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1

ON THE NIGHT of November 7, 1959, people lined up on the sidewalks outside Boston’s North Station, a dingy yellow-brick building, and crowded along the bar at the Iron Horse, the old drinking-parlor inside. They stood in clusters on Causeway Street and Haverhill Street and Canal Street, their voices almost drowned out by the thundering traffic on the elevated highways and subway tracks that crossed above them on iron girders, and by the hiss and clang of the trains in the rail yards.

The citizens of Boston had much to debate that evening. In Washington, D.C., Charles Van Doren, the thirty-three-year-old Columbia University English professor, had just admitted to a congressional committee that the producers of Twenty-One, the television quiz show that had turned him into a national icon, had been secretly prepping him with the answers to questions. Senator John Kennedy, who had all but announced his intention to run for president the following year, had been touring California and Oregon the previous week, greeted by ecstatic crowds carrying signs saying “Viva Kennedy!” In Boston itself, a newspaper strike was under way, and just four days earlier, John Collins, the Suffolk County register of probate and a victim of paralytic polio who was confined to a wheelchair, had defeated Senate president John Powers for the Boston mayoralty. It was a stunning upset, brought about by an FBI raid on the headquarters of a gambling syndicate just one hundred yards from the East Boston police station and resulting in charges of widespread corruption in the city’s government.

But the topic that consumed the crowds around North Station was neither the television scandal nor the impending administration of John Collins nor the presidential prospects of a young Irish American Catholic. It was instead basketball, specifically the game scheduled that night between the Boston Celtics and the Philadelphia Warriors. While Boston was a storied sports town, the sports that had always provoked the most passion were baseball and hockey, the sports of the Red Sox and the Bruins. These were sports with rich local histories, sports that had been played for generations in Boston and had, over the years, woven themselves so deeply into the fabric of the city that residence there seemed virtually synonymous with a rabid devotion to its baseball and hockey teams. Professional basketball, in contrast, was only thirteen years old in 1959. Walter Brown, the owner of the Bruins and leaseholder on the Boston Garden, had started the Celtics to fill seats at the arena on nights when his beloved hockey team was not playing and the big, drafty building, located above the train station, would otherwise sit dark and empty. In other words, the team was a purely commercial afterthought in a sport without strong roots in the city’s culture, and for much of the fifties, attendance at its games reflected this. Rarely was the Garden more than half filled on the nights it played. Members of the Celtics joked that while Ted Williams could not get out of a car on Charles Street without being mobbed, their entire team could walk the length of the Common and no one would give them a second glance.

On the night of November 7, however, every one of the 13,909 seats in the Garden had long been sold out, even the hundreds of seats whose views became partially obstructed when the hockey arena was converted to a basketball court by raising the backboards, running guy wires out to the sides, and bolting the wooden parquet squares to the subflooring. Outside, along Causeway Street, scalpers were demanding upwards of $20 for tickets that usually went for $2.50. One New York sportswriter, arriving at North Station earlier that afternoon, was offered a ticket for $10 by a scalper who told him, “Just trying to do you a favor, Mac. I can get more for it at the Garden just before game time.”

The reason for the excitement was that twenty-three-year-old Wilt Chamberlain had joined the Philadelphia Warriors as a rookie that year and on this night Chamberlain would for the first time face the Celtics center, Bill Russell. The game was so eagerly anticipated that Red Auerbach, the Celtics coach, had been telling people that it would draw enough fans to fill Yankee Stadium. Sportswriters were calling the confrontation Battle of the Titans, Battle of the Giants, and Big Goliath vs. Little Goliath. They were speculating about what would happen when an “irresistible offensive force” encountered an “immovable defensive object.” In an article anticipating the game, Sport magazine’s headline was “The Big Collision,” and it declared, “Pro basketball will be stepping into its golden age when Wilt Chamberlain, the rookie, clashes with Bill Russell, the leaping veteran.”

Chamberlain had attracted national attention even while a student at Overbrook High School in Philadelphia, where his team won fifty-eight games and lost three in his three years there and where he set a statewide scoring record, averaging just under forty points per game. At the University of Kansas, he had proved to be such an overwhelming presence on the court that Jimmy Breslin, then a young sportswriter, wrote an article for The Saturday Evening Post entitled, “Can Basketball Survive Chamberlain?”

Basketball had had big men before. In the early fifties, George Mikan, the six-foot-ten-inch center of the Minneapolis Lakers, had dominated the game. But Mikan was a lurching, graceless man who wore metal-rimmed glasses and lumbered up and down the court, bashing aside opponents with his huge left arm. Chamberlain was more than seven feet tall and wore size fourteen-and-a-half shoes, but he was also quick, agile, strong, and smart. His legs were so long that he seemed part gazelle. And they were so powerful that when he leaped up, arms raised, toward the backboard, his hands at the apex of his jump were three feet above the rim, which he could look down into. He was so good that not only did no one seem to be able to beat him, few people seemed actually capable of playing against him.

Except maybe Bill Russell. Russell had led the Celtics to two championships since joining the team three years earlier. Never much of a shooter, Russell had nonetheless perfected a style of defensive play, blocking shots and rebounding ferociously by leaping so high into the air that he seemed to hang there in suspension. His size and athleticism had literally transformed professional basketball. Prior to Russell joining the National Basketball Association, the game had consisted of little more than men running up and down the court making layups. But because Russell blocked layups so effectively, players had been forced to create a wider range of offensive plays, passing back and forth and setting screens until one of them could make a mid-range jump shot. The game immediately became more complex, varied, and challenging for the players and more involving and fun to watch for the spectators, and the late fifties became known as the Russell Era.

But now, with Chamberlain in the league, sportswriters were wondering if the Russell Era was coming to an end, if the defensive style of play Russell personified would yield to the singularly muscular offensive style of Wilt Chamberlain, whose fadeaway jump shot was almost impossible to defend against and who amazed fans by leaping up to the rim, taking a pass over the outstretched hands of the defending team, and then, still rising into his jump, actually shoving the ball down into the basket. It was a feat so startling, requiring such a rare combination of timing, grace, and strength, that it seemed to have more to do with acrobatics than with basketball. Until then, the sport had been thought of as a game played well below the net. Now it was becoming a game played in the air.

Russell, sitting in the Celtics locker room before the game, had read the articles musing about an end of an era—his era, even though he was only twenty-six—and he wondered if they were true. Russell had eaten a steak that afternoon and then played cards with his teammates Maurice King and K. C. Jones, who had also been his teammate on the University of San Francisco Dons when he led it to two NCAA championships. Russell always got nervous before a game, so nervous that he routinely threw up. Night after night, sixty or seventy times a season, he was in the head before the game tossing the remains of his lunch. In fact, he did it with such regularity that to his teammates it became a ritualistic sign of good luck. If Russell wasn’t in there puking, they got worried.

But on this night Russell was more nervous than usual, even after the obligatory trip to the head. Russell was tall, six-ten, but Chamberlain had three or four inches on him; Russell didn’t know exactly how many inches, because while Chamberlain was officially listed at seven feet one and one-sixteenth inches, he also claimed that no one had measured him since he was in high school. Also, Russell knew, Chamberlain was a good forty to fifty pounds heavier than he was. He could jump just as high and he was just as quick up and down the court.

And Chamberlain was smart. Russell considered himself one of the most serious students and analysts of basketball ever to play the game. While at San Francisco, he had thought so systematically about the game’s physics and geometry—the trajectories the ball drew between the horizontal plane of the court and the vertical planes of the backboards, the thrust of a 240-pound body hurtling at you at twenty miles an hour and the dynamics of deflecting that thrust—that he thought of himself as a scientist in sneakers. But Russell knew Chamberlain was just as smart as he was. The sportswriters were saying Chamberlain was even smarter. Russell wondered if tonight he was going to be outplayed and outthought by rookie Wilton Norman Chamberlain.

People had been feeding Russell information about Chamberlain for weeks: his moves and shots—particularly his fadeaway jumper—what worked against him, what didn’t, how close to guard him. Prepared as he was, Russell still felt unprepared because Chamberlain, from what so many people were saying, sounded simply unstoppable, a man who was going to get his thirty points regardless of what you did. Russell decided one thing: he would not look up at Chamberlain. Russell was used to being the tallest person in the room or on the court, and there was nothing that a tall person, accustomed to looking down at everyone, found more intimidating than to come face-to-face with someone who was even taller.

Chamberlain had spent the afternoon before the game sprawled diagonally across two beds he’d pushed together in the Hotel Lenox, trying to rest. Basketball fans had learned where he was staying, and a small crowd of them badgered him for autographs when he emerged from the hotel in the early evening. After obliging, he caught a taxi to Boston Garden. Now, sitting in the cramped and overheated visitors’ locker room with the rest of the Warriors, he was nervous as well. His transition into the pros had been more difficult than he’d thought it would be, given his commanding abilities and all the press he’d received. Pro ball was more violent than college ball, for one thing. He’d been elbowed in the mouth by Willie Naulls in a game against the Knicks. And Naulls had chased him up and down the court trying to tear off the rubber band he always wore on his wrist. It was like the guy was out to get him, like there was something personal going on. Also, Chamberlain had played exhibition ball with the Harlem Globetrotters for a year before turning pro, and since the actual games the Trotters played were little more than jokey pretexts for various basketball stunts, he’d picked up a few bad habits such as clowning around and walking with the ball.

But he was adjusting. A bigger problem for Chamberlain going into the game that night against the Celtics was that although he was surrounded by some good players such as Paul Arizin and Guy Rogers, the Warriors lacked Boston’s overall talent. That meant that while Bill Russell could stick to rebounding and rely on Bob Cousy and Bill Sharman to score, Chamberlain would have to play both defense and offense. He’d managed to do this so far against other teams, and the Warriors had won their first three games of the season. But he wondered if he’d live up to all the advance billing, if he could hold his own against the greatest defensive player in the league.

The Celtics fans, overwhelmingly white and working-class, had tended to have conflicting feelings toward Bill Russell, their enthusiasm for him as an athlete undercut by their resentment at the fact that not only was the team dominated by a black man, but he was aloof in manner and from time to time gave voice to his indignation over his country’s—and Boston’s—racial inequities. As a result, the crowd tended to reserve its affection for Bob Cousy, the talented local boy who’d come from Holy Cross and was one of the best ball handlers in the league. But on this night, as the announcer introduced Russell to the almost 14,000 fans in the Garden, the applause, in anticipation of the matchup with Chamberlain, was thunderous. The Tall Man, as some sportswriters had taken to calling him, was finally getting a little appreciation in his adopted hometown.

In mid-court before the tip-off, Russell and Chamberlain shook hands. Russell, unable to help himself, broke his vow not to look at Chamberlain and glanced up. The man was tall. Ever since joining the league two and a half years ago, Russell had been able to do pretty much what he had wanted to do on the court. Now he was facing a man who not only towered over him but could jump and dunk, had huge hands and the strength of a wrestler, and knew how to rebound and could also hit from the outside. In fact, Chamberlain went up so high when he took that outside jumper of his that it was more or less impossible to prevent the shot. How, Russell wondered, was he supposed to play him?

The referee tossed the ball into the air and they both leaped. Russell, finding that he was quicker on his feet, went into the air first and got the tip-off. After that, the game quickly turned into a matchup between Russell and Chamberlain, almost as if it were a form of single combat. For the sportswriters sitting courtside, it was an amazing sight to behold. Those who had watched Russell and Chamberlain play individually before had never seen either man seriously challenged for control of the ball. But tonight was different. It was as if only now had each of them found an opponent worthy of his own talent, for each appeared to be forcing the other to work harder, to stretch further, to demand more of himself.

It seemed that every time Chamberlain rose up in the air to launch his fadeaway jump shot, Russell rose up with him, his arm reaching up and out and over Chamberlain, requiring Chamberlain to try to go even higher. At the apex of their leaps, with their arms raised, the two men were more than twelve feet in the air, towering above the people sitting courtside and moving together in what seemed almost like a form of ballet. Jimmy Breslin, it was clear, had it all wrong with his notion that Wilt Chamberlain somehow represented the end of basketball. What the sportswriters were seeing that night seemed more like the beginning of basketball, the discovery of infinite new possibilities—for drama, for maneuvers and combinations, for nakedly awesome athleticism—in a sport that until then had failed to inspire much public excitement.

All in all, Chamberlain took thirty-eight shots, but he scored only four baskets when paired man-to-man with Russell. Once—and this shocked the sportswriters and electrified the fans—Chamberlain leaped up to make a fadeaway jumper and Russell leaped up so much higher that he was actually able to block the shot of the taller man, reaching out with his hand and swatting down the ball. Chamberlain scored twenty-two points on tip-ins and dunk shots, but Russell had him so frustrated that in the second half he resorted to hook shots, a maneuver he had scorned since college as a disgracefully amateurish junk move. He looked awkward shooting them, standing flat-footed on the floor, tossing the ball over the side of his head, and every single one of those hook shots missed.

While Chamberlain ended up scoring more points than anyone else in the game—thirty to Russell’s twenty-two—Boston won 115–106. When it was over, the Garden erupted. To Russell, standing on the court, the crowd’s emotion was so powerful that the arena felt as if it were shaking. Far from Chamberlain making him irrelevant, Russell thought, his opponent had instead forced him, or inspired him, to play better basketball than he’d ever played before. He had a feeling that this could get interesting.

Red Auerbach, the Celtics coach, was sitting on the bench, and as the game drew to a close, he pulled out a cigar. Auerbach had first seen Chamberlain play back in 1953, when Wilt was still in high school, and Auerbach had become convinced even then that Wilt was going to be one of the best basketball players the game had ever seen, possibly the very best. But even before Wilt’s rookie season began, the sportswriters had been acting as if it was a foregone conclusion that he and the Warriors would overrun every other team in the league. Auerbach had disagreed. His strategy going into the game that night had been to let Chamberlain get his thirty or forty points but to make sure that the Celtics smothered the rest of the Warriors, and it had worked. None of Chamberlain’s teammates had ever really gotten into the game.

Auerbach removed the cigar’s cellophane wrapping, pulled out his lighter, and fired it up. He puffed, smoke drifting upward, and then exhaled with an air of self-satisfaction. Auerbach smoked eight to ten cigars a day, but this one was always different, for this was the notorious Victory Cigar, the one he ceremonially lit once his team had put the game away, the one that drove opposing coaches mad with distraction, the one that seemed the ultimate embodiment of what they regarded as the man’s unbearable arrogance. Auerbach was a stout, balding man with dark rings around his eyes and a cauliflower nose. He had a family, but his wife and two daughters lived in suburban Washington, D.C., while during the basketball season he stayed at the Hotel Lenox, in Boston’s Back Bay. He rationalized this arrangement by saying that he traveled so much and worked such long hours during the season that he would have seen little of his family if they had moved to Boston. He always added that one of his daughters had asthma that would have made it difficult for her to live in Boston. But Boston’s brisk sea air was much better for asthma than Washington’s humid, pollen-thick climate, and some of the people who’d had exposure to Auerbach’s frequently crude, obstreperous, primitive, intimidating personality believed it was a toss-up as to whether he couldn’t stand to have his family around during the season or whether his family couldn’t stand to be around him.

During games, Auerbach wore a dark suit or loud plaid sport coat and carried a rolled-up program in his left hand. His right hand was usually cupped around his wide-open mouth as he shouted in disgusted disbelief at the benighted officials. When a call particularly outraged him, he rose from the bench and raced along the sidelines shouting or ran onto the court and up to the offending official, thrust his face forward until they were standing nose to nose, arguing so heatedly it was almost impossible for the official to get a word in. He was, referees and rival coaches agreed, obnoxiousness personified. “He incites a murderous rage when he takes his place on the bench,” one sportswriter declared. “When I first met Auerbach, I disliked him,” an unnamed coach once told a reporter for the Boston Record. “But gradually it grew to hate.”

One reason other coaches hated Auerbach was that he was becoming so successful. In the fall of 1959 he had won two NBA championships in the past three years. By the time he retired, in 1966, he had won seven more, a record unmatched by any professional team coach in any sport. 1* But Auerbach also had the improbable distinction of being one of professional basketball’s most significant social pioneers. That first game between Bill Russell and Wilt Chamberlain was played just weeks before the dawn of what John Kennedy, in the upcoming presidential campaign, would call “the challenging, revolutionary sixties.” At the time, the greatest turbulence in the country centered around race relations. Black migration out of the rural South had continued strong since the end of World War II, and the 1960 census found that in Washington, D.C., blacks for the first time had become a majority in a large American city. But segregation remained the rule throughout the Deep South, and in April 1959, seven months before the game, the most notorious lynching since the murder of Emmett Till took place when a group of hooded men kidnapped Mack Parker, the black suspect in the rape of a white woman, from a jail in Mississippi and left his mutilated body in the Pearl River.

As the civil rights movement gathered momentum in the early and mid-sixties, basketball, more than any other major sport, would find itself caught up in the issue of race. Its integration was more sudden and complete than in football or baseball. Within a few short years after Chamberlain’s arrival, four of the top five players in the league—Chamberlain, Russell, Elgin Baylor, and Oscar Robertson—were black. They became wealthy celebrities and, whether they liked it or not, role models. While the NBA in general integrated more quickly than any other team sport in the country, the Celtics set the pace within the league. They were the first team to field a majority of black players, the first to field an all-black team, and the first team in any major-league sport to hire a black coach. These developments were greeted with incredulity, skepticism, and outright resistance from some fans and sportswriters in the racially torn city of Boston, but they contributed to the Celtics’ dominance of the NBA during the 1960s. While Auerbach was responsible for them, he was motivated not by any sense of social mission—he was so apolitical that he never even bothered to vote—but instead by a simple ruthless calculation in his desire to win. Whatever it takes.

ARNOLD AUERBACH grew up in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg section, a thriving immigrant neighborhood of Poles, Ukrainians, Italians, and Eastern European Jews who lived in wood-shingled row houses—destroyed during the thirties in the federal government’s first slum-clearing project—and worked in the sugar refineries, breweries, soda bottling plants, and kosher food factories on the East River waterfront. In Brooklyn in the twenties, just about everyone had a nickname. Auerbach’s father, Hyman, a Russian immigrant from Minsk who owned a delicatessen and later operated a dry-cleaning establishment, was known as Hymie. Arnold Auerbach had red hair, and from an early age his inevitable street moniker was Red. In addition to providing him with the nickname by which he would be known long after he turned balding and gray, the rough, noisy, exuberant streets of Brooklyn stamped themselves on his personality. The borough forced boys to become tough and fearless and scrappy, to learn to work hard but also to take chances, to play the angles, and to appreciate the value of intimidation as a survival tool.

Red and his friends hustled for nickels by cleaning the windows of the cars that stopped at Williamsburg gas stations. They strapped on roller skates and grabbed the fenders of trolley cars, which pulled them through the streets. They sneaked into the movie palaces on Atlantic Avenue to watch Gloria Swanson and Buster Keaton and into Ebbets Field to watch the Dodgers. But while rooting for center fielder Dixie Walker, known throughout the borough as “Da People’s Cherce,” Red Auerbach played little baseball because neighborhoods such as Williamsburg lacked the open space for fields. The games of choice in Williamsburg were punchball, handball, stickball, and basketball. Basketball had been invented less than three decades earlier, but because it was uncomplicated and fast-paced and could be played just about anywhere, it had proved wildly popular in schools and colleges around the country. In Brooklyn it was played on the black-tar rooftops of apartment buildings by the Irish, the Germans, the Italians, and the Jews—the inner-city ethnic groups of the times. The game, the American Hebrew observed, “requires a good deal of quick thinking, lightning-like rapidity of movement, and endurance; it does not call for brutality and brute strength.”

At the Eastern District High School, Red made the varsity basketball team, and while he was neither tall, at five feet nine, nor particularly quick, he nonetheless played the game harder than anyone else—getting into fights, pushing and shoving, struggling for control of the ball—and consequently became the first boy from Eastern District High to be listed by sportswriter Lester Bromberg in the New York World-Telegram’s Schoolboy Hall of Fame. Even so, only one institution of higher learning offered Auerbach a scholarship: Seth Low Junior College, a Brooklyn branch of Columbia University so small that its 175 students did not even have their own campus. Seth Low’s classes were taught in the Brooklyn Law School, and the basketball team played in the gym of the nearby Plymouth Church.

Gordon Ridings, the basketball coach at Seth Low, had gone to college at the University of Oregon, where he played under coach Bill Reinhart, who had just been hired to be the basketball coach at George Washington University. In the winter of Auerbach’s freshman year, the George Washington team came up to New York to play Long Island University, and Ridings invited Reinhart and his players to take on tiny Seth Low in an informal scrimmage match in the Plymouth Church gym. George Washington overwhelmed Seth Low, but Auerbach played as if his team actually had a chance. In fact, his tough, aggressive but also smart moves—blocking, setting picks, using his elbows—made such an impression on Bill Reinhart that the coach, thinking Auerbach might bring some hard-edged city tactics to the simple run-and-shoot game favored by his players, offered him a scholarship to come to George Washington.

Some athletes and leaders are at an early age clearly destined for greatness. Red Auerbach at eighteen—the son of a dry cleaner, boisterous and quick with his fists but neither academically nor athletically distinguished—was not one of them. “He wasn’t much as a player,” recalled Moe Goldman, who played professional basketball in the thirties and who knew Auerbach from Eastern District High School. “He was lucky a lot of times.” Indeed, if Bill Reinhart had not, as a favor to Gordon Ridings, allowed his team to play that scrimmage match at Plymouth Church, Auerbach might well have remained in Brooklyn all his life as a high school phys ed instructor, his ambition at the time. That he eventually became one of the greatest professional coaches in mid-century America owed more than a little to that chance encounter with Reinhart. The life of Auerbach’s greatest player, Bill Russell, turned on a similarly fateful minor moment, and this gave both men a ferocious determination to fight to keep what chance had granted them—a determination that was missing in many men who, at the same point in their lives, were much more obviously talented.

WHILE NEVER a top-tier school, George Washington from time to time beat teams from much larger schools such as Ohio State, and in Auerbach’s senior year he was made team captain. After graduating, he married the daughter of a local pediatrician, worked for two years as a high school teacher and coach, then joined the navy during World War II. He remained stateside, at the naval base in Norfolk, Virginia, and after the war, he prepared to return to his old job. A comfortable if utterly conventional and anonymous life seemed to stretch out before him. Then in the spring of 1946, Auerbach read a newspaper article about a meeting to be held in New York at the Hotel Commodore by Ned Irish, the general manager of Madison Square Garden. For a second time, chance was going to allow Auerbach an opportunity to change his life, if he had the audacity.

The Saturday Evening Post once called Ned Irish “Basketball’s Big Wheel.” Like Auerbach, Irish—the game’s first truly successful promoter—was a man alert to opportunity. In 1933, while covering a basketball game at Manhattan College as a junior sports reporter for the New York World-Telegram, he found the doors to the small gym shut. He was forced to climb through a window, and in the process tore a hole in his suit pants. This convinced him that college basketball games needed larger venues, and the following year he persuaded the directors of Madison Square Garden to grant him the concession for college basketball by promising them a percentage of the gate, with a minimum of $4,000 a game. He didn’t have to put up a cent of his own money; it was the middle of the Depression and on many nights the Garden was dark.

Basketball games rarely ran longer than ninety minutes, which did not strike most spectators as a satisfying return on their dollar, and so Irish came up with the idea of offering doubleheaders: four teams playing two games back-to-back for the price of one ticket. His first event, with a highlight game between New York University and Notre Dame, easily exceeded the $4,000 target, and Irish himself, who had been making forty-eight dollars a week at the World-Telegram, personally took home $1,100. By the end of the year, Irish had arranged eight doubleheaders that overall had drawn 99,528 paying fans. The idea caught on throughout the east, with dozens of college teams traveling a circuit of big-city arenas, and Irish soon was named executive vice president of Madison Square Garden, where he still owned the basketball concession. The hustling young newshound had been transformed into a haughty, calculating executive; it was said of him that he could move the Empire State Building if he thought there was a loose buck under it.

The meeting Irish organized at the Hotel Commodore took place nine months after the Japanese surrender aboard the U.S.S. Missouri officially ended World War II. Veterans were streaming home—245,000 a month from the navy alone—in search of work and diversion. At the time, baseball was the sport that mesmerized Americans. Stadium crowds had more than doubled since the beginning of World War II; the Yankees were drawing more than two million home spectators a season. But Ned Irish had made college basketball a large draw, and Max Kase, sports editor of the Journal-American, the largest afternoon newspaper in New York, had become convinced that professional basketball could prove just as successful. Kase had talked to the owners of several large arenas about starting a professional league. The Depression and the war had created a long stretch of lean years for the arena owners. With the war over, attendance was rising, but the no-strike agreements made by labor unions during the war were also over, and strikes were breaking out around the country; just the previous month, Harry Truman had signed an executive order seizing the railroads when a strike by rail workers threatened to cripple the country. The unions that had contracts with the arenas were demanding substantial raises, and Max Kase had argued that a professional basketball league could provide a new source of revenue to the arena owners without incurring a substantial new investment.

The country’s first pro league, the American Basketball League, had been started in 1925, during the first great American sports explosion, with teams such as the New York Gothams and the Original Celtics, but it folded in the early years of the Depression. In 1937 the National Basketball League was formed, primarily in the Midwest, where companies such as Firestone and Goodyear and General Electric sponsored teams in their hometowns of Akron and Fort Wayne. The league, organized by promoters, limped along for years, but it lacked facilities and sports editors generally ignored it, and as a result it never developed much of a following.

The men meeting at the Hotel Commodore, by contrast, were arena owners, with connections to sports editors due to the hockey teams most of them owned and the horse shows, bicycle races, and boxing matches they booked. Their arenas were much larger than the ones in which the National Basketball League played, and since they were in bigger cities than the cities that were home to the NBL teams, they had the opportunity of drawing larger crowds. It seemed all upside. Max Kase had hoped to start the New York franchise himself and rent out Madison Square Garden, but Irish informed him that the Garden Corporation would need to own the team, and Kase had to be satisfied with a cash payment of several thousand dollars for his efforts to found the league. At the meeting, the owners drew up bylaws and established rules for the Basketball Association of America (BAA), named a commissioner, and created charter franchises in eleven cities.

When Red Auerbach read about the formation of the BAA, he thought it might actually work. The audience was there. After all, really good college players attracted passionate followings. But once they graduated there was no real league for them and so they vanished. Pro basketball for the previous twenty-odd years had been pretty lame, in Auerbach’s view, but that was because it had been handled badly: bush teams playing in bush towns in a bush league. Handled correctly, it had genuine potential.

Auerbach’s wife had just had a baby, but he was, at twenty-eight, still young. He could play it safe and remain a high school coach for the rest of his life, or he could take a gamble, try to get in on this new league at its launch, and see where—and how far—it would take him. Auerbach’s father, who’d left Minsk at the age of thirteen and arrived in New York unable to speak English, was a man who understood that it was impossible to get ahead in the world without taking a chance, and so was his son. Despite the fact that he’d never played professional ball, coached a college team, or developed any sort of national reputation as a college player, Auerbach approached Mike Uline, the owner of the Washington Arena and one of the men at the meeting at the Hotel Commodore, and proposed himself as the coach for Uline’s new team, the Washington Capitols.

Auerbach made his case to Uline by giving him a singular analysis of the state of basketball at the time and how he could exploit it to put together a winning team. Since the sport was intrinsically improvisational, and since television, then in its infancy, had yet to create a national audience with common expectations of how it should be played, the game of basketball had, in the five decades of its existence, evolved distinct regional differences. One outstanding player influenced how everyone else in town played. One forceful coach imprinted all the good players of one state with a certain style, and they passed it on to the kids they coached. As a result, for example, Midwesterners emphasized a running game while New Yorkers focused on perimeter set shots. Most of the professional teams being put together in the summer of 1946 hoped to capitalize on the popularity of local college players by drafting and featuring them. As a result, those teams would inevitably lean heavily on the prevailing local style of play.

However, Auerbach told Mike Uline that what no one seemed to understand was that the way to build a winning team was by hiring players from all regions of the country, each bringing with him the special skills that his region emphasized. Auerbach explained to Uline that he had firsthand experience of how successful such a team could be. While in the navy, he had been a chief petty officer in charge of recreation at the naval station in Norfolk, where he ran an intramural sports program and consequently got to know basketball players from around the country. Those men were now all being discharged and were in need of jobs. If he became coach, Auerbach told Uline, he could put together a talented, inexpensive team from that pool of ex-navy men, fielding backcourt players from New York, runners from the Midwest, rebounders from California. Most of the other franchise owners were hiring college coaches; Ned Irish brought in Neil Cohalan from Manhattan College to run his new team, the Knickerbockers; the Chicago investors signed Harold Olsen from Ohio State. But Mike Uline, an innovative Dutchman who’d made his fortune patenting various types of ice-making machinery, liked Auerbach’s idea and offered him a one-year contract for $5,000.

Going into his first season, Auerbach knew that no one had ever heard of him, that he had no reputation to speak of, and he was afraid the referees and the name coaches such as Cohalan and Olsen would dismiss him as nothing more than an overpromoted lightweight high school coach. He also wanted to establish his authority over his own players, since most of them were his age or older, and all of them were better basketball players than he’d ever been. “If you get obnoxious you build incentive,” he once told one of his players. And so he turned himself into a courtside presence that everyone in the league would be forced to contend with. During games he did not so much feign rage as he allowed it to engulf him. He pounded his fists together so angrily that his knuckles became swollen, and so he began rolling up a program before each game and using it to smack his hand. He snarled at the opposing team’s fans, shook his fist, sighed, waved his cigar, smacked his hand with his rolled-up program. He hated hearing the word why from his players—Why’d you take me out?—and none of them were allowed to question or ask for an explanation for any of his decisions. He protested virtually every call made against his team, storming over to the official in question, tapping cigar ashes on the man’s shoes, and flecking his face with spittle as he shouted at him. He wanted to keep officials off balance and doubting themselves in the hope that, in the crucial closing minutes of the game, they might hesitate to rule against his team. And so he never gave ground, acting on the assumption that he was always right and everyone else was always wrong. He wanted it understood throughout the league that no one was going to hose Auerbach.

Auerbach’s methods produced results. In their first year, the Capitols ran up a seventeen-game winning streak and had a record of 49–11, a winning percentage that would remain a record for twenty years. But, in what would come to be another signature Auerbach statistic, the Capitols also led the league in defense, becoming the team with the fewest points allowed. Auerbach produced two more winning seasons with the Capitols, ending up in the playoffs each year and making it to the finals in the third, where his team lost to the Minneapolis Lakers in six games.

Nonetheless, the Washington Capitols were barely afloat financially, and in the three years since its inception, the entire league had been floundering. Four teams lasted only one season. None of the owners wanted to spend money on those that survived. Many early games were played on wooden floorboards laid over hockey ice; puddles formed on the court and the shivering players sitting on the bench wrapped themselves in blankets. Attendance was sparse. The audiences that did show up, accustomed to wrestling and boxing and hockey, expected some blood with their sport, and the early players, many of them brawling World War II veterans, were happy to comply. In one 1949 game between New York and the new Baltimore franchise, one hundred personal fouls were called and three bloody fistfights broke out on the court. In 1949, the National Basketball League collapsed altogether, and its five surviving franchises linked up with the BAA, which then changed its name to the National Basketball Association.

That same summer, Auerbach asked Mike Uline for a three-year contract. Some of the players, unhappy with Auerbach’s hard style, had tried to persuade Uline to get rid of him, and Auerbach felt a three-year contract would establish his absolute authority. But Uline, afraid that his money-losing team might not last three years (and indeed it didn’t), refused, and Auerbach quit. After a brief hiatus as an assistant coach at Duke University, Auerbach was hired by Ben Kerner, the owner of the Tri-Cities Blackhawks. “I’ll give these customers a real show if you’ll pay the fines,” Auerbach told Kerner upon his arrival.

He also completely rebuilt the Blackhawks, making more than two dozen trades. By the end of the season only three of the original players remained, but the Blackhawks made it into the playoffs. Kerner had publicly promised Auerbach complete autonomy at the beginning of the season, but then in the spring, over Auerbach’s objections, he traded John Mahnken, who’d played for Auerbach on the Caps, for Boston forward Gene Englund. Auerbach felt there was no point in being a coach unless he had total independence. Without it, he thought, his job would consist primarily of toadying up to the owner. There were coaches like that in the league, coaches who spent most of their time trying to placate the owner and anticipating his desires, but Auerbach had no interest in becoming one of them. When the season was over—the Blackhawks lost to the Anderson Packers in the playoffs—Auerbach told Kerner he was quitting. He had no immediate prospects. He had failed to get along with the two professional owners he’d worked for. But he had established a reputation as a coach who could win, and he was thinking he might return to college basketball, where he would at least enjoy the independence that had eluded him in the pros. And then, for the third time in his life, a critical opportunity presented itself.

THE BOSTON CELTICS had not made it into the playoffs that year. They had in fact finished in last place in the Eastern Division, and their coach, Alvin “Doggie” Julian, felt discouraged. Julian had a reputation as one of the best basketball coaches in the country, but that reputation had been made on the college level, when he won an NCAA title during his tenure at Holy Cross College. He had never been able to adjust his tactics to the aggressive pivot style of play that predominated in pro ball, and the NBA’s grueling travel left him exhausted. Though he had one more year left on his contract with the Celtics, Dartmouth College had approached him about becoming its basketball coach, and he was inclined to accept. At the Celtics’ breakup dinner on March 17, 1950, he turned to Walter Brown, the team’s owner. “Walter, I think you better get yourself a new coach,” he said. “Somebody else could probably do a better job, because I know I have made quite a few mistakes this year.”

“Doggie, I’ll repeat here what I’ve said so many times before,” replied Brown, who was unaware that Julian was in discussions with Dartmouth. “As long as I have anything to do with the Celtics, you’re going to be the coach.”

But after thinking it through over the weekend, Julian told Brown the following Monday that he was quitting. The news dismayed and irritated Brown, who felt that a man he trusted had abandoned him, and now, with the college draft only a month away, he had to scramble around to find yet another coach. Brown’s real passion being hockey, he didn’t follow basketball closely, and had little idea of who might replace Julian. But he had the natural salesman’s gift for seeing the promotional potential even in adversity. After Julian’s departure was announced, he told Howie McHugh, the public relations man for the Celtics, to call some of the local sports reporters and invite them down to the Garden for a meeting. Brown wanted advice on whom he should hire to replace Julian. He also wanted a photographer present to record the event and provide a publicity boost in the wake of the dispiriting announcement of Julian’s departure. McHugh called ten men: the Patriot-Ledger’s Roger Barry; Sam Brogna of the Record; Jack Conway, Jr., of the Boston-American; Joe Kelley of the Associated Press; Joe Looney of the Herald; and the radio reporters Leo Egan, Jack Malloy, Red Marston, Les Smith, and Dinny Whitmarsh.

It was, even by the standards of the time, a surprising invitation. Joe Looney, the Herald’s dapper basketball reporter, considered it practically unprecedented. But no one regarded it as a conflict of interest. Sportswriters had a much more openly collaborative attitude toward owners then. Both the reporters and the owners understood that they were in the business of manufacturing excitement for fans. Owners, eager for coverage of teams, often paid for the travel expenses of reporters and provided other favors that in a later day would be regarded as outrageously unethical. The reporters, for their part, naturally favored the hometown franchises and some actually moonlighted for the teams they covered. At the time, it was seen as simple reciprocity.

Brown told the reporters the session needed to be off the record since they would be discussing coaches still under contract to other teams. He then explained that he could not afford another losing season. The Celtics had now gone through two coaches in four years. Julian’s predecessor, John “Honey” Russell, had also been a college coach, at Seton Hall. Both Julian and Russell had been unable to duplicate their college success on the professional level, and Brown had no intention of making that mistake yet again. College coaches were ruled out. Nor could he afford to hire an untested coach who, like Julian, might prove not to have the stomach for the job. He needed to hire a coach with an established track record in the pros.

Some of the reporters suggested Art Spector, a Celtics player who’d been with the team since its formation four years earlier. But the problem with Spector was that, while he was a respected player, he had no coaching experience. Other reporters proposed Buddy Jeannette, a former coach of the Baltimore Bullets known for his colorful character. Roger Barry of the Patriot-Ledger suggested Red Auerbach. From his seat at the press table of the Garden, Barry was right next to the visitors’ bench, and he’d had a good opportunity to watch Auerbach in action when the Washington Capitols had come to Boston. During one game Barry had covered, the Capitols had come back from a twenty-point deficit to win. The other reporters recalled similar experiences watching Auerbach’s teams. The one thing about them, the reporters agreed, was that they never gave up.

The photograph of the meeting, captioned “Walter Brown and his Ten-Man Advisory Committee,” appeared in the Herald the following day. But before Brown could determine whether or not he should try to pursue Auerbach or look for another coach, an even more critical problem cropped up, one that threatened the very survival of the Celtics. The team was owned by the Garden-Arena Corporation, which Brown managed but did not control. The corporation’s directors had supported the decision to start the team four years ago, but in 1948, after two years of losses totaling $250,000, they had threatened to fold the team unless Brown could produce a “gimmick.” The gimmick Brown had produced had been Doggie Julian, whose Holy Cross teams had sold out the Garden several times. Now, with Julian gone and the Garden’s four-year losses reaching $460,000, the directors felt they could not keep throwing good money after bad. They had voted to fold the Celtics. Although the Celtics had not had a single winning season in their four-year existence, Brown was convinced the team would ultimately prove a financial success if it could only begin to win, and he decided to buy it himself from the Garden. It was a surprising act of faith considering that for many years Brown had thought that the idea of a professional basketball team in Boston was ludicrous.

Walter Brown was a big man, broad in the shoulders, ruddy in the cheeks, with a double chin and the bright blue eyes of his Irish forebears. He loved scotch, was quick to anger and quick to forgive, and could shrewdly take the measure of a man. His father, George V. Brown, had been one of the country’s original sports businessmen, attending the first modern Olympic Games in Athens in 1896 and becoming so taken with the marathon that when he returned home to Boston he organized the Boston Marathon. For more than thirty years it was George Brown who fired the starting pistol that sent the runners on their way. George Brown was also the general manager of the Boston Arena, the city’s primary indoor sports facility in the twenties, and his son Walter grew up around the place and fell in love with the sights, sounds, and raffish electricity of arena life. He played in the corridors as a child, saw the boxers and ice skaters and circus performers, inhaled the smells of sawdust and horse manure. He worked for his father taking tickets, painting seats, and writing programs. In the late twenties, the owners of Madison Square Garden in New York built the Boston Garden, but ticket sales dwindled during the Depression and in 1934 Boston’s Arena Corporation acquired it and George Brown took over its management. At the age of twenty-eight, Walter Brown was made an assistant manager of the Garden, and when his father died, in 1939, he succeeded him as general manager.

At the time, Ned Irish, manager of Madison Square Garden, had become extraordinarily wealthy booking college basketball games into his arena, but Brown resisted imitating him. The way Brown saw it, Boston was a hockey town, not a basketball town. The local public high schools had stopped playing basketball in the twenties and didn’t renew their programs until the late forties, which meant the city had little to offer in the way of local talent. When Arthur Sampson of the Boston Herald asked Brown why he didn’t promote basketball, Brown replied, “I don’t know anything about basketball, but it looks like a silly game to me. We can’t afford to put on events that nobody will look at—and nobody watches basketball in New England.”

But once Holy Cross became a nationally ranked team and began selling out Boston Garden when it played there, Brown recognized basketball’s potential, and he had become one of the most enthusiastic supporters of a new professional league. But now, in 1950, many investors considered the idea a folly. The same month that the directors of Garden-Arena Corporation informed Brown that the company could no longer support the Celtics, four other teams—the Denver Nuggets, the Sheboygan (Wisconsin) Redskins, the Anderson (Indiana) Packers, and the Waterloo (Iowa) Hawks—all folded.

To cover the Celtics’ ongoing losses, Brown took out a mortgage on his home and, with that and other loans, raised $200,000. Brown’s wife, Marjorie, and many of his friends thought he was making a terrible mistake. “Walter, what’s going to happen to us if it’s all lost?” she asked him one day that year. But despite his wife’s fears, Brown was willing to gamble everything he owned on the proposition that the Celtics could become commercially viable. He was motivated in part by Irish stubbornness and pride, but also by a simple love of the game and, most important, an instinctive feel—honed by the thousands of hours spent in the seats and behind the ticket window studying fans—for what brought out the crowds.

The directors of the company, aware of Brown’s limited resources and hoping to help him avoid bankruptcy, had agreed to give him the team only on the condition that he find a partner to help him sustain the business through the inevitable short-term losses. Looking for leads on possible investors, Brown drove down to Providence, Rhode Island, to see a friend named Lou Pieri, owner of the Rhode Island Auditorium. Pieri was a short, corpulent Italian American who wore double-breasted suits and parted his slicked-back hair in the middle. He had owned a basketball franchise, the Providence Steamrollers, before folding it in 1949 when it had compiled one of the worst win-loss records in the league and run up losses totaling $200,000.

Pieri surprised Brown by offering to invest $50,000 in the Celtics himself.

“Are you kidding me?” Brown asked. “You’re the last man I thought would want back in after the losses you suffered.”

“No,” Pieri said. “I’m still sold on the game.”

While Pieri believed in the future of professional basketball, he was convinced the Celtics needed to become a winning team in the next season in order to survive, and so he said he had one condition: that Brown hire Auerbach as coach. Pieri had met Auerbach a year earlier when looking for a coach for the Steamrollers. Auerbach had told Pieri that the team would have to be completely rebuilt, that it would take at least two years and that it would cost $400,000. Pieri decided instead to fold the team, but he appreciated Auerbach’s brutal candor. “Get Red Auerbach as your coach,” he told Brown, “and I’m your partner.”
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WALTER BROWN liked a man with a direct manner, and he took to Auerbach immediately. Auerbach was blunt, candid, and forceful, had coached both the Capitols and the Blackhawks to the playoffs, and in doing so had demonstrated that he could handle veteran players and withstand the rigors of the schedule. Brown saw no reason even to interview anyone else. Auerbach was as happy as Brown. He’d be living in a big East Coast city rather than a small prairie town, and he’d be much closer to his family. Most important, Brown, who professed his own ignorance of basketball, guaranteed him complete autonomy, and Brown was a man known for keeping his word.

As he’d done with Capitols owner Mike Uline, Auerbach asked for a three-year contract. Brown, like Uline, told Auerbach that this was out of the question. The team might fold in a year if it continued to lose money at its current rate. The most Brown said he could offer was $10,000 to coach the team for one year. “All I can promise you is you’ll be treated fairly and I’ll back you all the way,” Brown said. “If we’re still in business next year, we can talk about raises then. That’s the picture. What do you say?” Auerbach agreed to Brown’s terms, and the two shook hands. “How the hell can you say no to a man like that?” Auerbach would ask later.

Even before Auerbach’s hiring was officially announced, he had to oversee Boston’s picks in the 1950 college draft. Since the conventional wisdom among the pro teams was that the way to build a local following was to recruit the top local college players, most fans and sportswriters in New England assumed Auerbach would draft Bob Cousy, the region’s most promising eligible player. For the past four years, Cousy had played for Holy Cross in Worcester, thirty-five miles from Boston. The team had made it into the NCAA national tournament three times in those four years, winning the championship in 1947, largely due to Cousy’s talents.

Walter Brown also assumed that the Celtics should draft Cousy, but Auerbach disagreed with the notion that the best way to draw fans was to feature local favorites. After all, he pointed out to Brown, the Celtics had been recruiting hometown heroes for the last five years—Saul Mariaschin and Wyndol Gray from Harvard, Ed Leede from Dartmouth—and none of them had boosted attendance. Also, Auerbach had watched Cousy in action, in a game between the college all-stars and the Globetrotters, and he was unimpressed. “Walter, I’ve seen this kid play,” Auerbach told Brown. “His defense stinks. On offense, he wants to be the star and tries to show off by always attempting to make the spectacular play.”

But the most important consideration in Auerbach’s mind was that Cousy, for all his prestidigitatious ballhandling, stood at only six feet one. The Minnesota Lakers were dominating the NBA because of George Mikan, their six-eleven center. Auerbach felt he had to begin rebuilding the Celtics by finding a similar big man, and Brown finally agreed. The college draft was held at the Biltmore Hotel in New York, and in the first round, Auerbach passed over Cousy and selected Charlie Share, a six-eleven center from Bowling Green. Another draft pick made by Auerbach and Brown that day was even more controversial. Auerbach was looking for a shooter and rebounder to complement Share at center. He thought he had found one in Charles Cooper, a six-five graduate of Duquesne who’d helped his team make it to the semifinals of the National Invitational Tournament. But Cooper was black. While Branch Rickey and Jackie Robinson had integrated major-league baseball three years earlier, in 1947, the NBA remained all white. Plenty of talented black basketball players existed, but until now they had been confined to playing for all-black exhibition teams such as the Harlem Globetrotters and the Harlem Rens.

Still, the inevitability of an integrated league had been obvious ever since 1948, when Don Barksdale had become the first black to play on the American Olympic team. Auerbach did not think of himself as a social pioneer—he was simply looking for a rebounding forward. But he was certainly willing to make a breach in the league’s segregated roster if it would give his team an edge, and so, at the meeting in the Biltmore, when it came time to announce the Celtics’ second-round pick, Walter Brown said, “Boston takes Charles Cooper of Duquesne.”

It was a momentous occasion. There had been no official discussions among the owners about integrating the NBA, and the development seemed certain to have repercussions. Eddie Gottlieb, the owner of the Philadelphia Warriors, leaned over to Sid Hartman, who worked in the front office of the Lakers, and said, “Abe’s gonna go crazy.” Abe was Abe Saperstein, the owner of the Harlem Globetrotters. The Trotters at the time were a much larger draw than any of the NBA teams; they played in many of the same arenas, with the Trotters often leading the bill in a doubleheader that featured two NBA teams in the second half. Saperstein had a proprietary interest in black basketball players and a virtual monopoly on them as well. And while he had been a powerful supporter of the NBA, he was afraid that if the league started recruiting black players, his talent pool might dry up, and NBA teams with black players might undercut fan interest in the Globetrotters.

The franchise owners, for their part, worried that if Saperstein felt the NBA was competing against him, he might boycott their arenas, and they made more money selling tickets for the Trotters than they did for their own money-losing teams. And whatever their private feelings about race, the owners had to contend with the fact that most basketball fans were the same blue-collar white males who showed up to watch hockey games, and as a whole, this was not a demographic that in 1950 had embraced a mixing of the races. For the owners, the operant phrase was, “It’s a white dollar.” They were uncertain whether the arrival of black players would enliven and strengthen the game or send an already tottering sport into collapse, and at least some of them did not want to find out.

“Do you realize Mr. Cooper is a Negro?” one of the owners asked Brown.

“I don’t care if he’s plaid!” Brown said. “All I know is this kid can play basketball and we want him on the team.”

The owners called a recess but quickly realized that the league had no technical grounds to prevent Brown from drafting Cooper. They reconvened and there was no more dissent. In fact, once Brown had broken the color barrier, other owners were quick to follow. The Washington Capitols picked Earl Lloyd of Washington State in the draft’s ninth round, and later in the summer the Knickerbockers lured Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton from the Harlem Globetrotters. 2* Abe Saperstein was in fact enraged and threatened Brown with a boycott of Boston Garden, but Brown did not back down. The day after Cooper learned he had been drafted by the Celtics, he sent Brown a telegram. “Thank you for offering me a chance in pro basketball. I hope I’ll never give you cause to regret it.”

A WEEK AFTER the draft, on April 27, 1950, Walter Brown hosted a luncheon at the Hotel Lenox to officially introduce Auerbach to the Boston press corps. One reporter observed that, despite Auerbach’s nickname, his “hair is now somewhat sparse and dark brown after his harrowing experiences as a pro coach.” Auerbach was barraged with questions about his decision to draft Charlie Share instead of Bob Cousy. He tried to explain that what would fill seats in the Garden was a winning team and that, as far as he was concerned, Bob Cousy had not demonstrated a talent that would help the Celtics win. And then, in comments that displayed to the reporters the new coach’s boisterously confrontational manner, Auerbach said, “I don’t give a damn for sentiment or names. That goes for Cousy and everybody else. The only thing that counts with me is ability, and Cousy still hasn’t proven to me that he’s got that ability. I’m not interested in drafting someone just because he happens to be a local yokel.” Auerbach turned to Walter Brown, who was standing next to him. “Am I supposed to win or am I supposed to please these guys?” he asked.

“Just win,” Brown said.

The sportswriters were outraged. SENTIMENT OUT—AUERBACH was the headline in the next day’s Herald. Cousy himself was stunned and humiliated. He’d expected, even assumed, he’d be drafted by the Celtics. After all, he was not just a talented local player but a genuine star, the leader of an NCAA championship team. And he was a proven draw at the Garden. When he was taken out of games, the Boston fans would chant his name—Couseee! Couseee!—until his coach sent him back in.

Raised in a tenement in the Yorkville section of Manhattan, Cousy was the son of a taxi driver who’d immigrated from the Alsace-Lorraine region of France. While only six-one and incredibly skinny, he had long arms, big hands, quick feet, and even quicker eyes. His high-bridged nose and narrow face afforded him such extraordinary peripheral vision that he could sit in a chair facing a wall and see enough of the wall behind him to at least identify its color. People joked he could look due east and enjoy a sunset, that he had the 360-degree vision of an insect, that his large, bulging eyes were so big that when he fell asleep his eyelids failed to cover them. Cousy’s peripheral vision enabled him to pass the ball without seeming to look at the other player. He passed balls behind his back and over his shoulder. They came so unexpectedly his teammates sometimes missed them. In a moment of desperation in a game against Loyola, he improvised what would become the most famous of his signature moves—shifting the ball behind his back from hand to hand while dribbling. With eight seconds left and the game on the line, Cousy drove to the basket from the left side of the court, dribbling with his right hand, but the Loyola player guarding him boxed him in so tightly that he could not raise his right arm to shoot, so he spontaneously bounced the ball behind his back, caught it with his left hand, and dropped in a hook shot, which decided the game.

For all Cousy’s pyrotechnics, Auerbach’s view that he was overrated seemed to be shared by other franchises. Cousy became only the ninth pick in the draft, chosen by Auerbach’s former boss Ben Kerner of the Tri-Cities Blackhawks. Cousy didn’t even know where Tri-Cities was, and he went down to Boston Garden to see Walter Brown and plead to be given a chance to play for the Celtics. Brown explained apologetically that Chuck Share filled the Celtics’ immediate requirements. “We need height,” Brown said, “and Share gives it to us. I wish we could have gotten both of you, but it wasn’t possible.”

Cousy pointed out that he had already established his popularity with the Garden fans. Brown replied that time and again the Celtics had drafted popular New England college players, including three of Cousy’s own former teammates at Holy Cross, only to have them fail to make the team or fail to draw fans once they did. Cousy asked Brown for his advice about playing for Tri-Cities. “You’re the property of another team now,” Brown said, “and it’s against regulations for me to suggest anything. I shouldn’t even be talking to you.”

Accepting the fact that he was not going to become a Celtic, Cousy signed with Kerner to play for the Blackhawks. 3* But before the season started, the Chicago Stags folded, and on October 5, 1950, the league’s commissioner, Maurice Podoloff, held a meeting of the owners at the Park-Sheraton Hotel in New York to determine the legal status of the players associated with the team. Podoloff, nicknamed Poodles Podoloff and Pumpernickel Podoloff, was a short, stout, thick-featured man, born in Russia, who had the delicate job of simultaneously representing the owners, who were his bosses, to the players and to the public and mediating the numerous and divisive differences between them. He seemed spineless and indecisive to many players and referees, and incompetent to some of the owners, but his power was hampered by his one-year contract and his lack of leverage with the owners. And despite his reputation for subservience, in the fall of 1950 he stood up to Ned Irish, the richest and the most powerful and arrogant of the owners, and made two crucial decisions that affected the course of the league for the next two decades. Before folding, the owners of the Chicago Stags had been secretly auctioning off the players—Irish being one of the most aggressive bidders—and Podoloff vetoed the results. “The secret auction was bad,” he explained later. “The Chicago people were going to a team and saying, ‘So-and-so bid so much. What is your offer?’ Teams couldn’t dare check with each other.”

Next, Podoloff decreed that valuations be placed on the Stag players, to pay off the team’s debt, and that to improve the level of the league overall, they be distributed to the teams that would benefit most from each player’s specific talents. The Blackhawks’ Ben Kerner insisted that Frankie Brian, a player on the Stags roster who was a friend of his, be allowed to join his Tri-Cities club, and Podoloff decided that if Kerner was going to acquire Brian, he would have to surrender his draft choice Bob Cousy to the pool of Stags players. Kerner agreed, and Cousy, who had been passed over by Walter Brown, was now rejected by a second owner.

At the end of the meeting in the Park-Sheraton, all the players had been disposed of except for Cousy, Andy Phillip, and Max Zaslofsky. Walter Brown wanted Zaslofsky, one of the league’s perennial all-star players. He argued that because the last-place Celtics had had the first choice in the college draft, they should also have first choice of these final three players. Ned Irish, however, demanded that Zaslofsky go to New York because he had been born in New York, had gone to St. John’s in Queens, and would help the Knicks draw Jewish fans. Eddie Gottlieb of the Philadelphia Warriors also wanted Zaslofsky, and he argued, even more creatively than Irish, that the Warriors deserved him because Gottlieb’s minority partner was Abe Saperstein, who had acquired Zaslofsky in one of the secret
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