “basketball battle,” as legendary Celtics announcer Johnny Most characterized every NBA game. This is essentially an oral chronicle of this remarkable organization, told by those who created the pride and tradition and by those who lived up to its standards. From Bob Brannum, Easy Ed Macauley, and Bob Cousy to Paul Pierce and Kevin Garnett, and so many players in between, McClellan has recounted their amazing stories of success, and sometimes failure.

Despite my working relationship with many of these players over many years and a thorough knowledge of Celtics history in general, I was surprised to learn important facts about virtually all of these Celtics that I simply didn’t know and which I found absolutely fascinating. Few of them achieved success as a basketball player without having to overcome serious obstacles, whether on or off the court. Basketball fans in general, and Celtics fans in particular, will find this book to be an excellent and informative read, filled with insights. Even the most ardent Celtics fan will learn a lot about their favorite team.


PREFACE

Two words: Jeff Twiss

When I started writing this book, it wasn’t a book at all. It was one interview, a sit-down with Celtics legend K. C. Jones conducted more than 20 years ago. One interview became two, two became three, and before you know it, a mosaic began to form, stories told by players and coaches of varying prominence and different eras, all of them breathing new life into the NBA’s most decorated franchise. There was never serious thought given to putting these stories together in one volume. Occasionally, a player would suggest it—“Easy” Ed Macauley, Gene Conley, and Bill Sharman come to mind—but life has a way of getting in the way. I had a child to raise. My father passed away. Responsibilities piled up. Through it all I kept conducting interviews, whether via a series of legal pad exchanges with Sharman (whose damaged vocal chords prevented him from speaking to me in the conventional way), or by hanging with players on their home turf (e.g., meeting up with Xavier McDaniel for an entertaining afternoon in Columbia, South Carolina), or by balling with some of the NBA’s greatest players at Bill Russell’s fantasy camp in Vegas.

It’s during the Vegas trip that I had the honor and privilege of conversing with Mr. Russell and sitting down with Sam Jones. Havlicek, too. In each case, I would ask a question about Jeff, who has spent more than 35 years with the Celtics, and I was struck (but not surprised) by the love, respect, and admiration that these legends have for team’s VP of media services and alumni relations. As I continued interviewing players, I made it a point to ask a Twiss question—a favorite story or a fond memory—and I was always impressed with how highly everyone spoke of him. It didn’t matter if I asked the Twiss question to legendary players like Russell or Larry Bird, or to role players like a Mark Acres or a Greg Kite. I learned that Jeff treated them all the same.

Fast forward to November 2016. My son, who is home from college on Thanksgiving break, suggests that I do something with the 75-plus interviews I’ve conducted with former Celtics of all eras. “Why don’t you put them together and share them with the world?” he asks.

The question comes as I’m interviewing Grammy-winning singers Al Jarreau, Melissa Manchester, Ne-Yo, Keb’ Mo’, and Big Daddy Kane for a different project. The resulting epiphany knocks me on my ass. Why not organize the interviews by decade, and then get out of the way and let the players tell the story? Better yet, why not incorporate music as the backdrop? Ask hip-hop legend Big Daddy Kane, who grew up not far from the Patterson houses that produced Nate Archibald, to lend his creative juices to the book. Take the reader on a fresh journey of Boston Celtics history, through the players’ own words.

And there you have it: The Boston Celtics. From set shot to hip-hop.

Which brings me back to Jeff. This project isn’t complete without shining the spotlight on the man who prefers to operate far away from it. And what better way than have three of the coolest Celtics ever—Dee Brown, Bill Walton, and Larry Bird—tell you what Jeff means to them.

Enjoy!

—Michael D. McClellan

Dee Brown on Jeff Twiss

“My nickname for Jeff was the ‘Media Assassin,’” Brown says with a laugh. “Everybody called him ‘Twister,’ but not me. I called him the ‘Media Assassin’ because if anyone did anything wrong in the media, he would crucify them.

“Jeff taught me how to talk to the media,” Brown continues. “Back then print media was big, and that was mainly the Boston Herald and the Boston Globe. He taught me how to talk to Jackie MacMullan, Bob Ryan, Dan Shaughnessy, and Steve Bulpett. He was like, ‘Know their names, Dee. Say hello to them.’ Those types of things are invaluable. I see these people now, and they’re like, ‘Hey, Dee, how are you doing?’ I never had an issue with any of them. I didn’t agree with everything they wrote, but I never had a bad relationship with any of them.

“Jeff also taught me that you don’t talk about yourself, no matter how well you play. Always talk about your teammates first. Always look the media in the eye. If you have any doubts regarding a question, repeat it to yourself so that you understand it before answering. Those are some of the little things that made a big difference, things that later helped me when I was on ESPN.”

Bill Walton on Jeff Twiss

“I love all things Jeff Twiss,” Walton says. “Jeff Twiss is as fine, as smart, as kind, and as selfless a person as you will ever know. Jeff is that guy who is always able to bridge any gap. Once you become a part of the Boston Celtics organization, you’re a Celtic for life, and what he’s done in terms of keeping the Celtics family together can’t be overstated. So many people have moved on and have transitioned to new lives, while others have passed away, but Jeff is the one constant that keeps the Celtics family connected. Jeff continues to be the communications hub that is so vital for the family. He cares deeply, and that’s what being a Celtic is all about.

“One of life’s great challenges is to have a dream, chase that dream, make your dream your job, and make your job your life. That’s what I’ve tried to do, and that’s what I’ve learned how to do from someone like Jeff Twiss, who, as a perfect Celtic, selflessly sacrifices his time and energy. It’s always about others. It’s never about himself. It’s never about the challenges, the issues, the difficulties, the adversities, or the struggles that he faces. Jeff Twiss is like Bill Russell, in that both want to answer the same questions: What can I do to make this team better? How can I help my teammates perform at their best? It’s why someone like Bill Walton is forever a proud, loyal, and grateful member of the Boston Celtics.”

Larry Bird on Jeff Twiss

“I remember the day that Jeff got there,” Bird says. “He was only the second PR guy that the Celtics ever had. He came in pretty early in my career, and he worked under a guy named Howie McHugh, who I thought the world of. Jeff fit in great. If you talk to anyone who’s ever worked with him, he’s nothing but a pleasure to work for and work with. He’s first-class, his family is first-class, and everything about him is positive. And I’m not just saying that because we’re doing something nice for him. He’s always been one of the best to work with, as far as I’m concerned.

“One of the reasons Jeff’s had so much success is because he treated everyone the same. It didn’t matter if you played a lot of minutes or no minutes. Everyone knew that he cared. He always asked about your family. I see Jeff two or three times a year, and he always makes it a point to visit with me. He knows my kids and my wife. And it’s not because I’m Larry Bird. Jeff’s the same with everybody.

“As Bill said, Jeff has done a great job keeping the Celtic family together. He appreciates the history of the team, and he cares about the players and coaches who’ve been a part of the organization. It’s more than a job to him. It’s his life’s work, and he’s done it better than anyone. I think it’s great that you’re including him in this book. He’s an important part of Boston Celtics history.”


PART I

Rise and Shine

1946–1969

“Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.”

—William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night, Act II, Scene V

“If Shakespeare can compare all of life to a stage, maybe it’s not odd to believe that part of the play can take place on a basketball court.”

—Eleven-time NBA Champion Bill Russell

“Bill Russell was a powerful activist. He took a stand, and he risked losing everything just being seated at the table with the likes of Muhammad Ali and Jim Brown back in the 1960s. I think a move like that in the prime of his career was monumental, and a powerful statement for black people. It showed just how woke this brother was. Like, ‘Yeah, I’m making millions, and I’m happy to make these here millions, and I’m enjoying life, life is good. I’m paid. I’m an NBA champion, but I will risk it all to do something powerful to unify my people.’”

—Grammy-winner Big Daddy Kane


Chapter 1

Birth of a Franchise (1946–1950)

Seven decades have passed since the late Walter Brown founded the Boston Celtics, and what a trip it’s been. Seventeen world championships. Forty Hall of Famers. Legends. Lottery picks. Dynasties. Tragedies. Times have changed, and so has the money (and just about everything else): Back then, players eked out a living in dank, smoke-filled gyms, and most held other jobs to pay the bills. Today, the NBA’s beautiful millionaires arrive in couture. Cameras transform the bowels of basketball arenas into gritty catwalks, as fashion-forward players like LeBron James and Russell Westbrook make the abbreviated trek from parking lot to locker room, the spectacle of it all tweeted and re-tweeted as feverishly as any in-game highlight captured after the opening tip. That’s how today’s NBA rolls.

Basketball and fashion, two disparate worlds when Walter Brown and the other owners formed the BAA in 1945, are now inseparable. The genesis goes back decades but accelerates in 2005, a year after an infamous brawl—forever known as the “Malice at the Palace”—between Indiana Pacers and Detroit Pistons players escalates into a battle royale involving fans. While the melee results in nearly $10 million in forfeited paychecks and 146 games lost in suspensions, the seeds of a fashion revolution are planted the moment a fan’s cup splashes off Ron Artest in that Pacers blowout win on Detroit’s home turf. Eleven months later, on October 17, 2005, NBA players are ambushed by a memo from then-commissioner David Stern. A league-wide dress code is going into effect. No more baggy jeans. No fitted baseball caps. No XXXL white T-shirts. No Timberland boots. Oversized necklaces—even ones with religious pendants—are also out.

The backlash is immediate. Some deride it as the “A. I. Rule” after Philadelphia 76ers guard Allen Iverson. Others see it as a racist move targeting black players, or a direct slap at the hip-hop community. “There was a line drawn,” says one-time Boston Celtics guard Chauncey Billups, “and it was clear that the black players were being singled out for a certain look. It was the league’s way of separating its product from hip-hop culture.”

The initial response is one of defiance—Iverson wears only the loosest fitting suits, insisting that his comfort is paramount—but the players gradually turn an obvious assault on symbols of blackness to their dramatic advantage, dressing to the nines as if the policy had been their idea all along. More than a decade later, players including LeBron, Kevin Durant, and Dwayne Wade frequently sit front row at fashion shows both in New York and Europe, and some have even launched their own collections.

“Fashion, hip-hop, and basketball have become a powerful Big Three,” says rapper Big Daddy Kane, who, along with friend and hip-hop legend Biz Markie, have graciously agreed to lend their creative juices to this book. “Check my hairstyle when Ain’t No Half-Steppin’ blew up: The high-top fade. It wasn’t long before NBA stars like Patrick Ewing and Shawn Kemp were doing the same thing. And it works in the other direction. Hip-hop artists see their favorite players wearing a certain sneaker, and they won’t rest until they have their feet in a pair.”

To Kane’s point, this blurring of the lines between fashion, music, and hoops explains why teenage boys and grown men all over the world wait in long lines in the bitter cold for a pair of Yeezys. The shoe game has always been an extension of the game itself, connecting us with our heroes on a deeply personal level. Clyde Frazier was Puma. George “Iceman” Gervin was Nike. Dr. J, Magic, and Bird not only wore Converse—they were Converse. We bought their shoes not because they could make us play like them but because they made us feel connected to them.

In 1946, the Boston Celtics wear the same shoe as everyone else—those iconic Chuck Taylor Converse All-Stars. The first game is played on November 5, 1946, in front of 4,329 fans. On the radio, Frankie Carle dominates the airwaves with a song called Rumors Are Flying. On the court, the C’s lose to the Chicago Stags, 57–55. The game, played in the 13,909-seat Boston Garden, begins an hour after the scheduled tip because Boston’s Chuck Connors splinters a wooden backboard with a practice dunk before the game. It’s the first time in NBA history that a player breaks a backboard, but it won’t be the last; in 1979, Philadelphia’s Darryl Dawkins shatters two during the same season, prompting the league to implement collapsible rims.

Phil Knight has already inserted Nike into the crowded basketball sneaker market by the time Dawkins shatters his first backboard, signing 25 NBA players to its “Pro Club” and firing the opening salvo in a bitter, ongoing battle to dress our feet. For Converse—the de facto basketball shoe maker up to that point—Nike’s arrival on the scene marks the beginning of the end. Consider: A young Michael Jordan is wearing Converse when the North Carolina Tar Heels win the 1982 National Championship on his go-ahead jumper with 15 seconds remaining, but His Airness wants no part of the Converse brand when he turns pro. Turns out that Jordan is smitten with adidas.

Today, the thought of Michael Jordan balling in Three Stripes seems about as likely as an Eminem speech at a Donald Trump rally, but he orders his agent, David Falk, to work a deal. Negotiations hit an immediate snag; adidas, circa 1984, is in the midst of bitter family in-fighting, and the controlling faction doesn’t think Jordan is tall enough to rep its brand. All this bickering opens the door for Nike, who offers Jordan a half-million a year in cash for five years. Jordan takes the Nike offer to adidas in the hopes of getting something close. As ludicrous as it seems today, company execs rebuff him yet again.

“To be fair, no one could have known Michael Jordan was going to become the most marketable athlete on the planet,” says former Celtic Dee Brown. “But if I’m adidas, I’m kicking myself the way Portland still kicks itself for drafting Sam Bowie instead of MJ in ’84.”

Fast-forward to the winter of 1985. The Air Jordan line of basketball shoes is about to be released—nay, unleashed—on the market, creating a phenomenon that is still spinning today. The Jordan brand and its Jumpman logo generate $3 billion in sneaker sales in 2015, numbers incomprehensible to any of the players toiling in the BAA that first season, with its $75 per-game salary and $200 player bonus going to the championship team. The 1946–47 Boston Celtics don’t get a whiff of that bonus. They limp to a 22–38 record that first season, fifth place in the Eastern Division, with all of its players balling in Chucks.

“Those were the only shoes available back then,” says Hall of Fame center Arnie Risen, who gets his start with the Indianapolis Kautskys in the mid-40s and later wins a championship with Bill Russell and the Celtics. “None of us were trying to make a fashion statement. We just wanted to play basketball.”

“Walter lost a lot of money in the beginning,” NBA legend Bob Cousy says of the league’s formative years. “There were times when he’d write IOUs because he couldn’t pay the players. At one point, he mortgaged his own house to keep the Celtics from going under.”

Brown has it tough, but times are hard on everyone in the Basketball Association of America (BAA). After one season, the Pittsburgh Ironmen fold. So do the Detroit Falcons and the Cleveland Rebels. The Celtics survive the 1947–48 season but finish with a losing record, again missing the playoffs.

The early years test owners in both the BAA and its rival league, the National Basketball League (NBL), each of which has a distinct business model. The BAA’s franchises are based in bigger cities and play their games in large, major-market arenas like the Boston Garden and New York City’s Madison Square Garden. The NBL exists only in small Midwestern cities like Fort Wayne, Sheboygan, and Akron, and operates in small gymnasiums. The NBL initially has the better product, but by the 1948–49 season the BAA is attracting some of the country’s best players. Soon, four NBL franchises—Fort Wayne, Indianapolis, Minneapolis, and Rochester—move to the BAA, bringing their star players with them. George Mikan, the biggest attraction in either league, defects to the BAA along with the Minneapolis Lakers.

On August 3, 1949, representatives from the two struggling leagues meet at the BAA offices in New York’s Empire State Building. There is one order of business on the agenda, and the vote is unanimous; beginning with the 1949–50 season, the two leagues will merge to form a new, 17-team league called the National Basketball Association. Maurice Podoloff, head of the BAA since its inception, is elected head of the new league.

“The merger probably saved professional basketball and put it on the path to what it’s become today,” says Risen.

Mikan is the NBA’s first star. At 6-foot-10 and 245 pounds, the Illinoisan wears steel-rimmed glasses and looks more like a tax auditor than the face of professional basketball. Yet, when his Lakers pay their first visit to New York on December 13, 1949, the marquee outside Madison Square Garden reads: GEO MIKAN VS KNICKS.

“He literally carried our league,” Cousy says. “George Mikan gave us recognition and acceptance at a time when we were at the bottom of the totem pole in professional sports.”

As big as Mikan is, Abe Saperstein’s Globetrotters remain the biggest draw in pro basketball. When they visit the Minneapolis Auditorium in March of 1949 to play an exhibition game against Mikan’s Lakers, then the reigning champs of the NBL, 10,112 fans turn out to watch. A year earlier, in a game played at Chicago Stadium, 17,823 watch Saperstein’s barnstorming black men defeat Mikan and the Lakers—12,000 more than typically show to see the Stags.

The Chicago Tribune gives the game only three paragraphs, even though the Chicago-based Globetrotters are then a hometown attraction. Even the Chicago Defender, the city’s black newspaper, doesn’t report on the Lakers game until 10 days after it’s over.

“Wilt got his start with the Globetrotters,” says Big Daddy Kane. “Nat Clifton balled with the New York Rens. You’re talking Hall of Fame players. There were other brothers before them that had game, but what white team was going to sign a black player in the 1940s?”

Kane spits the truth. Joe Fulks leads the BAA in scoring during its inaugural season. A guy named Ernie Calverly—playing for a team called the Providence Steamrollers—leads the league in assists.

“Mainstream basketball was a white man’s game,” Kane continues. “Opportunities for black players didn’t exist.”

That opportunity finally comes in 1950, when Walter Brown delivers his barrier-busting draft day shocker, selecting Duquesne All-American forward Chuck Cooper in the second round. Earl Lloyd, taken by the Washington Capitols seven rounds later, later becomes the first black player to enter an NBA game.

“Earl Lloyd and Chuck Cooper paved the way,” Cousy says. “They didn’t grab headlines like Jackie Robinson, because professional basketball was still struggling to find an audience. Baseball was far and away the most popular sport at the time.”

Predictably, Brown’s decision doesn’t sit well with his fellow owners, but the Celtics’ owner stands firm.

“I don’t give a damn if he’s striped, plaid, or polka-dot!” says Brown proudly. “Boston takes Chuck Cooper of Duquesne!”


Chapter 2

Local Yokels: Auerbach, Cousy, and the Arrival of Bill Russell (1950–1957)

Four years in and the Boston Celtics haven’t posted a winning record. The team is struggling to meet payroll, the college game is still king, and Walter Brown is desperate to find the right person to lead his team in the newly formed NBA. John “Honey” Russell hadn’t been that man. Neither had Alvin “Doggie” Julian. Both are later inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, but both last only two seasons each, leaving Brown with the unenviable task of trying to find a new coach.

There are several viable candidates, but there is a problem: Brown, for all his experience running the Boston Garden, is a hockey man at heart. Facing a gathering of local Boston sportswriters in the summer of 1950, Brown makes no bones about his dilemma: “Boys, I don’t know anything about basketball. Who would you recommend I hire as coach?”

A brash young Arnold “Red” Auerbach is available, and the group of reporters gathered in front of Brown wastes little time making its opinion known.

So, in the summer of 1950, Walter Brown hires Auerbach—the team’s third head coach in its five seasons of existence. Auerbach’s first order of business is the top pick in the 1950 NBA Draft. The same sportswriters who lobby Brown to hire Auerbach are now pushing for the team to select Holy Cross point guard Bob Cousy. Cousy is local, flashy, and popular. He would become an instant draw, helping Brown sell tickets and keep the Celtics afloat. Auerbach could care less. He wants to win, and he selects big man Charlie Share instead. Cousy goes third overall to the Tri-Cities Blackhawks, but, as fate would have it—and much to Auerbach’s chagrin—Cousy serendipitously lands in Boston anyway.

Nothing will ever be the same again.

[image: image]

CAPTAIN FANTASTIC: THE BOB COUSY INTERVIEW

Why Cousy Matters: The first great NBA point guard, Cousy is a six-time champion with the Celtics, teaming with Bill Russell to start Boston’s title run. Cousy makes 13 All-Star teams, leads the league in assists eight consecutive seasons, and is the 1957 NBA MVP.

Big Daddy Kane on Bob Cousy: “Cousy’s ball handle was incredible. He was flashy—the wrap-around passes, the no-look stuff, the fancy dribbling. He was a true showman. Ahead of his time. Give him a mic and he’d probably be a dope MC.”

[image: image]

“Before Elvis, there was nothing,” observes John Lennon, this in reference to all those popular singers who croon so statically and politely in front of rigid dance bands in the style of Perry Como. But Elvis is different; he grows up in Memphis, drawn to the blues and hooked on the black artists of the day, so when he takes the stage and pumps his legs, everything changes. Pop music is suddenly freed from its well-mannered straightjacket, opening the door for future artists. Elvis’s appearance transforms the music industry from something relatively benign to something inherently dangerous, injecting it with color, lacing it with sexuality, and unleashing a torrent of emotion.

NBA basketball is on a parallel track with pre-Elvis pop in the early 1950s, the game played below the rim, set shots all the rage. It’s a nearly all-white league, played in front of nearly all-white crowds in mostly dank, smoke-filled gyms. The product on the court is medieval by today’s standards. Bruisers clog the lanes, while coaches, in the absence of a shot clock, often resort to stall tactics in order to protect a lead. Gamblers hang around the action like flies, giving the game an unsavory feel, which is fine for the hardcore fans who shout obscenities from the cheap seats and cheer loudest when the pushing and shoving escalate into fistfights.

Bob Cousy comes along and changes all of that.

Drafted third overall in 1950 by the Tri-Cities Blackhawks before landing in Boston when his name is literally drawn out of a hat, Cousy immediately brings sizzle and showmanship to the pro game. He’s a hoops equivalent of Elvis whose arrival on the scene polarizes everyone who pays to watch him play. There is no middle ground when it comes to Bob Cousy: You are either a hater, dismissing him as a shameless self-promoter with a showboater’s flair, or you see him as a ball-handling magician whose game jolts the drab world of 1950s professional basketball with brilliant splashes of color.

Today, the criticism leveled at Cousy during those early years is downright laughable. It’s also ironic, given that Cousy not only became one of the league’s biggest stars but remains in the conversation as one of the greatest point guards to ever dribble a basketball. More importantly, he serves as a gateway through which a generation of celebrity athletes will ultimately flow. Consider the lineage: Without Cousy, one could argue that there could have been no “Pistol” Pete Maravich, no Magic Johnson, no Steph Curry.

Bob Cousy had to happen.

And with each wraparound pass, with each behind-the-back dribble, Cousy pushes the game out of the Dark Ages and toward the global, multi-billion dollar business it is today.

[image: image]

The prevailing mythos—that Bob Cousy saved a league teetering on extinction—is dandy fine, but there’s more to the story than grandiose hyperbole and overused narratives. The story doesn’t begin at Holy Cross, where he wins a national championship and is named a consensus All American, or with the Boston Celtics, where he wins six NBA titles and helps spark the game’s first basketball dynasty. It begins instead in a tenement block on East 83rd Street in Manhattan, a full year before the stock market crash that plunges the United States headlong into the Great Depression.

“We lived in Yorkville, which is located on the East End of Manhattan,” Cousy says. “It’s farther east than Hell’s Kitchen, and back then it was the kind of place where the roaches were big enough to carry away small children [laughs]. My father drove a cab for a living. My family was poor, but we felt normal because everybody else was in the same boat. I didn’t realize how difficult our situation actually was, which was the case with most of the children growing up on the East End during that era. We hung out on the streets, played stickball, and did all of the same things as other kids of the day. My family was French, but Yorkville was a melting pot of races and cultures. There were African American families, Jewish families, you name it. For the most part, we all got along because we all faced the same economic situation.”

Cousy is twelve when the family moves to Queens, renting a small house on 112th Avenue that seems a world away from the gritty East End.

“It was a great move in more ways than one, because it led me to the game that changed my life,” Cousy says. “I was thirteen when I really started to play basketball, which was kind of old even way back then. But once I started playing, I was hooked. Except for the occasional stickball games in the neighborhood, and I found myself spending more and more time at O’Connell Playground, or over at P.S. 36’s schoolyard.”

It’s at O’Connell that Cousy meets Morty Arkin, the playground director who shows him the fundamentals. Cousy is introverted at the time, rail-thin, and smallish for his age. He soaks up Arkin’s advice and works hard to execute the various drills.

“Morty worked with the kids who came around the playground and showed an interest in basketball,” Cousy says. “I was just another skinny kid hanging around the courts. He couldn’t have seen much potential in me, but I think he could tell how much I liked to play and how determined I was to improve.”

Cousy tries out as a ninth grader at Andrew Jackson, but he’s cut on the first day without hardly a look. Cousy is devastated when he doesn’t make the team.

“Maybe it was a case of youthful overconfidence or just plain ignorance,” he says, “but I was getting better, and I wanted a chance to show what I could do. There were so many other kids trying out—bigger, stronger, older, and more experienced. Looking back now I didn’t have a realistic chance of making the team, but you couldn’t have convinced me of that at the time.”

Getting cut seems like the end of the world, until a friend introduces Cousy to a local league sponsored by the Long Island Press. It isn’t high school hoops, but it’s competitive basketball, and it allows him to test his skills against better players in actual game situations.

Cousy tries out again as a sophomore and is cut once more. The Press League again provides a landing net. In a twist, Lew Grummond, Andrew Jackson’s head coach who also runs the rec league program, happens to be working the same night that Cousy is on the court. He’s immediately struck by the skinny kid’s ball handle.

“When I was thirteen, I fell from a tree and broke my right arm, which forced me to become ambidextrous,” Cousy says. “Grummond was impressed with the way I could dribble with both hands, and after the game he asked me if I wanted to try out for junior varsity. I looked at the opportunity as my big break. I took it very seriously.”

Cousy plays the rest of the season with the JV. He heads into his junior year as a favorite to start for the varsity, but a failing grade forces him to sit out the first semester. He scores 28 points in his return. The performance is hyped in the Long Island Press sports section.

“Being written up wasn’t anything that I dwelled on,” Cousy says. “I was just happy to be on the team. I got up the next day and went to school like everyone else.”

Andrew Jackson goes on to win the highly competitive Queens division, a feat it duplicates during Cousy’s senior year. In just a year and a half, the slick ball handler goes from relative obscurity to the most talked-about basketball phenom in New York. He puts up 28 points in his final game, securing the city’s coveted scoring championship.

“I was coming into my own by that point,” he says. “I was playing the game confidently, and for the first time it really sank in—basketball was going to be my path to a college education. There were moments when I thought college was out of reach—we weren’t rich—but by my senior season I knew the dream was going to come true.”
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Bob Cousy has options.

Turns out he doesn’t have as many as one might think.

A generation of aspiring basketball players lace up their Chuck Taylors and pretend to be the Celtics’ incomparable All-Star, whose pedal-to-the-metal style fuels Boston’s vaunted fast-break, and whose no-look, behind-the-back passes rescue the NBA from life support. Ferraris should corner like Cousy. And yet, coming out of high school, Cousy doesn’t find himself buried under an avalanche of recruiting letters. He lacks the Bunyonesque size of the Minneapolis Lakers’ George Mikan, and he doesn’t go on scoring binges like the NBA’s other star of the day, Dolph Schayes. He’s just another average-sized point guard looking to play college ball.

Boston College offers a full scholarship, but Cousy balks at the thought of commuting to a college with no dorms. Holy Cross, on the other hand, has student housing. Cousy also sees a chance to contribute right away.

“Doggie [Julian] didn’t know anything about me, but Ken Haggerty, the co-captain of the 1947 team, had played at my high school. Haggerty said to Julian, ‘Dog, there’s a hot-shot guard at my old high school, and I think he’d be a great fit on the team. You should offer him a scholarship.’ You have to remember, it was much different in the 1940s. There was no ESPN. There was no film to study. A lot of times players were recruited word-of-mouth. It was very nepotistic in that respect. That’s how I ended up getting the letter from Doggie.”

Julian wastes little time putting Holy Cross on the basketball map. Holy Cross winning the NCAAs during Cousy’s freshman season is a seminal moment in terms of generating basketball interest in New England. The Crusaders play some of its home games at the Boston Garden, which helps generate buzz, and sellouts become the norm by Cousy’s senior season.

“Worcester is only forty miles from Boston,” he says. “Before we arrived on the scene, sports fans in New England followed the Red Sox and the Bruins. Holy Cross winning the championship changed that. Basketball wasn’t even played in some high schools at the time. It became extremely popular in New England after we won.”

That first year at Holy Cross is a mixed bag for Cousy, who expects to be a major part of the rotation. Instead, he’s relegated to the second unit, entering games to give the starters a few minutes rest before heading back to the bench. Still, it’s hard to argue with Julian’s methods; the Crusaders start slowly, going 4–3 over its first seven games but win twenty consecutive games to enter the tournament on a roll.

The Crusaders are one of eight teams invited to the 1947 NCAA Tournament. Suddenly, Cousy is playing for a championship in his own backyard.

“We had a bunch of New York and New Jersey kids on the roster,” he says, “so getting a chance to play at Madison Square Garden was a really big deal.”

Holy Cross beats Navy, CCNY, and Oklahoma to win the championship—the title game played in front of 18,445 fans in a smoky haze. The Crusaders are the toast of New England, but by then Cousy and Julian barely speak. Rumors spread from bars to barbershops that Julian is annoyed with Cousy’s propensity to showboat, something Cousy does not dispute. The frayed relationship spills over to his sophomore year, and Cousy briefly considers transferring to St. John’s. The coach at the time, Joe Lapchick, convinces the talented guard to stick it out. An uneasy truce with Julian lasts until Cousy arrives late to practice two days before a game against Loyola.
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Bob Cousy in action for Holy Cross in 1950. © AP Photo

“There was an emotional exchange between player and coach. It wasn’t a big deal,” Cousy says. “It was more newspaper talk than anything else.” Julian buries Cousy on the bench when the game starts but relents with five minutes remaining and Loyola up by seven, the chants finally winning out.

WE WANT COUSY! WE WANT COUSY!

The sophomore responds by hitting six of seven shots in the Crusaders’ comeback win. Just like that, the “Wizard of Worcester” is born.

“Transferring to St. John’s was the best decision I never made,” says Cousy, who finishes his career as a consensus first-team All-American. “There were times when I questioned my decision, but I’m glad I stayed at Holy Cross. I wouldn’t change it for anything.”
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Now, about that hat.

How does Bob Cousy go from being a potential number one selection in the 1950 NBA Draft to being the short straw drawn by a team whose coach doesn’t want him in the first place? Cousy should never have landed in Boston. Hired to fix the woeful Celtics—owners of the worst record in the league the year before—Auerbach makes it clear he’s on the prowl for size, not sleight of hand.

“We need a big man,” Auerbach growls, dismissing a reporter’s question about the prospect of seeing Cousy in Celtic green. “Little men are a dime a dozen. I’m supposed to win, not go after local yokels.”

Auerbach drafts 6-foot-11 Chuck Share of Bowling Green, and Cousy is selected by the Tri-Cities Blackhawks two picks later. While Blackhawks owner Bob Kerner wants Cousy to be the face of his franchise, Cousy has no interest in playing for Tri-Cities. He feels he can make more money starting a driving school in Worcester. After negotiations break down, Kerner trades Cousy’s rights to the Chicago Stags.

“I had just gotten married,” Cousy says. “Frank Oftring, a good friend and teammate at Holy Cross, partnered with me to open up a gas station in Worcester. The problem was, we didn’t know much about fixing cars, so we started a driving school instead. That summer we had three cars going around the clock, and I wasn’t giving a pro basketball career much thought. Then somebody calls me and says, ‘Congratulations, you’re the number one pick of the Tri-Cities Blackhawks.’ My response was something like, ‘I was a pretty good student, but I must have been sound asleep in geography class. What the hell is a Tri-Cities Blackhawk?’

“I met with Mr. Kerner, but he wasn’t able to meet and give me the $10,000 salary I needed, so I flew home and continued teaching ladies to drive. It wasn’t long before I learned that I’d been traded to the Chicago Stags.

“That’s where the hat comes in,” Cousy continues. “The Stags folded almost immediately after I was traded, so the players were dispersed. There were three guys left—Andy Phillip, Max Zaslofsky, and myself—and there were three teams that hadn’t picked yet. Walter went to New York where they were drawing the names, and Arnold said to him, ‘I don’t care what you do, just bring home anyone but Cousy.’ As luck would have it, Philadelphia pulled Andy’s name out of the hat first, and then New York drew Max. My name was the only one left.

“Well, I went to Boston and met with Walter. I remember sitting in the men’s room because there were people in his office. He said, ‘What do you need, Cooz?’ I said, ‘Mr. Brown, I need $10,000.’ And he said, ‘I can’t do that. How about nine?’ And I said, ‘Fine.’ That was the negotiation, no agent, no holdout, just a brief conversation between player and owner.”
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The franchise is worth north of a billion dollars today, but the Boston Celtics in the early days are barely able to pay the bills, emerging from the NBA’s primordial ooze only after the arrival of Bob Cousy. They play their games in the cavernous Boston Garden, its signature parquet floor made from leftover scraps of wood due to the shortage caused by World War II. Cousy’s arrival in Boston sells tickets, but many wonder how he’ll coalesce with his fiery new head coach.

“I read the papers like everyone else,” Cousy says, “but there were no hard feelings. Arnold did what anyone in that position would do—he drafted Charlie Share, who had the size that the Celtics needed underneath the basket.”

With Cousy running the show and Auerbach calling the shots, the Celtics post their first winning season in franchise history. There’s an immediate spike in ticket sales, boosting the balance sheet.

“There were a lot of lean years even after I became a Celtic,” continues Cousy, who plays in the NBA All-Star Game as a rookie. “I remember players accepting those IOUs instead of the agreed-upon playoff shares, but we had a very strong relationship with Walter Brown. He’d invested his life savings in the Boston Celtics, so a little sacrifice on our part was no big deal.

“There was a time when Walter approached Ed Macauley and me about the team’s financial situation. He said that he was going to take out another mortgage on his house to get the Celtics through a rough patch, and that things were going to ease up in the fall. Guys were getting good wages, so there wasn’t a lot of negative discussion about the IOUs. It was more of a hardship on Walter than it was on us.”

Even with Cousy’s charisma at the box office, the Celtics continue to struggle financially. Auerbach helps Brown keep a close eye on the bottom line.

“Arnold could be a bit of a pain in the ass,” Cousy says with a laugh. “There were times when four of us would jump in a cab together and if you had a rookie in the group, you’d try to get him to ride with you. All of us would pile out the minute the cab got to the hotel. We’d pop the trunk, grab our bags, and sprint away like banshees, leaving the poor rookie to pay for the taxi. It was better to stick it to the rookie because Arnold was such a pain in the tail when it came to expenses.”

Eventually, the Celtics start flying to away games. “The Douglas DC-3s were the safest planes made at the time, so we didn’t have any near-death experiences,” Cousy says, laughing. “We’d take the trainer’s money playing gin rummy, but he was too sick from the turbulence to care.”

Another big difference between then and now: Teams today play a small number of exhibition games in state-of-the-art facilities, while teams in the 1950s often went on preseason barnstorming tours, playing the same team night after night.

“It was barnstorming in the purest sense of the word,” Cousy recalls. “Back then every small town had a gym, and if it seated more than 2,000, then we’d be interested in playing in it. We’d travel with the same team and play them every night. When you play 17 games against the same team, by the end of the trip you could always count on short tempers and fights breaking out. It was a requirement of the times.”

Despite the grind, Cousy did find time to have fun at his coach’s expense.

“We called him ‘Mario Andretti’ because he drove so damned fast. On one occasion a bunch of us piled into a car and left for a game in Bangor. Nature called, so we pulled over, and in the distance we could see Arnold’s car approaching in a cloud of dust. We told him we’d ran out of gas. We gave him a few minutes and then raced by the one-pump station where he’d gone to get gas. You should have seen the expression on his face.”
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Cousy’s game—and his popularity—continues to grow throughout the 1950s. By the 1952–53 season, he’s a First-Team All-NBA selection and firmly in control of the Celtics’ fast break. He flips passes from every angle imaginable en route to the first of eight consecutive assist titles, a remarkable feat in the pre-shot clock era. Cooz is the biggest star in the league. The Elvis of the basketball court has arrived.

While Cousy’s playmaking eventually transforms the NBA, wholesale change doesn’t happen overnight. There are still plenty of hatchet men in the league, and fights are still commonplace.

“There were riots in just about every game we played with Syracuse,” Cousy remembers. “That seemed to be the case with most of the teams based in the smaller towns—the fans were more rabid, and they literally wanted to kill the opposition. The New York State Police had to be called because there were problems in every damned game that we played.”

The Celtics are flawed but improving. Auerbach’s fast break attack scores points and win games during the regular season, but the team continues to struggle on the defensive end, a weakness that routinely leads to playoff disappointment. All of that changes prior to the 1956–57 regular season, when Auerbach trades Ed Macauley and Cliff Hagan for the draft rights to draft Bill Russell.
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New York Knicks’ guard Dick McGuire fouls Bob Cousy during the third period of their game at the Boston Garden, January 17, 1954. © AP Photo

“As much as we liked Ed, we weren’t going to lose a lot of sleep over that trade,” he says. “Before Russell, we were a decent offensive team, but we couldn’t play championship-caliber defense. Bringing in players like Jim Loscutoff and Tom Heinsohn helped a hell of a lot, but we would have been lucky to win one championship without Russell. He was the most dominant defensive player in the history of the game. It didn’t take us long to figure out what we had.”

With Russell triggering the fast break and Cousy pushing the tempo, the Celtics blitz their way through the regular season. Cousy’s magical season includes being named the NBA All-Star Game MVP. He also wins the league’s MVP award. Boston, in its first trip to the NBA Finals, defeats Bob Petit and the St. Louis Hawks, winning Game 7 in double overtime.

“The MVP award was very satisfying in terms of personal accomplishments, but the championship was by far the most significant,” Cousy says proudly. “I’d endured six years of frustration, so I think winning it all meant a little more to me than most of the others on the team.”

In 1958, the Hawks and Celtics again meet in the NBA Finals. Boston is heavily favored to repeat, but Russell rolls his ankle in Game 2 and isn’t the same player. The Hawks take the series, giving Macauley his first and only championship. The Celtics respond by winning the next eight titles. It’s part of an unprecedented run of 11 titles in 13 seasons.

“I retired following the 1963 season, which was our fifth consecutive championship and sixth overall at the time,” Cousy says. “Being part of that team was a truly unique situation.”

Indeed. The Celtics are the first team to draft an African American player, the first to start five black players in an NBA game, and the first to have an African American head coach. Cousy vividly remembers the time when, early in his career, the Celtics were scheduled to play a game in Raleigh, North Carolina. When Chuck Cooper is denied a hotel room on the basis of his color, Cousy’s response was immediate.

“We got out of town,” he says emphatically. “Cooper was my road roommate, but on this trip, he was going to be forced to sleep in another hotel and eat in a different restaurant, just because of his color. He didn’t feel comfortable with that, so Arnold let him take the train out of town that night. I asked if I could go with him so he wasn’t alone. Arnold didn’t have a problem with that. That was part of Arnold’s genius.”

[image: image]

Bob Cousy isn’t known for his stats, although he could certainly put them up. On February 27, 1959, he sets an NBA record by dishing out 28 assists against the Minneapolis Lakers. Two months later he drops 19 dimes on the Lakers during the NBA Finals.

“The first game was a meaningless Sunday afternoon contest,” he says. “We ran up and down the court and set records. It was a lot different in the playoffs because a championship was at stake and both teams were playing their best basketball. Accumulating 19 assists in the Finals meant a whole lot more to me than the 28 that I put up a couple of months earlier.”

Cousy retires following the 1963 season, walking away with six titles, 13 All-Star Game appearances, 10 consecutive All-NBA First Team selections, two NBA All-Star Game MVP awards, and one NBA MVP award. Not a bad haul for a shy, skinny kid from the East End ghetto.

“I was very fortunate,” he says quietly. “I had a lot of help along the way, a lot of lucky breaks. I got to play with some of the greatest players of my era, and one of the greatest of all-time, in Bill Russell. I played for Arnold. I played for the best owner in the world. And I think I retired at the right time. Physically, I could still play at a high level. Psychologically, I was spent. The toll of trying to be the best and stay at the top eventually wore me down. I was ready to spend time with my family and make up for a lot of time that I missed because I was traveling with the team.”

On March 17, 1963, Cousy stands in front of a microphone on the Boston Garden parquet and says goodbye. The sellout crowd, which cheered so loudly for him over his 13-year career, watches their hero read from a handwritten note, weeping softly in between the sentences.

And then, when nothing would come, four words ring out: “We love ya, Cooz!”

The crowd erupts. Bob Cousy’s career fades to black that day, but by then his work is done. The drab, cash-strapped NBA is no more, pushed closer to the mainstream by his improvisational brilliance.

“Bob Cousy was a baller,” says Big Daddy Kane. “Tiny Archibald made his name at Rucker Park, but Cousy would have matched Tiny break-for-break, no-look for no-look. Cousy owned the NBA. He would have owned The Ruck.”
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20-Second Timeout with:

BOB BRANNUM

The original Boston Celtics enforcer

• On protecting Bob Cousy: I was a rough type of player. Cousy wasn’t going to pick many fights, so I made sure that no one picked a fight with him.

• On the greatness of Cousy: The word “great” is overused. Cousy was a great basketball player. He’d give you the ball every time down the court, unless you missed, and then he wouldn’t give it to you for a week.

• On the feistiness of Bill Sharman: People remember me for being a brawler, but Sharman would take a swing with the best of them. He protected himself. He took a swing at Jerry West during his rookie year, and West wasn’t the same player the rest of the game. West went from making everything in sight to hardly taking a shot at all.

• On Red Auerbach’s driving: Red was a maniac behind the wheel. There was another time when we were on the road and got stuck behind a log truck. There was snow all over the place, which made the truck even slower, and Red was going nuts. He was driving and honking and trying to get around that big truck. Charlie Cooper was in the front seat beside him, scared to death. Finally Red busts around the truck and runs it off the road. He’s still steaming, but he’s smart enough to know that the trucker’s mad, too. He knows he’d better wait for everyone to get out of the car before any words are exchanged. So Cooper gets out first, and before you know it we’re all out there in the snow with him. Red pops off at the guy, “Don’t think we won’t . . .” and that was all it took. The guy was back in his truck before we knew it [laughs].
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THE PERFECTIONIST: THE BILL SHARMAN INTERVIEW

Why Sharman Matters: Sharman is a legend with two legendary franchises, first as a player with the Boston Celtics, and then as a coach and general manager of the Los Angeles Lakers. Sharman teams with Bob Cousy to form the NBA’s first great backcourt tandem; later, as the Lakers’ GM, he trades for Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and drafts Magic Johnson. The Showtime Lakers win five NBA championships during the ’80s.

Dope Fact: As coach of the Lakers, he wins an NBA-record 33 consecutive games during the 1972–73 season. Sharman, who suffers a vocal-cord injury while coaching, spends a year in total silence (1988). The injury never heals. This interview is conducted through a series of legal pad exchanges.
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Kobe Bryant knows the stories well. He has nothing but love for the man whose legacy stretches from the cramped gyms and bare-knuckle brawls of the 1950s, to the innovative way that teams prepare for games today. When Bryant joins the Los Angeles Lakers as a 17-year-old rookie fresh out of high school, he quickly learns that the two of them are kindred spirits. Both pursue basketball greatness by embracing the least-glamorous aspects of the game, spending countless hours fine-tuning the most basic basketball fundamentals. Both are perfectionists who share a hypercompetitive and maniacal drive to win. And both are old-school warriors who demand the same unwavering excellence from those around them. As Bryant morphs from precocious teenager to global basketball icon, their relationship grows strong and sturdy. He’s there to help Kobe weather the rape allegations that nearly derail his career and provides sage advice at the height of his famous feud with Shaquille O’Neal. When Bill Sharman passes away at the age of 87, Kobe joins Jerry West, Pat Riley, and 500 others at Terranea Resort to pay tribute to the man he called mentor, advisor, confidant, and friend.

“Bill really loved Kobe,” Sharman’s wife, Joyce, recalls. “When Kobe was considering leaving the Lakers in 2007, Bill wrote him a personal note. It said that the best thing he could do professionally was to stay in Los Angeles and finish his career where he started it.”

Bryant, who has a deep and abiding respect for NBA history, takes the advice to heart. He walks away after scoring 60 in his final game, knowing he’ll be a Laker for life.

“Bill was someone I respected immensely,” Bryant says. “He played on championship teams and he built them, too. What he accomplished during his life was pretty special. He was an even better human being.”
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Travel back in time.

The man with the dashing good looks and humble demeanor plays alongside Bob Cousy to form the NBA’s first modern backcourt, his midrange jumper a perfect complement to Cousy’s sleight of hand. He’s such a natural athlete that the Brooklyn Dodgers draft him, and while he never gets into a big league game, he’s in the Dodgers’ dugout on October 3, 1951, the day that Bobby Thomson hits the famous “Shot Heard ’Round the World” that sinks Brooklyn’s pennant hopes and catapults the New York Giants into the World Series.

As a player, he’s an eight-time NBA All-Star. As a coach, he wins three championships in three different leagues and sets a record for consecutive wins that may never be broken. He is one of three people, along with John Wooden and Lenny Wilkens, honored by the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame as both a player and a coach. He’s an All-Star Game MVP and a member of the prestigious 50 Greatest Players in NBA History. He drinks championship champagne with Cousy and Russell and later coaches Jerry West, Elgin Baylor, and Wilt Chamberlain to those 33 consecutive wins en route to the Lakers’ first title in Los Angeles. For an encore he becomes an NBA executive, pulling the trigger on moves that deliver Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Magic Johnson, and James Worthy to Los Angeles, launching Showtime in the process.

Sharman plays during an era that’s almost forgotten now, but few in the game have ever had a sweeter stroke; so pure a shooter is Sharman that he leads the NBA in free throw percentage seven times, and he is the only player in league history with three streaks of 50 consecutive free throws. His 56 straight makes during the 1959 playoffs is still a postseason record.
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This is a 1960 picture of Bill Sharman of the Boston Celtics. © AP Photo

“His shooting mechanics were as close to perfect as you could get,” Cousy says. “Nobody worked harder on their technique.”

Born in Abilene, Texas, on May 25, 1926, Sharman’s early childhood is spent with his parents and older brother at the crossroads of the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression. The family eventually moves to Porterville, California, and it’s here, at Porterville High School, that the ridiculously athletic Sharman earns 15 letters in an assortment of sports, including football, baseball, basketball, tennis, and track.

Sharman enlists in the Navy a day after graduation and ties the knot a day after that. He serves a two-year stint in the South Pacific at the height of World War II, before returning home to enroll at the University of Southern California. At USC he works an assortment of odd jobs to make ends meet, cleaning up after the art classes on campus and quietly acting as an extra in several Hollywood films.

He also walks onto the baseball and basketball teams. Initially banished to an auxiliary gym with the other scrubs, Sharman literally shoots himself onto the varsity squad when the team’s resident star, Tex Winter, informs the coaches that the Trojans’ best player is in the building next door.

“Those sessions helped me to refine my fundamentals,” Sharman says. “I wasn’t given anything. I had to work hard to earn a scholarship.”

By 1950, the 6-foot-1 Sharman is an All-American forward at USC. He’s selected as team captain before his senior season and then honored as Most Valuable Player when it ends. The two-time Pacific Coast Conference MVP draws the interest of the fledgling NBA, but Sharman has concerns about the NBA’s financial viability. He signs a minor league contract with the Dodgers for $12,000 instead and dreams of stardom in the big leagues.

“I really didn’t think about basketball much at that point,” says Sharman. “It wasn’t as stable as baseball, so I focused on baseball instead.”

The Washington Capitols take Sharman in the second round of the 1950 NBA Draft, even though he’s already toiling away in the minor leagues. With future Hall of Famer Duke Snider in the Brooklyn outfield, playing alongside big-league mainstays Carl Furillo and Gene Hermanski, it doesn’t take Sharman long to realize that cracking the Dodgers lineup is going to be harder than originally thought. When Washington’s head coach, Horace “Bones” McKinney, pays a visit later that summer, Sharman is all ears. The Capitols offer him $9,000, and Sharman is suddenly a year-round athlete.

“I spent the summer of 1950 in the Dodgers’ Class A league, playing for their team in Colorado,” Sharman says. “When the season was over, I reported to the Capitols’ training camp in Washington, DC. At that time I didn’t realize that one of my teammates—Earl Lloyd—would become the first black player to play in an NBA regular season game. I used to pick him up on the way to practice, and we developed a lifelong friendship. Little did we realize that we would both be inducted into the Hall of Fame!”

Sharman is averaging a team-high 12.2 points when Washington folds 31 games into his rookie season. A dispersal draft is held. He’s selected by Fort Wayne, but he never plays a game for the Pistons. Fort Wayne is in search of size. Auerbach dangles center Charlie Share, and the Pistons offer up Sharman and rugged bruiser Bob Brannum in return. Sharman signs for $14,000. It’s one of many shrewd deals Red architects through the years.
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