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1

DOWN HOME

IT WAS A HOT SUMMER NIGHT IN RUSTON, LOUISIANA. The air inside Chili’s, a bustling outlet just off I-20, was almost heavy enough to make breathing not worth the effort. The A/C system appeared to be waging the same losing battle as the makeup on the faces of several waitresses. But Willis Reed paid the wet heat no mind. He was much too tickled at tonight’s role reversal. Here, a few thousand miles south of Manhattan, Reed’s best buddy and oldest friend—Howard Brown—was the name brand, the guy with fans clamoring for his attention, the celebrity.

“That’s what happens when you’re a teacher and you have a long career in the same area,” said Reed, former NBA champion and national sports hero. “You know everyone.”

Reed and Brown, both age 67, live not far from here on adjacent properties near the Grambling State University campus where they once shared a dorm room.

“Howard helped me get the land,” Reed said.

“Whenever Willis would come back to visit, he’d stay with me,” Brown said from the seat across from mine. “And about the time he was moving back, he said, ‘If you want to build a house, why not right here?’ ”

The two might as well be brothers, and Reed calls them that. They met in the late 1950s at the all-black Westside High School, a few miles away from Bernice, a 30-minute drive north from Ruston. Willis and Howard both played on Westside High’s basketball team, Reed the star big man and Brown a 6'0" guard who, according to Reed, never met a shot he didn’t like.

Well, only “until it came down to the wire,” said Brown. “Then Coach would say, ‘Get it inside’—which meant ‘Give it to Willis.’ ”

Give it to Willis. A smirk grew across Brown’s face, and he looked across the table at Reed: “Remember how Coach Stone would hold the bus for you?”

Reed cackled at the memory, while Brown narrated:

“We’d all be there, ready to go, except Willis. There was a guy named Duke who drove the bus, and he’d be looking at Coach, waiting for him to say, ‘Let’s go.’ But then Coach would stand up, put his hands in his pocket, and say, ‘I’ve got to go get my keys.’ He’d go back in the building and wait until he saw Willis walking up to the bus. Then he’d come back on and say, ‘Crank it up, Duke.’ ”

And so the bus would roll with Reed on board, on the way to another all-black school, another audition for a young man destined for stardom in the heart of New York. But all of that had happened decades ago. It was ancient and unknown history to the Chili’s crowd, sweating over their fajitas.

The night manager stopped by our table while making her rounds to comment on my accent, which doesn’t sound too Louisianan.

“He’s here to work on a book,” Brown informed the perky young woman.

“Really,” she said. “What’s it about?”

“This man right here and the basketball team he used to play for,” Brown said. “This is Willis Reed of the New York Knicks; his photo is on your wall.”

He pointed to the entryway of the restaurant and there it was, along with other greats from this area, one uncommonly rich in basketball lore: Bill Russell, a native of Monroe, due east on I-20; Robert Parish, another Celtics Hall of Fame center, out of Shreveport, an hour away on the interstate in the other direction; Karl Malone, who put Ruston’s Louisiana Tech on the college basketball map; Orlando Woolridge, a cousin of Reed’s and a gifted kid who played for Digger Phelps at Notre Dame—on Reed’s recommendation—and later in the NBA; and, of course, Reed himself, who hilariously wasn’t good enough for most of the major universities up north that deigned at the beginning of the sixties to recruit a player or two from the growing pool of African Americans.

In the end, after a brief and uninspired flirtation with the University of Wisconsin and Loyola University of Chicago, Reed was more comfortable moving on down the road to Grambling, where he could play for Fred Hobdy, a protégé of the coaching legend Eddie Robinson, and stay connected with his best friend. Howard Brown might not have been cut out for college basketball, but Reed was more concerned about having a freshman roommate.

“I bet my husband knows who you are,” the night manager assured Reed. Then she asked for an autograph, which seemed like the polite thing to do.

IF WILLIS REED HAD INSTEAD RETIRED to a high-rise perch in Manhattan, maybe his fame would still precede him every time he stepped out the door. Whenever he got a hankering to aim his gun or cast his rod, he might have simply trekked upstate (just as he used to blow off practice—with Red Holzman’s permission—on opening day of hunting season).

In some ways, remaining in New York would have been the easier life. He would have spared himself the discomfort of climbing aboard prop jets designed for Lilliputians when flying out of small airports in Shreveport or Monroe, on his way to Montana to hunt or to New York City whenever the Knicks or the NBA called. But the perks of celebrity were never his guiding aim. What mattered to him was this: “I just wanted some quiet, to be able to get in my car without worrying about traffic and being able to walk outside on my property and take a piss without worrying about my neighbors.”

He knew himself well enough to know that he didn’t need strangers to remind him of who he’d once been. For Reed, basketball was about the competition, the wins, and, because he’s a practical man, the financial windfalls. Basketball was a life primarily defined by lessons gleaned from his parents and coaches—even from a few people he was once forbidden to so much as sit next to on the local bus.

“If you’re going up to Bernice,” Reed told me, “then you’ve got to go see Harry Cook.” We were sitting in the den of the modern home he had built in 1989, on the property scouted for him by Howard Brown. Here, in an otherwise bland rural expanse off the Grambling I-20 exit, the roadside dotted with tired wooden houses and a low-slung Baptist church, was where Reed envisioned and developed his gated dream palace on a rolling landscape with three specially designed ponds he stocked himself with fish.

Three Ponds Road: the retirement address of Willis Reed and his second wife, Gail.

Mounted on the walls of the den were his beloved hunting prizes—the stuffed heads of a bison and a mountain lion killed in Montana, a moose bagged in the Yukon, and an elk felled with his arrow, among other stuffed heads and … a basketball trophy, an MVP award.

Nodding, Reed added: “Harry is a character, a great talker, and he can tell you everything about Bernice.”

HARRY COOK IS A RETIRED BIOLOGIST who used to work for the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. For years, Inell Reed, Willis’s mother, worked as a domestic for Cook’s family, among others. When Reed called Cook to tell him of my visit, Cook’s wife answered. Reed addressed her as Miss Alice, and, in keeping with the theme of country quaint, he told her he’d been meaning to drop by anyway because he and Gail were all out of Miss Alice’s delicious mayhaw jelly and they were craving a fresh jar. (Eventually, Cook would send me off with two—one for the Reeds, one for myself.)

“Willis was a big boy, but Inell, she called the shots,” Cook was quick to say as we settled down in his living room with glasses of fresh lemonade. “She kept him on the straight and narrow. I’ve pretty much known Willis all his life. Yes, we were segregated in those days, but we all came up together, black and white. It was without conflict. When you’re living in a town with 1,500 people, everybody’s on a first-name basis.”

Later, I asked Reed if he’d sent me to Cook, a white man, in part to dispel whatever preconceived notions that I, a lifelong New Yorker, might have had about the rural South—and by extension his childhood. The question made him chuckle. “I always said that about Bernice—people did get along,” he said. “I mean, I knew there were things I didn’t have. Didn’t have the kind of houses the white folks had; didn’t have a car. The situation was what it was. But you know what? We all made the best of it in Bernice until it changed.”

Founded in 1899 as a stop on Captain C. C. Henderson’s Arkansas Southern Railroad, Bernice was created to give Henderson an industrial foothold in an area known as the Big Woods, due to its huge virgin pines. In the days of Cook’s and Reed’s youth, the town, all of three square miles, was a thriving lumber-and-agricultural center, its two-light downtown a vibrant shopping district with a movie theater. Strategically placed were the warehouses—more than you would expect in a town that size, and owned by the man who employed most of Bernice’s working-class members, including Willis Reed Sr. and, for one unforgettable summer, his strapping teenage son.

“Mr. Donald Lindsay,” Reed said. “My dad worked for him, building the warehouses to store cotton for the government. I had a chance one summer to work at my dad’s job, the summer before my senior year in high school. So I was at these warehouses, with the scaffolding and all. Worked all summer in the heat for 75 cents an hour. Had these big old calluses on my hands and, man, that whole experience was life-changing for me.

“After the summer, my dad said, ‘Well, you don’t have to go to college; you can stay here and work for Mr. Lindsay.’ Now, it wasn’t like today, where a kid who’s a basketball star is thinking he is going to play in the NBA someday. When I was in Bernice and even at Grambling, there were only maybe eight NBA teams. So what did I want to do? Well, after that summer working for Mr. Lindsay, I would see my dad coming home with sweat down to his knees, and, having been there with him, I knew why. And then I went back to school and there was Coach Stone, wearing a jacket and tie to school, nice car, much nicer house. So my real dream was about being a high school coach and a teacher like Coach Stone. I said, Boy, I want to be like him—I’m going to college.”

He majored in physical education and minored in biology at historically black Grambling State. Beyond rooming with his friend, Reed had been drawn to a place where there were many role models like Coach Stone, and where his new mentor, Hobdy, would teach him not just the fundamentals of the game but how to cope with the degradations of the day.

“He used to say to us, ‘Listen, you guys are athletes, and you don’t need to be out there demonstrating and all that,’ ” Reed said. “The best thing you can do is do what you do best. Become as good a player and as good a team, and all of that is going to be a good example.”

This was hardly black militancy, or even the kind of nonviolent protest that Martin Luther King was championing then, at the start of the civil rights movement. By nature, Reed was no iconoclast. At least not like his idol, Bill Russell, whose family fled Louisiana for the California Bay Area, settling in Oakland when he was 12. Reed wasn’t blind to the fact that there had been only one car, in the rear, in which he was allowed to ride on the train from Bernice to Ruston, and he knew why the white kids like Harry Cook could enjoy their burgers and fries in “the real nice part” of the café on Fourth Street while he and his black friends were relegated to the counter in the back. All these years later, a smirk creased his face when he said, “Separate but equal,” recounting the segregationist mantra that had prevented him from formally competing against white players until 1961, his freshman season at Grambling, in the NAIA basketball tournament.

What, then, could he—or any athlete—do for the Cause without involving himself directly in the struggle? He could win. He could show what black ballplayers brought to the court in direct competition with whites. Decades after the NAIA semifinals in Kansas City, where he had done exactly that, Reed could still summon the satisfaction of the tight game, his jumper on the baseline that gave Grambling a late 45–44 lead, and then the horror of watching a Westminster, Pennsylvania, shooter—the same one who had nipped Winston-Salem State in the Elite Eight—coming off a screen, wide-open for another buzzer beater.

“I jumped out at him and he missed the shot, ball hit the front of the rim,” Reed said. He himself had missed only one shot the entire game, free throws included. Grambling won the title by blowing out Georgetown of Kentucky in the final. For Reed, the execution of Hobdy’s strategy—social change via on-court performance—was another example of what had made Grambling the right choice for him. “For me, as a kid growing up in the segregated South, certain things were probably not as tough as for other people in areas where they were integrated but more exposed to those hard feelings,” he said.

He believed this based not only on his own experiences but on what he had observed in some black teammates and opponents from the northern states: a lingering bitterness that at times prevented them from putting aside the past and focusing on the tasks at hand. He had come to believe there were some unintended advantages to having grown up in a malevolent system set up by whites. As one historian, Jennifer Ritterhouse, author of a book about the social implications of Jim Crow, told me, “Many people have argued that growing up black in the South was less segregated than your urban housing project in the North, which was so isolating, not only from the white world but from the middle-class black community that could separate itself from that environment.”

Reed came to believe that separate but equal gave him one benefit that a young African American male living in an urban northern ghetto was not guaranteed: the proximity of the upwardly mobile black role model, the man in a suit with a college degree. With regard to race and class in 1960s America, perhaps that was the starkest antidote to a hard day’s work—sweat down to his knees—that represented the status quo.

“I always said that Mr. Lindsay was very inspirational to me and he didn’t even know it,” Reed said. When he referred to his father’s employer as “Mister,” he was not as much making a point about southern manners as showing respect to a man who had helped make Bernice a working town and something of a destination within Union Parish. However abhorrent the domestic hierarchies may have seemed to outsiders—especially northerners who never lived through Jim Crow—there was a personal history in these relationships that was complicated, lasting, and real.

To elaborate on this point, Reed told me about an invitation he’d received to speak at a Kiwanis Club luncheon from an insurance guy on June 25, 2009, a few weeks before my visit. As that happened to be his 67th birthday, he’d hedged, asking the guy to call him back at a later date, but he finally decided, What the heck? It was for a good civic cause. He put some notes together for a speech about his life as a young man and included his summer of hard labor working with his father for Lindsay.

“I give the speech, and afterward this guy comes up, looks a little younger than me, had glasses on, a little pot belly, and says, ‘Do you know who I am?’ Reed recalled. “I look at him, and I look closer at him, and I say, ‘Yeah, I do. You’re Robert Albritton. Donald Lindsay’s your uncle.’ He was amazed that I recognized him. He told me that he always remembered the time we went bullfrog hunting and I was paddling the boat on Mr. Lindsay’s pond and a big moccasin snake was laying up there by the side. I pulled over too close, almost got my head bit off. We laughed about that. He invited me over to see his mounts, said he’s got four alone of African game.”

As a proud hunter himself, Reed said he might have to go have himself a look, if only because it would be the neighborly thing to do. And here was the essence of Willis Reed, a man who had long ago discovered that there was currency in overcoming differences, building bridges, and cultivating relationships.

That I—the writer of a story that had contributed to his being fired by the only organization he ever wanted to work for—was sitting in his den, still apparently welcome in his life, was a testament to that very fact.

IN APRIL 2007, REED RETIRED FROM BASKETBALL, concluding a four-year stay in the front office of the New Orleans Hornets. He had taken the job in part because he was bored with the ceremonial position he had with his bedraggled Knicks, but even more so to be closer to his ailing mother. Dutifully, Reed went home to his native state in July 2003. Mother and son, long the essence of mutual devotion, had those summer weeks in closer proximity before Inell Reed, almost 80, died that October. To Reed, it seemed that God’s plan had brought him home to see her to the end and finish his working days; but two years later, with a biblical vengeance, there came a hurricane named Katrina that—perhaps least among its consequences—forced a relocation of the Hornets to Oklahoma City.

Nearing 65 years in a life that conditioned him to believe that fate is more than a four-letter word, Reed decided to quit just as the Hornets were returning to New Orleans. I called him to do a tribute column in the New York Times, and of course it couldn’t be done without reminiscing about a certain May 1970 night, the most memorable of his long and hardworking life.

As for the most forgettable?

“Well,” he said, “you can guess that one.”

There was no retreating from the unsavory subject and from my role in what was another infamous walk by Reed, this time out of Madison Square Garden and into the chilly New York City night: when he was fired as coach of the Knicks only 14 games into his second season.

November 1978. I was 26 years old, the new beat reporter for the New York Post, not so far removed from a Staten Island housing project and from hero worship of the man and his team.

The Post at that time was an afternoon newspaper with a long tradition of cagey sportswriting, but was being remade by Rupert Murdoch into the country’s most sensational daily. Reed was beginning his second season as the Knicks’ head coach after replacing Red Holzman, maestro of the franchise’s only championships. He was learning on the job, mainly how to deal with players whose work ethic fell far short of his own. Reed made the playoffs as a rookie coach but the team began the 1978–79 season slowly; as they pulled into Seattle, the word was that David “Sonny” Werblin, the new Garden president, was eager to make a move.

More impresario than sports executive, best known for landing Joe Willie Namath and putting the Jets and the old American Football League into the ring with the establishment NFL, the nearly 70-year-old Sonny didn’t know a pick-and-roll from the first pick of the college draft. Neither did his friend Howard Cosell, but it was Cosell who apparently made perfect sense to Werblin when he whispered in his ear that Reed was no worthy coach and that Holzman, who had been relegated to a nominal position in the organization, never should have been replaced.

In Seattle, following an afternoon workout, I asked Reed if the rumors were hurting the young team. He nodded, wearily. “It hurts our gate and it kills team spirit,” he said. “Either I’m in or out.”

The last quote was incendiary, fast-tracked for the Post’s back page. But while I accepted my no-holds-barred Murdochian mission to search and disrupt, if not actually distort, I also had to consider Reed’s facial expression, his reasoned tone of voice. He seemed more bewildered—hurt, actually—by Werblin’s refusal to acknowledge what he had meant to the organization.

When I called Werblin the next day for a comment, I told him that Reed’s words amounted to more of a plea than an ultimatum, although the Post headline sitting on his desk had certainly read like the latter. Werblin said he understood the nature of the tabloid newspaper. Days later, when he fired Reed and replaced him with Holzman, Werblin confided to a member of the organization, “Nobody gives me an ultimatum.”

That story was my first big splash as the Knicks beat reporter, but it came fraught with conflicting emotions. No matter how much I reminded myself that I was just doing my job, the advancement of my young sportswriting career at the expense of the most essential Knick in the history of the franchise did not feel much like a triumph.

Through the years, Reed and I never talked about the story or its consequences. After he went across the Hudson River to work for the New Jersey Nets in 1988, he always returned my calls, greeting me at the arena with an outstretched hand. But I nevertheless wondered if there was resentment on some level, subliminal or not. Professionalism aside, it mattered to me on a deeper and more personal level. The space in my memory reserved for Willis Reed was more vast than what an occasional quote might fill.

“You know what? Sonny had come in wanting to make changes,” he said when I finished a rambling but sincere recounting of the in-or-out story, the call to Werblin included. “He came in and fired other people, and he wanted to fire me. So if it didn’t happen that day, it would’ve happened the next week or the next month. So…”

So the case was closed, finally and forever? Yes, he said, I shouldn’t give it another thought. I thanked him for his graciousness, for everything he’d given to New York. And when I asked what he was most looking forward to in retirement, he laughed and said, “That’s easy. If you happen to call, my wife will tell you that I’ve gone fishing.”

I hung up the phone and wondered why a man who had been the biggest fish and most important catch the Knicks had ever made would want to return to a pond in north-central Louisiana.

SURE ENOUGH, WHEN I WENT TO VISIT, HARRY COOK volunteered to show me around Bernice. We rode in his truck and made a quick stop at the Depot Museum, a two-room boxcar with artifacts from the town’s bustling sawmill era, a time when, as Cook noted, there were as many as 75 warehouses in operation. Inside, under glass, was a frayed copy of the book Willis Reed: The Knicks’ Take-Charge Man, by Larry Fox, who happened to have been the sports editor of the New York Daily News for a spell when I covered basketball there in the eighties. (You could damn near fill a library with Old Knicks tomes produced in the first half of the 1970s.) Folded neatly beneath the book was one of the seven Eastern Conference All-Star jerseys Reed wore during his ten-year career with the Knicks.

Cook drove to the end of Third Street, stopping in front of the gleaming one-story house Reed built for his mother, just a few hundred feet from the remains of the more ramshackle home he had inhabited as a child and where he had, on his own, built a backboard and rim. “That was a proud day for Willis when his mother moved into that place,” Cook said.

The next stop was the mayor’s office in the town hall on Fourth Street, in the heart of what was once a busy town center. “On Saturdays, the streets were crowded with folks from here and the towns from all around us,” Cook said. “This street here, it had everything. You didn’t have to leave Bernice to get anything.”

Now, with the sawmill industry long gone, with the remaining warehouses abandoned, Bernice was just another sleepy, depressed town. At one corner of Fourth Street were the remnants of a gas station. Several storefronts were shuttered; what remained open was hardly uplifting: Union Paper & Chemical, Professional Home Health Services, Rexall pharmacy. Across Highway 167 was the town’s lone fast-food emporium, a Sonic Drive-In.

Without the industry, Cook said, a slow, steady exodus of townsfolk had occurred in recent years. Bernice High—once the white school—was targeted for closure, with local students soon to be bused to a regional school in Farmerville, 17 miles away. Westside, the school Reed and Brown attended, sat empty and unkempt several miles north on 167. Even the two stoplights in town were gone, along with the welcome sign that once informed visitors that Bernice was THE HOME OF WILLIS REED.

Inside the town hall, Mayor Joe Hicks promised that the sign would soon be replaced by a new one, with a second one to be posted at the north end of town. Bernice was also planning a day in Reed’s honor, because, as Hicks said, “Willis is still giving back to the community and to the church here, even though most people don’t know about it because he does it so quietly. All people here have to do is ask.”

Hicks had left Bernice as a young man for work in Detroit, returning much later in life, presumably to retire. He wound up being elected Bernice’s first black mayor. Granted, it had taken a while for the historic event, about 35 years after the desegregation of the town’s schools. But Hicks said he was proud to have received biracial support. “It couldn’t have just been the black vote, because in general, black folks don’t vote,” he said.

Hicks and Cook said that any of the town’s old-timers, black or white, would tell you that all folks in Bernice could always agree on one thing, and that was their affection for Reed. Nothing united the town more back in the day than a Knicks playoff game against the Bullets, Celtics, or Lakers. “I can tell you that my father didn’t care a thing about basketball, but if there was a Knicks playoff game on, he was in front of that TV and he didn’t move until the end of the game,” Cook said. “The whole town came to a standstill when Willis was playing. It wasn’t a black thing or a white thing…”

“It was a Bernice thing,” Hicks added.

“That’s right,” Cook said. “Everybody here felt good about Willis. You’d see him on TV, a star in New York, and then he’d be back in town and it was the same Willis we’d all known growing up.”

The same Willis Reed who appeared during my last stop in Bernice—the Third Street home of his aunt Grace and her husband, the Reverend Clyde Oliver. Aunt Grace, his father’s sister, had been a teacher in the town’s black school system. The Reverend Oliver was the principal at Westside High School for part of Reed’s time there.

“I remember when Junior—we all called him that—was playing in high school, everyone came out to see him, white folks, too,” Aunt Grace said. “As a boy, he was always all-out, never a problem for anybody. He always wanted to work, just like his mother and father, and he always loved money. He’d do anything to get that money: mow lawns, whatever.”

When Reed arrived, in his fishing uniform, after a morning out on a lake in Farmerville with a friend, he asked me: “Did the Reverend tell you that he coached basketball?” No, I said, he hadn’t. But it turned out that Oliver had coached scholastically in the area, against Reed. Apparently, Reed never suffered for role models.

WHEN HE WAS A SENIOR AT GRAMBLING, Reed was offered an invitation to try out for a 1964 Olympic team for which he had surprisingly little interest in playing.

It was nothing political—or personal. He was just fatigued after a long senior season that was preceded by the Pan American Games the previous summer in São Paulo, Brazil. His body was still expanding, putting on natural weight. His knees were hurting. And with the ’64 Summer Games scheduled for October in Tokyo, any NBA draftee on that team would miss not only his first NBA days of training but also the opening game of his rookie season. Reed decided he wasn’t up for the sacrifice. More than a gold medal, he wanted the hardware that came with being named NBA Rookie of the Year.

With his attention focused on his future, he settled on the belief that he was going to be drafted by Detroit, which had sent Earl Lloyd, one of the league’s first African American players, to scout him in a game against Southern University and the future Chicago Bulls star Bob Love. “I had about 40 that night,” Reed said.

The Knicks looked at him, too, and a smile spread across Reed’s face when he recalled Red Holzman standing in the corner of the Grambling gym, raincoat draped over his arm, watching him arc soft southpaw jumpers and dominate the boards against an opponent long faded from memory. They shook hands afterward, but Holzman didn’t say much.

When word spread within Grambling that he wasn’t planning to try out for the Olympic team, Reed was called to the athletic office. Hobdy was waiting, along with Eddie Robinson, who was the athletic director as well as the football coach. The school president also weighed in. Their judgment was unanimous and firm: he had to go to the Olympic trials at St. John’s University in New York.

“But I’m kind of banged up,” Reed argued. “I’m tired. I want to be ready for my rookie season.”

He was told to put his school first, to recognize how rare it was for a player from a historically black school to even be invited. Months before President Lyndon Johnson would sign the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964, Reed was reminded of the greater struggle, the team that needed him most. He packed his bag and flew to New York for the first time.

As it turned out, he failed to impress, and didn’t make a squad that would include a Texas Western forward, Jim “Bad News” Barnes, along with a heralded Princeton man named Bill Bradley. Reed didn’t worry about it. He had done what his Grambling mentors had asked. He had tried. He accepted the result. In Brazil the previous summer, he had competed with the best American collegians for playing time on the way to a gold medal and had been convinced that he was NBA material—to the point that he was furious to learn that spring that he had not been a first-round pick in the 1964 college draft.

“Matter of fact, I was finishing up my student teaching when Eddie Donovan called to tell me I was the first pick of the second round,” Reed said. “Boy, was I pissed.”

With the number-one pick, the woebegone Knicks had selected Bad News Barnes, whose Olympic trials performance had convinced the Knicks that he was the quicker, better athlete. Reed wound up as the first pick of the second round, the eighth overall, not counting two territorial selections. Upon arrival in New York, he bumped into Holzman at the Knicks’ Madison Square Garden office.

“I guess you liked what you saw,” he said.

“A little,” Holzman said.

Looking back now, Reed could laugh about the quip as “typical Red.” But that day, he vowed (to himself, at least) to prove that the Knicks had made a mistake.

Whether it was a consensus decision—from Ned Irish, the Knicks’ president, at the top to Fred Podesta in the general manager’s seat to Donovan as the coach and Holzman the scout—to spend the first pick on Barnes, an African American who had played at Texas Western before that school’s five black history makers humbled Adolph Rupp’s all-white Kentucky team in the 1966 NCAA title game, or whether doing so came on Holzman’s recommendation alone, the rationale is of little relevance now. But it must be acknowledged: the organization got away with a blunder that could have spelled disaster.

What if the teams drafting behind them hadn’t been so enamored of players from the predominantly white or all-white universities and generally dismissive of those from all-black schools? What if Baltimore had taken Reed with the third pick, instead of the immortal Gary Bradds of Ohio State? What if San Francisco had resisted the charms of NYU’s Barry Kramer with the sixth pick? What if Red Auerbach, the NBA’s reigning Nostradamus, hadn’t gone for Mel Counts, a spindly seven-footer from Oregon State, with the final selection of the first round?

Granted, the system and standards of scouting amateur talent had been primitive before cable television turned the college basketball season into a blizzard of nightly matchups and the Internet connected the world and ushered in the age of national power rankings for pre-adolescents. Films were grainy black and white and not always easy to come by. Even the most itinerant scout could see only so much. Far from the year-round science it is today, the selection process was based on word-of-mouth sleuthing—on hunches, if not actual guesswork.

Maybe it was fate all along that nurtured and developed the concept of the Old Knicks. But from Reed’s point of view, the draft-day slight was just another slice of reality that, however objectionable, he could do nothing about other than prove it wrong.

Reed was so sure of himself that he made the Knicks an offer they couldn’t refuse when he sat down with Podesta and Donovan to negotiate his first contract (for $11,000, with a $3,000 signing bonus). “I was trying to bargain for an extra $2,500 as part of a bonus, but I told them I knew I would have a good year and would deserve it, so they could pay me after the season,” he said.

Stunned by the self-assuredness of this country kid, Podesta made eye contact with Donovan, a look that said, Can you believe this guy? He turned back to Reed and said, “I like that.” They shook hands, and Willis Reed was officially part of the worst team in the NBA.

Growing up in his small-town culture of once punitive inequity had prepared him for that challenge. His days in Bernice had taught him to look past limitations, to imagine what was possible if people could just band together. The man who would soon be captain of the Knicks would make the best of the situation in the big city until he had the right firepower—the right teammates—to change their losing ways.
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RED AND FUZZY

RED HOLZMAN DIED ON FRIDAY THE 13TH, OF LEUKEMIA AND MAYBE OF heartbreak, too. It was November 1998. Months earlier, Red had lost his wife and beloved sidekick, Selma. The last time he appeared in public had been soon after she died, at the second wedding of George Kalinsky, the longtime Madison Square Garden photographer. Holzman kept worrying aloud about whether his monetary gift was sufficient. Selma had always known about such things. He seemed, to the Knicks extended family around him, unmoored and defeated. He was 78.

Two days after Holzman’s death, on a brisk Sunday morning, a funeral service was held in his honor at the Parkside Memorial Chapels on Queens Boulevard in Forest Hills.

Not surprisingly, the chapel overflowed with a who’s who of New York basketball. I chose a pew in the back, having arrived early enough to watch the procession of the Madison Square Garden executives, along with the most celebrated and famous players in the history of the franchise, take their seats.

Reed… Frazier… DeBusschere… Bradley… Barnett… Monroe: a lineup that needed no introduction, even after three decades. It was a strange, poignant scene: seeing in mourning players who had collectively caused so much joy—for each other, for New York, for Red Holzman himself. They were solemn in their realization that their basketball family would never again be whole, but Holzman would have been the first to tell any weepers in the congregation to knock it off already. He’d lived the life he wanted to live, and it had turned out a hell of a lot better than he could ever have envisioned. His own idea for a memorial would probably have meant cracking open a bottle of his beloved scotch and raising a glass to the players who had won him those two cherished titles.

But I also wondered what Holzman—not a man disposed to being publicly fussed over—would have said to the tall white-haired gentleman who stiffly entered the chapel, accompanied by his wife and looking as if he hadn’t slept in the days since he’d heard the news. Noticing the man’s unmistakable grief, a reporter from another newspaper, younger and apparently unfamiliar with the old Garden crowd, leaned into me and asked, “Who’s that?”

“That,” I said, “is Fuzzy.” And even in the saddest of moments, I found myself smiling at the sight of one of pro basketball’s most likable lifers, one of the sport’s true characters: Andrew “Fuzzy” Levane. Seeing him had instantly triggered a long-dormant memory. Years before, with Fuzzy himself at death’s door, lingering in a coma, I had called Holzman to ask about his old teammate, someone Holzman had known longer than anyone else in the game.

Holzman told me: “You never heard anyone say, ‘Here comes that asshole Fuzzy.’ ”

Though he had a reputation for being perhaps the lousiest quote in the long, loquacious history of the coaching profession, it was classic Holzman: witty and wise and—due to the profanity—unprintable without alteration.

THE CHAIN OF EVENTS ULTIMATELY LEADING to the creation of the most democratic team in professional basketball history began with a steamy shower scene in postwar Rochester, New York. Les Harrison, the owner and coach of the National Basketball League’s Royals, loitering in the locker room after a game, couldn’t help but take a peek as one of his new players lathered up. Harrison gave the unmistakably uncircumcised Fuzzy Levane a look as if to say: What the hell?

“I thought you were Jewish,” he said. “That’s why I signed you.”

“What are you talking about?” Levane said. “I’m Italian.”

“Christ,” Harrison swore, exasperated by his erroneous presumption and still anxious to have a player who would appeal to his team’s Semitic fans. “Get me a goddamn Jew.”

In 1945, this wasn’t such a tall order, by any means. Eager to please the boss, and knowing exactly where to look, Levane got Harrison two of Brooklyn’s finest Yids. From his home borough, Levane summoned Jack Garfinkel and William Holzman, who, not unlike Fuzzy Levane, were known to their friends as Dutch and Red, respectively. Both were guards, though Garfinkel was considered one of the more creative passers of the day, while Holzman was fancied a gritty and overachieving defender.

Harrison signed the two of them in 1945, and the assist by Levane wouldn’t be the last in a long symbiotic relationship between him and Holzman. “If it wasn’t for me,” Levane said with the sardonic license he and Holzman had granted each other for decades, “Red would’ve been selling insurance, or peanuts.”

Levane and Holzman became friends during their college careers, Levane playing for St. John’s and Holzman for City College of New York, where he was an All-American in 1942. They worked together at a resort in upstate New York for a couple of summers before the war, when Levane joined the Coast Guard and Holzman the Navy. Home again, Levane had an easier time launching his pro career as a Frank J. Haggerty Award winner, given annually by the New York writers to the college player voted best in the metropolitan area. Holzman was eager to play, too, despite his wife’s fears that basketball would lead to a financial dead end. But he needed his friend’s intervention. He sat on the bench as Levane badgered Harrison to let Holzman be more than a marketing ploy. Given a chance, Holzman became an eight-year backcourt fixture, winning two NBL championships and another in 1951 after the league merged with the Basketball Association of America to form the NBA.

For their NBA championship, the Royals had to defeat Joe Lapchick’s New York Knicks. The series was the first league final to go the distance: seven games, ending with Holzman dribbling out the dying seconds of a four-point win. Clever man: by helping to beat the Knicks, he kept the New York franchise and fans waiting for a title that wouldn’t come until 19 years later—when Holzman himself would deliver it, as coach.

That 1950–51 season is often regarded as the season that broke the pro basketball color line in Boston, Syracuse, and New York. But Holzman and Levane always scoffed at the imprecise historical reporting. Long before that, in 1946, they had welcomed William “Dolly” King to Rochester. King was a 6'4" swingman, a three-sport star out of Brooklyn’s Alexander Hamilton High School and Long Island University—and a black man. Levane insisted that it was Harrison, “that old son of a gun,” who deserved to be recognized as the Branch Rickey of professional basketball.

Given the meagerness of their paychecks, the three Brooklynites banded together, renting a small space at the downtown Seneca Hotel on Clinton Avenue. “Room 308,” said Levane, his memory astonishingly sharp. “Imagine that, in 1946: a Jewish guy, a black guy, and a paisano.”

On the road, the story did not always inspire, and the treatment of the team by locals was often far from royal. The three New Yorkers would walk into a restaurant, hoping for a late-night bite. “We had an agreement that if they wouldn’t serve all of us, then none of us would eat there,” Levane said. “We’d say screw you and walk out.” Most of the time, they wound up eating in their room.

IN THE EARLY years of pro basketball, destinies and dynasties depended upon the enlightenment of a single individual, the willingness of an owner to risk a backlash of ignorance. In a world that refused to pander to hate and fear (or plain stupidity), a world that didn’t yet exist, Holzman’s coaching career might have been very different. Perhaps he would have been the long-reigning standard for NBA coaching greatness, rather than that other Brooklyn Red, the cigar-smoking pit bull named Auerbach.

Holzman got a call from Levane upon his release by Rochester in 1953. Levane had by then worked his way into the coaching ranks with the Milwaukee Hawks. “Come up here and be my tenth man,” Levane said. It wasn’t long before the rescue mission took a fateful turn: Levane was fired and was succeeded on the bench by his buddy.

Under Holzman, the Hawks’ losing continued, all the way to St. Louis, where the team moved in 1955. One year later, his 33-win team had the second pick in the college draft, behind the Rochester Royals. The most accomplished collegian, far and away, was an elusive, dominating big man named Bill Russell. “I had seen Russell,” Levane said, “and I thought he couldn’t shoot, but he would revolutionize the game with his defense and intimidation.”

To his everlasting credit, Auerbach also believed Russell was a game changer, the perfect player to ignite his fast-breaking offense, which already starred the ball-handling and passing magician Bob Cousy. According to Auerbachian legend, he conspired to have the Celtics’ owner, Walter Brown, send his popular Ice Capades show to Rochester if Harrison would conveniently draft someone else. Brown agreed and, hungry for the revenue on ice, so did Harrison, who took a forgettable guard named Sihugo Green.

That left St. Louis with the next pick, and the chance to grab the man who would become the winningest player in NBA history. But it was also common knowledge around the league that the Hawks’ owner, Ben Kerner, did not want to pay Russell the $25,000 in bonus money that he had demanded upon signing. Nor was Kerner eager to risk a convulsive reaction in St. Louis by making an African American (one whom he perceived as having a combative personality) the centerpiece of his team.

Auerbach made it easy for Kerner with a trade offer for Russell that he couldn’t refuse: St. Louis native and six-time All-Star Ed Macauley—who had requested a move to his hometown to be with his ailing young son—and giving in to Kerner’s demand for another touted player, Cliff Hagan, who was returning to basketball after military service. The deal didn’t immediately look as lopsided as it would in the ensuing decade: the Hawks made the Finals in four of the next five seasons, losing to the Celtics in 1957 and reversing the result a year later when Russell was injured. Unfortunately for Holzman, the Hawks’ success came too late. Before the team could mesh, he was fired after a 14–19 start.

“Imagine if Red had gotten Russell and not that asshole Auerbach,” Levane said. Unlike Holzman—who privately referred to Auerbach as Oyerbach but was a model of circumspection publicly—Levane was never too reticent with his feelings about the other Red and his trademark victory cigar. Every time he saw Auerbach chomping on one, Fuzzy was overcome with the desire to “shove it up his ass.”

Levane offered another intriguing hypothetical: Imagine if the Knicks had gotten Russell! By 1956, after being dismissed in Milwaukee, Levane had drifted home to New York and joined the Knicks as a scout. That spring, he went to his boss, Ned Irish, and told him that Kerner didn’t want Russell in the upcoming draft—the very thing Auerbach had done in Boston.

“He asked me what it would take to get him,” Levane said. “I told him it would take a player, draft picks, and cash. He said, ‘How much?’ I said $15,000. He said, ‘I’m not paying that.’ That schmuck—we had a chance to bring Bill Russell to New York, and didn’t even try because of $15,000.”

EDWARD S. “NED” IRISH was one of the 11 founders of the Basketball Association of America in 1946 and was instrumental in its merger with the National Basketball League three years later. He had founded the Knickerbockers (named for a pseudonym of Washington Irving) simultaneously, after quitting his job as a sportswriter for the New York World-Telegram. Under his stewardship, Madison Square Garden transformed into the so-called Mecca of Basketball (a name derived from the Shriners’ Mecca Temple, a depression-era boxing venue) as Irish promoted college basketball games at the event-starved arena, where previously the largest crowds had assembled to watch hockey.

Though the Garden technically owned the Knicks, Irish was virtually a one-man executive office, using the leverage of New York and the Garden, along with his blustery personality, to create a bully pulpit. In the early days of pro basketball, Irish was arguably more powerful than the league commissioner, whose office was in the Garden. When difficult decisions had to be made—should big markets share home gate receipts with teams less financially endowed?—Irish typically got his way.

“He was a dour man, never seemed happy,” said David Stern, who would replace Larry O’Brien as commissioner in 1984 but who knew Irish from his time as a league counsel dating back to the seventies. Stern theorized that Irish had never recovered from the death of one of his two sons. Others said he always came across as arrogant, aloof, and humorless. The journalist and author Roger Kahn interviewed Irish for a 1967 profile in Sports Illustrated and found it difficult to believe that Irish had been a newspaper reporter. His answers were mostly gibberish, although Kahn took special note when Irish let slip, “I don’t care what they say about me as long as they buy tickets.” Kahn described Irish as so obsessed with the Garden’s business that he would occasionally lurk in the shadows and pounce when he spotted an usher moving a patron into a better seat in exchange for a fifty-cent tip.

As with James Dolan years later—the current owner of the Knicks and scourge of their twenty-first-century fans—the front office and coaches had to put up with his moods and his meddling. After early success under Joe Lapchick, when they reached the Finals three straight years, the Knicks became one of the worst teams in the NBA, a franchise with a knack for picking losers in the draft and firing coaches. Fuzzy Levane got his chance in 1958 and actually led the team into the playoffs, something that wouldn’t be repeated for nearly a decade. But Irish could never leave alone the people he hired long enough for them to do their job. Nor was he above forcing his own discriminatory and ultimately self-defeating practices upon his team.

In the fall of 1959, Levane’s early-season roster included a rugged 6'4" forward out of New York University named Cal Ramsey, who began his rookie season in St. Louis but quickly became an ex-Hawk after appearing in only four games. In New York, he lasted just seven, despite averaging an eye-opening 22.9 minutes, 11.4 points, and 6.7 rebounds as Levane’s first man off the bench. Levane liked Ramsey; he believed the Knicks had found themselves a solid rotation player, and a homegrown one at that.

“Cal and I had something pretty good going,” Levane said. “But we already had three other black guys on the roster: Willie Naulls, Johnny Green, and Ray Felix. So I get a call from Irish, who says that’s too many, I have to get rid of one.” Levane complied, reluctantly. Ramsey went to Syracuse, where he roomed briefly with a young, flamboyant shooting guard named Dick Barnett. Then he injured his knee and drifted, like many a deserving black player, into the Eastern League, more or less playing for carfare.

Levane wasn’t on the Knicks’ bench much longer, either. After an 8–19 start, he was replaced by Carl Braun. By then he had made his most significant contribution, throwing yet another career lifeline to Holzman, convincing Irish to bring him on as a scout in 1959.

Fate would much later allow Holzman to repay Levane, or at least lend him a hand when the Garden’s corporate bean counters cut Fuzzy loose as a scout in the 1980s, forcing him to live on Social Security benefits. As company legend has it, Holzman successfully lobbied the new regime of Al Bianchi and Rick Pitino to return Levane to the payroll, where he remained long after his scouting days were over. Always mindful of how Levane never did make any real money in the game, Holzman also left his friend a nice piece of change in his will.

Strange how these things work out.

IN 1959, UPON BUYING A STURDY SUITCASE and a couple of suits to dress the part of the distinguished scout, Holzman would tell anyone within earshot that he had no desire to return to the bench. He was content to hit the road and scour remote college towns across the country.

“When I was coaching with Frank McGuire at South Carolina in the sixties, I remember Red coming down and actually getting on the court and doing some workouts with us,” said Donnie Walsh, the longtime NBA executive who returned to his native New York to run the Knicks in 2008. “Frank knew him from New York and really liked him. He was this tough little guy, spinning these two-hand set shots off the backboard from all over.”

All over. That was the story of Holzman’s itinerant life for almost a decade. During the college season, he packed a suitcase and hit the road, a man in his forties logging too many miles for not enough money.

Jerry Krause—a young scout for the Baltimore Bullets, who much later would fit all the right pieces around Michael Jordan for the Bulls’ six-title dynasty—remembered meeting Holzman for the first time. Krause had just disembarked from a flight on a Saturday morning in St. Louis—like Red, a travel-weary soul in need of a week’s worth of sleep.

“You’re Krause, aren’t you?” Holzman said. “I hear you work hard. Where you been?”

Krause was flattered that someone as experienced in the business as Holzman knew who he was, but he wasn’t keen on sharing trade secrets.

“Oh, up the road,” Krause said. Holzman shot him a don’t-shit-a-shitter look.

“Now listen, Krause,” he said. “I know for certain you were in Oklahoma City last night, because there were only two games worth seeing, and I was at the one in Wichita. Secondly, I know you’re going to scout the Van Arsdale boys tonight, because that plane over there is to Indianapolis and I know they’re the only ones worth seeing up there. So don’t try to lie to old Red again and maybe I’ll let you drive with me.”

Holzman even imparted some road wisdom, telling Krause how to maximize his time in a town by spending the afternoon before a night game at the school, watching tapes of earlier games, instead of wasting time watching television in a cheap hotel room.

Beyond the car and the counsel, Holzman didn’t reveal much, saving whatever he knew about the players for the detailed scouting reports he prepared for the Knicks’ front office. On those pages was evidence that he had even more of an impact on those two Knicks championships than is commonly known.

Not all the reports were saved. Some have inevitably been lost in the shuffle of lives lived. But a couple of bound volumes went into the back of Holzman’s closet with the rest of the keepsakes he never displayed at his modest Cedarhurst home in the Five Towns area of Long Island (where the Holzmans resided with a listed telephone number). His daughter and son-in-law would have other ideas. After Holzman’s death, in the finished basement of their Westchester townhome, Gail and Charles Papelian created a display of photos and memorabilia. There was the framed, player-autographed photo of the Rochester Royals’ 1951 NBA championship team, the net Holzman had worn around his neck after Game 7 of the 1970 Finals; even one of Selma’s old scorecards was framed and mounted on the wall. But the scouting reports were kept out of sight, delicate and protected like expensive family heirlooms.

When I spent time with Gail and Charles in their basement, talking about the qualities that can lead one to success, she posed a question that sounded right from the Holzman lexicon: “Doesn’t it always come down to character?” She seemed to have inherited her father’s personality, private and modest and unwilling under any conditions to publicly share anything that might be construed as negative. I could peruse the reports as long as I didn’t share some of what I saw—the various critical appraisals of players long retired and, in some cases, dead. Her father would not have approved.

She explained to me that it wasn’t as if she and her husband had created a shrine for mass consumption. It was their way of paying private tribute to a man who loved the game, and who proved it with a decade’s worth of oppressive travel and toil for $5,000 a year well into the sixties.

Born to Eastern European immigrants on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, Red moved to a tenement in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn when he was four. His early life was focused resolutely on the school yard and its games—basketball and handball—and his daughter figures he would have been a basketball lifer, one way or another. Just like his lifelong friend Fuzzy.

“Red didn’t mind scouting; he just wanted a job,” Levane said. “Me, I always wanted to coach. So what happens? I end up as a scout and he winds up coaching the perfect basketball team.” Not the best team, Levane would have to admit, in deference to Russell, Sam and K. C. Jones, and, yes, even that other, less likable Red. But take it from a guy who had been around long enough to have seen every NBA season from day one: “As far as five men working together, the Knicks were the perfect team.”

A DECADE AFTER RED WAS BURIED, I called Fuzzy at his daughter’s home in South Carolina during the summer of 2009, unaware that his wife, Kay, had recently passed away. Quick to offer condolences, I said I would call back another time, but, no, the 89-year-old Levane insisted he didn’t want to hang up. He wanted to talk about basketball, the other great love of his life—a welcome distraction from yet another season of grief.

Death had been too much a mainstay since he’d lost his sister, Marie, in the late nineties, followed by a couple of close friends and finally his best friends, Selma and Red. The sadness sent him into an emotional tailspin, in part because he just couldn’t figure out how he had outlasted all of them after his own near-death experience in 1991. Driving home with his wife after his induction into the New York City Basketball Hall of Fame, Levane suffered a ruptured aortic aneurysm. Had it occurred an hour later, he would have died of internal bleeding in his sleep, doctors later told him. Instead he was rushed to St. Francis Hospital in Roslyn, Long Island, where he needed a minor miracle to survive the next 72 hours in a coma. Holzman visited him every day for two weeks, until he was out of danger.

Beyond all the ribbing, Holzman and Levane had deep and abiding respect for each other. However famous or successful Holzman would become, he never forgot to credit Levane. “He always said that Fuzzy paved the way for him, every step of the way,” Gail told me.

When Holzman died, in 1998, Levane felt as if doctors had excavated a chunk of his heart. He especially missed him when the Knicks made a shocking run to the NBA Finals the following spring with a socially dysfunctional team that had finished eighth in the Eastern Conference during a season shortened by a lockout.

After they eliminated the Larry Bird—coached Indiana Pacers in the Eastern Conference finals, I was working my way through the crowd in the lower stands of the Garden when I bumped into Levane near his seat behind the Knicks’ bench, tears streaming down his face. I asked him about that. The emotional unburdening was part joy, he said, but also the result of all the funerals and wakes, the post-traumatic stress his doctor had explained to him. Despite the Knicks’ success, he was still hurting, most of all when he looked across the court to where Red once sat, Selma faithfully keeping score by his side, as she had ever since Holzman was on the bench, leaning forward, immersed in his work.

If only Red could have lived to see the Knicks back in the NBA Finals—Levane couldn’t let go of the thought. Maybe it would have given him more incentive to fight, kept him going after Selma was gone. Basketball had always meant that much to both of them. He admitted to compulsively dialing Holzman’s number throughout the stunning playoff run before hanging up, embarrassed and heartbroken all over again. He would think to himself: What the hell am I doing?
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AN IRISH CARNIVAL

FIFTEEN YEARS BEFORE MAGIC AND LARRY, THERE WERE CAZZIE AND BILL. Like Magic Johnson and Larry Bird, who all but created March Madness with their epic 1979 final, Cazzie Russell (Chicago) and Bill Bradley (Crystal City, Missouri) were native sons of the Midwest. Like Magic, Russell played for a traditional sports power, the Michigan Wolverines. And Bradley, for his part, was largely responsible for lifting Ivy League Princeton into the national championship discussion, just as Bird would later do with a motley collection of Indiana State Sycamores. And then there was the unmistakable color of their skin: Russell was black, Bradley was white.

But unlike Bird and Magic, their teams met twice during the 1964–65 season, including a semifinal Michigan blowout of Princeton in the Final Four. It’s difficult to imagine, in an age of “one-and-done” college prospects, that a matchup akin to Bradley versus Russell (or, for that matter, Lew Alcindor versus Elvin Hayes, which played out on January 20, 1968, in front of 52,693 fans at the Houston Astrodome and has been billed ever since as the Game of the Century) will ever happen again.

The use of the college game as a one-year springboard to the NBA, the lusting after network television money, and the obsession with postseason tournaments have long reduced the college regular season to a drone of revenue-generating exhibitions, nightly cable filler. But on December 30, 1964, at Madison Square Garden, Michigan-Princeton not only captivated the city; it helped restore college basketball’s reputation after the 1951 point-shaving scandals had implicated four New York schools and brought disrepute to the basketball world in general.

The game was especially gratifying for Ned Irish, who had watched the Garden’s reputation crumble along with the sport it showcased. The first college basketball game he promoted—a doubleheader in which NYU defeated Notre Dame and Westminster beat St. John’s—had drawn 16,180 fans on December 29, 1934. He bragged that he didn’t have to put up a cent, the Garden demanding only that its percentage of the gate offset the $4,000 cost of renting the building. “Don’t forget, it was the Depression, and the Garden was dark a lot of nights,” Irish said. Under Irish, attendance for college basketball peaked at an average of 18,196 in 1946, when the pro leagues were in diapers. Five years later came the scandals; Irish watched helplessly as his gold mine collapsed, as the NCAA tournament made sure to steer clear of bookie-infested New York, and as the renowned CCNY program downscaled its involvement in the sport.

With the Michigan-Princeton matchup, the wounds seemed finally to heal. Michigan was ranked number one, with Russell leading its freewheeling offense. Playing for the first time in the Garden, Bradley was up from New Jersey, having months earlier captained the gold-medal-winning Olympic team in Rome, one of three Americans to average double figures in points. But he was still carrying the predictable Ivy stigma. Was he a dominant force because he had primarily been measured against scholarly white boys with secure futures in banking or law? “That was the number-one question: Is he playing against the kind of competition we were?” said Gail Goodrich, an All-American guard that season at UCLA. “I remember we played Yale and beat them by 40, so my first take was, well, probably not.”

More than 40 years after being shuttered and demolished, the old Garden survives only in New York’s collective memory, romanticized in photographs of an era gone by: outside, the landmark Nedick’s sign, where they served up hot dogs and drinks, the ritual snack on the way in or at halftime; inside, the sorely missed voice of the public address announcer, John F. X. Condon, launching the night with his elegant opening: “Good evening, everybody. Welcome to Madison Square Garden.” The court itself was buried beneath a gray, smoky haze that grew thicker and thicker among the arena’s steel girders as the night progressed. Balconies hovered over the court as if the Garden were an opera house, one filled with vociferous fans whose rooting interests often had more to do with the point spread than with home-team fidelity.

When I try to recall the old Garden’s interior, I only seem to summon Boston Garden (a building I frequented as a reporter in the 1980s, when Bird and company reigned). “It was actually a lot like Boston,” said Marv Albert, who broke into the business at the old Garden as a ball boy, on his way to replacing Marty Glickman as the radio voice of
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