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To Robert Van Sant,1 an inspiration





“It is not only possible to say a great deal in praise of play; it is really possible to say the highest things in praise of it. It might reasonably be maintained that the true object of all human life is play. Earth is a task garden; heaven is a playground.”

—G.K. Chesterton
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SKYHORSE PUBLISHING FIFTH EDITION

Dear Reader,

If you have followed my thread of hoops love through the intros and postscripts of the now five-sequential editions of Heaven, you’re aware of the changes that have occurred as time has followed its winding path. There have been births, deaths, reboots, technological advances, and rules changes that none of us anticipated back in the day. An example for basketball itself: the three-point shot. In the early 1970s that was as weird and impossible a concept as, well, a little phone in your pocket containing all the information in the world.

Most of the changes through the Heaven years are items that don’t need updates. Something worth a mention, however, is my January 2020 trip to the Wyoming Correctional Facility in Attica, New York. There I sat in an empty lunchroom with numbered tables and clouded window views of the chain link fence and razor wire outside to talk with inmate #18A2578, James “Fly’’ Williams.

A female guard stood watch from a nearby raised platform, and I was allowed, as I had been informed during previous communication with prison officials, one hour with the former prime mover and looming presence of the old New York street basketball scene. Fly was partway through an eight-year sentence for selling drugs, conspiracy to sell drugs, and illegal gun possession. He’d initially been charged as an alleged drug kingpin, a specific and dreaded designation for the accused in New York State because it meant you were the head of a major dope ring—a sentence for which, had he been stuck with it, would have essentially guaranteed Fly would die in prison. He figuratively dodged that bullet, just as he had literally dodged real bullets during his turbulent life.

In a sense, it was incomprehensible that he was here. This wasn’t the crazed 20-year-old I’d first met at Foster Park decades ago; this was an almost-67-year-old, gray-bearded senior citizen with a pacemaker in his chest and so many gunshot wounds to his battered body that the bullets that missed him must have done so only to amuse some darkly-humored street god.

We shook hands and hugged when he walked in from the barracks where he was housed, because I think we both feel some bro-like affection for one another, or at least we both have aged to a point and share so much past experience that we feel bonded whether we like it or not. I told him he looked swell in his dark-green uniform and overcoat. It was an easy joke, and he chuckled. Fly always has had a fine, ironic, self-deprecating sense of humor. He did look good, though. At least he looked so much better than he had in the early-2000s, when his congestive heart failure was getting the better of him, pre-pacemaker, and he was at first fat and then so skinny he looked like a stick drawing.
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“I’m good,” he said of his health. White teeth now filled his upper mouth and much of the bottom, unlike days of yore when toothless gaps made his face look like a busted storefront window. “They take me out to have my pacemaker changed. I get the same medication I got on the outside. They take good care of me.”

I told him he sure didn’t want to die in prison. Simply driving up to this place, on a ridge below a sweeping hill with dark forests and snow lacing the barren fields, had been haunting. The medium security facility sits next to the grotesquely high-walled Attica Correctional Facility, the hardcore prison where a legendary riot broke out in 1971 that left 39 prisoners dead. In her 2017 Pulitzer Prize-winning book about that riot, author Heather Ann Thompson wrote about the police-flamed massacre and the mountain of evidence she unearthed many years later through freedom of information requests and how it exposed the many “members of law enforcement who were never indicted” in the shootings.

Fly had spent his first months in Attica, before getting transferred over here, just beyond the cream-colored fortress walls. I had asked him what the difference was between the two places. “Over there it’s more, like, men—being men,” he said. “Over there, they’ll cut you. Here they’ll poke you.” He chuckled. He really didn’t seem too bothered by his incarceration. He was going to get out one of these days and simply go about his business, he said. This was just a six year-or-so pause in his still adventuresome life. And he scoffed at the idea he might die before he was sprung.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he declared, meaning anywhere in a casket. “My mother lived to 92. I’m gonna live to 92! I got twenty-some more years to live.”

I mentioned after that lead-in that his mother, Annie, had once told me he was just like his dad, wherever his dad might have been during Fly’s formative years, and that seemed to explain, at least to her, a lot of her son’s anti-social and reckless behavior.

“Yeah, well, I’m stubborn like him sometimes,” Fly acknowledged. I guessed he knew what he was talking about, but I didn’t push the matter.

The rest of our conversation probably wasn’t all that informative to those outside our little duo. It was pretty much the usual prison talk. I’ve been to a lot of prisons, jails, and penitentiaries, going back to early visits to Stateville Correctional Center, the terrifyingly dark and medieval-looking prison in Joliet Illinois, to talk with a murderer-turned weightlifter/boxer named Jumbo Cummings, who, when finally released, would fight old Joe Frazier to a draw, ending Frazier’s career. I have been to the federal prison in El Reno, Oklahoma, to Graterford Prison outside Philadelphia, to the Big Spring (Texas) Correctional Center—to see a former University of Oklahoma quarterback, of all things—to the federal joint in Dublin, California, on and on. Being a career sportswriter means I have talked to many new and old athletes through the decades, and—to put it bluntly—American prisons are full of former great and near-great athletes who blew their careers to pieces.

Fly was set up, he insisted. He was framed. He did a little bit of heroin dealing, he admitted, but basically he took the fall in this case for his son, James “Fly” Williams Jr., and his stepson, Jeffrey “Doobie” Britt, who he alleged were the real culprits in this drug nonsense. In fact, he claimed, the mess was mostly the fault of that singular stepson, “Doobie”. Both younger men had been arrested with Fly, prosecuted, sentenced, and were now back on the street.

Was he really the fall guy? Please. OK, maybe. Did he really not reside at the top of a 13-person pyramid of heroin dealers? Possibly not. Did anybody care whether the case was handled fairly or the charges were trumped up a notch or two or three? Doubtful.

The thing that got me was that even though I knew he hung out with drug dealers like “Country James” back in the 1970s and maybe smoked pot on his own (big deal, right?), I never dreamed he was a gun-carrying drug dealer himself.

“Rick, we was hustling when you were around,” he said, as if I were blind. “Years ago.”

I was stunned. I really was. After all, he was a college basketball star at the time. Even after he was busted for the crimes that got him sent away in 2017 I asked some old Subway Stars and other park regulars if they knew Fly was, or had been, a drug dealer. Not a clue, they said. Not possible.

Selling what? I asked him now about the old days. Marijuana? Cocaine?

“No, heroin,” he replied. “Heroin.”

The stuff that had been the scourge of rooftop New York overdose deaths in the 1970s and would become part of the national opioid epidemic of the 2000s. Heroin.

What I didn’t know. What I thought I knew. And then I remembered that with Fly, the great fabulist, there was the possibility even the negative things he said about himself weren’t true.

I still like Fly. He has a certain charisma, even though there is something authentically broken within him, something that is at once real and fascinating and sorrowful and tragic. He can’t keep himself from doing what he does, is my takeaway.

He partway agreed with me on this. He didn’t care what anybody thought of him, he reminded me, in case I’d forgotten. I didn’t wholly believe that, actually. But then there was so much I didn’t wholly believe anymore.

“You know me, Rick. Come on—I never cared about that stuff.” I thought back. Maybe he was right. Maybe he was oblivious to the scrutiny and respect of society. But that wasn’t quite true, either. During our chat he would talk on and on about how much he had done for the kids at the Brownsville Recreation Center, about how he drove a van to pick up senior citizens who were normally afraid to come out of their houses for fear of being robbed or assaulted, how he took them shopping, to doctors’ offices, to church. “I took them to banks, Rick. They was getting robbed at banks!”

Had he ever psychoanalyzed himself? I asked. Did he know what made himself tick?

He thought for a moment, a couple moments, and then he grinned.

“What made me tick was… trouble,” he said.

We both laughed at that. Oh baby. How true it certainly was. Just an undeniable fact.

The reason I’m writing about our meeting in the prison is because I don’t want readers to think, after getting to the end of the final section and the description of the happy reunion at the rec center, along with the happy photo of Fly, Albert King, and me, what a lie—what a rose-tinted, Hollywood, smiley-faced, contrived ending. I want readers to know that that was the ending. Back then. But time flows. I never dreamed there would be a negative ending after I thought the curtain had fallen for good.

But maybe also I’m including this because I know for certain at this late point in my life that temptations never cease, that people never stop evolving, that good and bad things never stop happening, that the world never stops spinning. As I sat listening to Fly (asking him so many questions that sometimes I stepped right on top of his answers), I had flashing memories of myriad things from olden times, all of them crammed into the one hour I was allotted to converse with this man I had first met on a steaming asphalt playground almost half a century ago. In a sense, we were both kids back then.

He’d also been locked up in Rikers Island, he told me, that notorious jail just across the East River from Manhattan, at the start of his case. And one regret that did bug him was that he was in jail there when there was an event honoring former St. Louis Spirits players of the old ABA. “I was going to a reunion, in St. Louis, and I couldn’t ’cause of this!” That hurt him a lot.

And it carried me into a different crease. That old Spirits team with young Bob Costas as the announcer and all those eccentrics on it? Characters like Marvin Barnes, the forward who once wore a floor-length mink coat over his uniform? I mentioned this.

“Well, Marvin passed away,” Fly replied. “Maurice Lucas and Joe Caldwell are gone, too. Moses Malone passed away.” All Spirits members. And here was Fly, locked up, but ever so alive. The irony, or whatever you want to call it, was thick and borderline absurd.

The guard signaled that time was up. I picked up my pen and notepad and tiny, Internet-incompatible tape recorder (the only kind allowed in here). I wished Fly well. He grinned and said not to worry about him. He pondered something for a moment. “You’re a great story yourself, Rick,” he said. “I’m telling you.”

Ha, I thought. My story is so intertwined with the people in this book that there isn’t much to say beyond the pages ahead. Fly made me smile. I couldn’t help it. He always had.

Then the big gates closed one after the other behind me, the cold air rushed in, and I felt time start again.





INTRODUCTION TO THE SKYHORSE PUBLISHING FOURTH EDITION

I had both my knees replaced before Christmas 2012 due to having worn them out playing football and basketball, and I was doing rehab a few months later at the local rec center here in suburban Chicago. I wrapped up the session—enough with the quad extensions and monster walks!—and I stopped near the front door to put on my coat. There, near a pillar, was a triple-racked, wheeled cart full of paperback books that I’d never paid attention to.

As I zipped my parka, I took a look at the rows of used books—bodice-rippers and old thrillers, most of them. I chuckled, thinking about their past. Who had owned them? Who had thought some of them—like that one with the raven-haired babe swooning in some Fabio-looking dude’s totally ripped arms—were worth passing along? But the books were free. Take what you want, enjoy, bring back, toss. I was about to leave, when I noticed a different-looking book on the bottom shelf. It was a little bit larger than the others and had no gaudy illustration on it. I bent down low (something I could now do reasonably well!) and pulled it out. Brave New World by Aldous Huxley.

I had read the work, what, maybe fifty years ago? It was a crazy science fiction look at the future that seemed less crazy with each passing year. There were the savages, the alphas, the betas, the soma you could take for a glimpse of nirvana. I knew its creaky plot by heart. But I took the paperback out of curiosity. This was a newer edition than the original of 1932, and I wanted to see what Huxley had to say through the filter of time.

At home I sat down to read the new foreword. This was around the time I was pondering what to say in my own new foreword for the pending fourth edition of Heaven is a Playground. Perhaps an even more pressing question concerned how much I should change in the original book and the several introductions and postscripts I already had written for it, how much I should let the wisdom of age—or alleged wisdom—be my new muse and get rid of some of the ignorance and misperceptions of youth. Thanks to technology, books no longer need be rigid. If an author decides to alter what he wrote, he can, at almost any moment, push a button and presto! somewhere in cyberspace, the change is made. This isn’t to say a book is as malleable as clay. I don’t think Melville, for instance, would want to—nor should be allowed to, even were he not dead these last 122 years—go back and make the whale black and give Ahab a computerized leg. I imagine that if you do, in fact, change a published book too much in a later edition, it no longer is legally the same book as it was and must need a new ISBN or Library of Congress number or something. It’s a philosophical question up to a point. Then it’s common sense.

Heaven was my work, and I felt, having reread it several times for this planned reissue, that there were mistakes of thought and direction within. I wanted to change a lot from almost forty years earlier. And I planned to. Then I read Huxley’s introduction, and I knew I was not touching anything. I’m not drawing any parallel between his legendary novel and my meek journalistic effort; I only say that he gave me the reasoning I needed to leave what I had already written as it was. Perhaps the main reason I had initially wanted to repaint some walls was because a friend I respect very much, Stanley Lumax, a gifted photographer, advertising creative director, basketball fan, Nike executive, Brooklyn resident, and man of color, had asked me rather innocuously one day what I felt about the part in my first introduction that had to do with blacks and basketball.

“Which part?’’ I asked. “The part about genetics and environment?’’

He said yes.

I hadn’t thought about that in a long while. I had taken some stats and quotes that were available in the early 1970s, some from the mouths of elite black athletes, some from Sports Illustrated research on the matter, some from scientific sources, and had used them to suggest possible reasons why African Americans then dominated the game at the highest levels. Which, in fact, they still do. I asked Stan if the “facts”—which, yes, might have been pseudo-science amenable to the public at the time—made him uncomfortable. He said they did, a little bit. He never brought it up again, but I thought about it a lot. Yes, I would get rid of that stuff, too, I had thought. Edit my book for now.
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Stanley Lumax and I before the Converse-sponsored Heaven Is a Playground 35th Anniversary Party at a West Village gallery, Dec. 2009. Stan and SLAM Magazine editor-in-chief Ben Osborne were behind it all. Stan told me I would cry when I saw the display of my old photos and notebooks. I did.



Yet I must return to what Huxley wrote in his later-edition intro, since I think it’s important to set the stage for this true basketball journal that is very personal but also open to the world. Here’s what Huxley said:

“To pore over the literary shortcomings of twenty years ago, to attempt to patch a faulty work into the perfection it missed at its first execution, to spend one’s middle age in trying to mend the artistic sins committed and bequeathed by that different person who was oneself in youth—all this is surely vain and futile. [My book’s] defects... are considerable; but in order to correct them I should have to rewrite the book—and in the process of rewriting as an older, other person, I should probably get rid not only of some of the faults of the story, but also of such merits as it originally possessed.”

I pondered, then agreed with Huxley’s argument. Obviously, he was talking about the strengths and weaknesses of his work of fiction, an invention he could have altered to fit his imagination, wherever it went. Heaven Is a Playground, on the other hand, is fact, or as close to fact as nonfiction can get. In this world nothing is absolute. Everything we attempt to record or communicate is distorted in some way, whether by angle, point of view, the technology we use—writing is one of the oldest forms of technology—or any of the infinite limitations that humans, our brains and machines possess.

I can envision a time when people will be free of the constraints of racism and barely able to comprehend what was going on in America during the late twentieth century. I can envision a time when people don’t even know what race is. Indeed, scientists now question the very concept of race, hinting it might be as arbitrary as shoe size. I tried to be honest and fair when I wrote my basketball story as a young man, knowing so little myself. Thus, Heaven Is a Playground remains what it is. Or rather it is what it was.

I knew from back in my college years, when I read the sociological works Tally’s Corner: A Study of Negro Streetcorner Men by Elliot Liebow, and Dark Ghetto: Dilemmas of Social Power by Kenneth B. Clark, that I wanted to follow those books’ impulses somehow in my own as yet un-started and, indeed, un-fathomed writing life. Liebow wrote his book originally as a dissertation for his Ph.D degree in anthropology at The Catholic University of America in Washington, DC, in a program sponsored by the National Institute of Mental Health. Clark, a civil rights activist, professor at City College of New York, and first black president of the American Psychological Association, wrote his book while running a youth program in Harlem financed by the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency.

Both works cut to the chase.

Clark, so close to the existential pain of black male social and economic alienation that it was almost palpable, wrote in his introduction, “Dark Ghetto is, in a sense, no report at all, but rather the anguished cry of its author.”

Both books covered such fascinating and sad—and yes, even hopeful—territory that my mind reeled when I considered this drama all happened, was happening, in a country I called mine, which I obviously knew so little about. I wasn’t sure how any of this fit in with my overriding interest in sports, with basketball in particular, other than that the best players in hoops were black African Americans, and blacks had dominated almost from the moment African Americans had been allowed into the game at the highest collegiate and professional levels by the powers that were. Wasn’t that enough? It was for me. I had forgotten the details of both those seminal books, and only upon recent re-reading did I find observations that predated and so mimicked what I found during my stay in New York that I could only shake my head in amazement.

Wrote Liebow—whose Washington Second Precinct streetcorner stage was essentially the same as my Foster Park: “The streetcorner is, among other things, a sanctuary for those who can no longer endure the experience or prospect of failure. There on the street corner, public fictions support a system of values which, together with the value system of society at large, make for a world of ambivalence, contradiction, and paradox, where failures are rationalized into phantom success and weaknesses magically transformed into strengths.”

Clark described other crippling fantasies: ghetto youths who “carried attaché cases—often literally empty,’’ a “‘youngster’ who said he was in college and planned to become a nuclear physicist. He spoke most convincingly about his physics and math courses and discussed the importance of Negroes going into the field. Within a year, however, he had been dropped for nonattendance from the evening session of the municipal college at which he was enrolled.’’

The dream of success undermined by the realities of historic oppression, racism, and the hopelessly damaged ghetto education system—especially for black males—is a theme hammered home in these two works by two men writing in different cities, in different years, with different skin colors. Yet each agreed the status quo did not have to remain.

As Clark noted of the young man whose nuclear physicist plans “were in the realm of delusion,’’ the kid was actually smart and had he been helped in certain ways at an early age, he “might have become a scientist.”

We can’t truly enjoy the world until we fix it. And to fix it we need information, the real stuff, not filtered garble. We need to be what Clark described as the “involved observer,’’ what Liebow nearly identically referred to as the “participant observer.’’

You have to get out there and do it, in other words. No survey forms or numbers crunching or office stuff. Get on the ground. Be involved with your eyes and ears and heart. Look. Listen. Try to understand. Be there. Liebow and Clark were there. I wanted to be there.

And for one shining, tragic, wonderful, heartbreaking, fine summer, I was.





INTRODUCTION TO THE BISON BOOKS EDITION (2004)

I was at “The Hole’’ in Brownsville. It was summer 1973, and I was the only white person anywhere. I was snapping photographs with my Pentax 35 mm camera, black-and-white film only, that whole summer, stopping action in those basic hues because the world seemed to be comprised of polar opposites anyway. I was a struggling writer, a young man with a notebook and a viewfinder, looking around at everything, trying to make sense of anything, I guess you could say. I was a sports junkie, a continuing jock, a reader, a questioner, an adventurer, a seeker on a pilgrimage to some place for reasons I couldn’t fully understand. Fly Williams and his pals were playing a raucous game of hoops on the court in front of maybe a hundred or so spectators, and what I remember is that Williams, a resident of the nearby housing project, was wearing a short-sleeved jersey with No. 19 on the back and the word “SHAMROCKS’’ on the front. Like he was Irish. He was tall and skinny and bowlegged and his hair was picked into a large shimmering Afro that rested on his head like a diving bell.

And he was so good. That’s what I remember. The fear and the aloneness and even the ridiculousness of me being there documenting street ball in any form in this disinterested era—a kid from Peoria, Ill., without a real job, reputation, or clear goal—all those things vanished when I looked through my lens and saw the beauty of the game being played before me. When I saw Fly soar.

That it was thirty-five years ago blows my mind.
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Fly Williams rises for a rebound at The Hole.



The graffiti-covered cement steps surrounding the court seem like they’re in front of me now. The litter, the busted glass bottles, the checkered pants and tube socks are real and here. The second referee wearing slacks, a boating hat, and platform heels—he strolls before my eyes. I feel my stomach in knots of fear, and I feel the excitement of witnessing something new and refreshing and terrifying for the first time. As if it were yesterday.

And yet I am not twenty-four anymore, but fifty-nine. And Heaven Is a Playground has a life of its own, never aging, staying its kid self forever. I wrestle with this. Who was I then? What was I doing?

I don’t know for sure, but going to New York that first time to write about college players who came home to their asphalt roots for the summer changed my life. I returned to Brooklyn the following May and stayed five months, sleeping on Foster Park regular Winston Karim’s wooden floor in my sleeping bag, spending each day playing hoops, writing, snapping photos, talking, observing, pondering. My guide and mentor was the chatty and hyperactive Rodney Parker, the ticket scalper and freelance talent scout who lived in an apartment overlooking the Foster Park courts. Rodney was with me that day at The Hole. He took me everywhere.
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With Winston Karim at Rodney Parker’s wake, Dec. 2007.
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College senior John Shumate shoots on a neighborhood basket, Elizabeth, NJ, 1973.



Last winter I went to his wake in Bedford-Stuyvesant. It wasn’t easy seeing him in his casket, aged and silent. He had been thirty-six when we met. There were old pals from “Heaven’’ days at the funeral home—Winston and Albert King, and youth coach George Murden, and, earlier, even Fly Williams himself, the failed prodigy who had been shot and survived and was a living testament to all things dark and transcendent about the ghetto.

I took my turn in the eulogizing, like everybody else, reading a section from my book at the rostrum, and I saw nodding and heard a few “Uh-huhs’’ when I finished. I thought about what Notre Dame All-America center John Shumate had told me three-and-a-half decades ago, as we watched a high-level pickup game in an East Orange, N.J., gym: “Last summer I played against Herman the Helicopter. I was scared, you know, psyched out. I muscled in and put the ball high on the board and the Helicopter pinned it about a foot from the top. He was smiling. His head was above the rim and his arms were coming from the other side of the basket.’’

The legends and lore I consumed like a starved man. The things I saw, I can’t forget. The friends I made, I cherish. In 1973 gas was 40 cents a gallon and the average new house cost $32,500. Inflation was starting to gallop, but the Vietnam War was slinking away and the just-dedicated World Trade Center Towers were the tallest buildings in the world. There were no cell phones, no laptops, no disco, and the Internet wasn’t even a word. But the people were the same, and so were their dreams. There may not have been Starbucks, ESPN, or Michael Jordan. But, by God, there was basketball. I promise you that.





INTRODUCTION TO THE 1974 EDITION2

“The only thing in this country that blacks really dominate, except poverty,” says Coach Al McGuire of Marquette, “is basketball.”

We all know it by now. Basketball is the black man’s game. Twenty-seven of the thirty-four college consensus All-Americans since 1971 have been black. Fourteen of the last fifteen Most Valuable Players in the NBA have been black. Lenny Wilkens, former coach of the Portland Trail Blazers, even admits that the old and infamous “quota system” has been forced to work in reverse in the NBA. “The unwritten rule now is that there should be a minimum of three white players on each team,” he says.

With black dominance has come speculation on the role of good environment in the game—specifically, do city slums make good basketball players or do blacks have an innate talent for the game? Writer Pete Axthelm points out that when Irish and Jewish boys controlled the New York City playgrounds, they controlled the sport at its highest levels, too. But no ethnic or racial group has ever held the overwhelming superiority that blacks do now. One might ask why Puerto Ricans and other Latinos, likewise exiled to urban America slums, have yet to produce any substantial stars.

Recent studies have indicated that perhaps basketball is the blacks’ game simply because it best fits their physical attributes. Anthropology professor Dr. Edward E. Hunt, Jr., has pointed out that because blacks have more tendon and less muscle than whites, as well as variances in the structure of the heel, they are blessed with “tremendous leverage for jumping.” Differences between black and white athletes in the proportionate length of arms and legs, the density of bones, the size of hips, and the amount of subcutaneous fat also account for an overall black advantage, he claims. In another study, The Physique of the Olympic Athlete, Dr. J. M. Tanner reports that there are many “racial differences” between black and white athletes and that “ . . . we must not lump these different populations together.”

The black athletes themselves are aware of special abilities. Says running back Calvin Hill3, of the Washington Redskins: “I have a theory about why so many pro stars are black. I think it all boils down to the survival of the fittest. Think of what the African slaves were forced to endure in this country merely to survive. Well, black athletes are their descendants.” Or as Lee Evans, former Olympic and 400-meter world record holder states concerning athletic supremacy: “We were bred for it.”

Obviously black superiority in basketball rises from a combination of many factors. But one would not be far wrong in saying that in the cities, environment and black potential have merged to form unusually fertile ground. Indeed, nowhere does the game of basketball thrive as it does in the ghetto. And in that regard, few cities have ghettos as thriving as Brooklyn’s.

When I left Chicago in late May of 1974 to spend the summer in the Flatbush section of New York City’s most populous borough (a sign near Gravesend Bay proclaims Brooklyn as the fourth-largest city in the United States4) I felt badly out of place. Raised in the Midwest, I had much the same vision of Brooklyn that I imagine most foreigners have: a bleak urban backdrop peopled with ethnics jabbering in brassy, accusatory Brooklynese (wasn’t everything on Toidy-Toid Street?), hoodlums leaning against poles on street corners, picking their teeth with switchblades, thieves and murderers lining the profound ghetto sections like ants on a dump. Lurking bluntly in the front of my mind was a short scene from the old war flick Guadalcanal Diary. In the movie, an officer asks Brooklyn G.I. William Bendix if the blackjack he’s slapping around is official army issue. “Naw,” Bendix replies, “dis is Flatbush issue.”

The truth, one finds, is that Brooklyn is much as one expects and yet quite different—with millionaires’ homes, parks, and libraries—a place that historically has caught more that its share of abuse.

Before this trip, I had been to Brooklyn only once, on a story assignment for Sports Illustrated during the summer of 1973. For part of the piece, which was about collegiate stars who return to their old playgrounds, I tried to locate Austin Peay State University’s superscorer, James “Fly” Williams. The search was fruitless—Fly was of the ranks of slippery, ephemeral city dwellers who leave no tracks, a man who appeared and vanished without pattern.

Finally, a high-school coach in Long Island suggested I try locating a Mr. Rodney Parker. Who, I asked, was Rodney Parker? Basically, he was a thirty-six-year-old black, self-educated ticket scalper/street hustler who spent most of his time scouting young playground stars. It was Parker who got Williams straightened out and who selected Austin Peay as the school for him. Why did he do these things? A lot of reasons and no reasons. Nobody seemed to know.

On the phone Parker has been friendly and blunt. “How many players you want? Fifteen? Twenty? You want the Fly, is that it? O.K. Tomorrow at noon at Foster Park. They’ll be there.”

And the next day they were there, perhaps a dozen players, Fly in the forefront like a peacock among pigeons. One of the youths in the group, Anthony Harris, a huge teenager under Parker’s guidance, had tried to explain what he knew about Rodney. “See, it’s just that he helps a lot of us—particularly the ones that are in trouble—and we listen to him. He gets us into prep schools to fix our grades up, he tells us when street games are happening, he buys us soda, and he never asks for nothing. I used to think, ‘What’s in it for him?’ and when I’d asked him he’d just smile and say, ‘Be cool. Be cool.’ I call him ‘the Mystery Man.’”
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Watching basketball—what we did when we weren’t playing.



About himself, Parker was alternately vague and provocative. “I like the ink is all,” he’d say. And later, “I’m a story in myself.”

In the park there were things happening around me, a ceaseless flow of energy I sensed as much as saw; I could feel stories everywhere. Though I stayed in Brooklyn for only a short while, I found the scene continually running through my head once I had left. Tantalized, I wanted more than I had gotten. This book is the result of my return trip—a summer-long experience in which I hung out, like my subjects, at “home base,” the small square of asphalt known as Foster Park.5 Until I got my bearings, Rodney Parker was my guide. The ballplayers, by and large, were my companions.

I have tried not to evaluate the events overly much, just as I tried my best during the summer to stay out of the way, to let things happen in natural fashion. I dressed pretty much as everyone else did (shorts, sneakers, later on a golf hat and an ABA wristband) and I played ball, ate, drank, and laughed much as they did. Certainly I was visible, but I feel I overtly affected very little. For instance, I had to ask questions, and I carried a tape recorder. But the recorder was also an AM-FM radio and if a situation grew too uneasy, with a flip of a switch I could fill the air with high-velocity funk.

There were times, I’ll readily admit, when I was scared. Journeys into Bedford-Stuyvesant, trips through Harlem, games at foreign parks where evil seemed to hang like vapor in the air—all made me wonder about the merits of close-range journalism. But I seldom went alone, or if I did, the smiling face of Nate Archibald on my T-shirt commanded an element of respect. Small boys and older ones alike would recognize the NBA star and holler “Right,” or “Do it, Skate,” occasionally snapping into exaggerated military salutes as I walked by.

Many times I saw things in the ghetto I either could not understand or could think of no justification for. At those instances, I felt a kinship with war photographers, men who capture suffering on film and yet do nothing to alleviate the immediate condition. But I found that it is virtually impossible to remain uninvolved; by the end of the summer, I was reluctantly organizing games, coaching, planning field trips, lending money, and offering advice and leadership to boys who often literally begged for assistance.

The only injuries I picked up during my stay were shin splints and a flare-up of tendinitis in my knee. Fourteen-year-old Albert King once slam-dunked the ball over the top of me, nearly tearing the thumb off my writing hand, but the joint gradually healed and my left-handed dribble improved in the interim.

To be sure, I was a white among blacks and there were some difficulties, but I think we never doubted each other’s purpose or sincerity about the game. If there was ever a need for touchstone, a plan to lash our vastly different situations to, we simply retreated to basketball.

I think it was notable that one of the few things my presence affected was not player interaction or spontaneity, but response to achievement. After executing a stylish move to the basket, a player frequently would search me out on the sidelines and shout, “Put that mother in the book!”

Some of them I did. Others I didn’t. A lot of things I know I missed. But then I was only in Brooklyn for a summer and Rodney Parker says you can live there a lifetime and never get it all.6





PREFACE TO 2023 EDITION

Fifty years? Come on. A half century?

Yes, it was fifty years ago that I first traveled to Foster Park to write a basketball story for Sports Illustrated, back when I was a lad fresh on the job.

And here’s the thing: if I thought any part of my return the following summer of 1974—the narrative of which is the book you have before you—would remain in print this long, I would have chuckled, then belly-laughed. Nobody really wanted this book. Indeed, the publishing company that had first solicited it went out of business before my book could be fully accepted and/or printed. For months no other publisher seemed interested, and my manuscript figured to become just another of those earnest, personal tales lost to the recycling bin of life.

A book can be ahead of its time or behind its time or lost in a time that is somewhere undescribed. Heaven fell into that third category, I think. Yet here it is, and thank you, Skyhorse Publishing, for keeping it going.

I’ve already written a bundle of forewords, afterwords, postscripts, epilogues, etc. for various editions throughout the years. So much is in them that I have nothing new to add except this one thing: on a sweltering summer evening in 2022, we had a Heaven reunion at a small Italian restaurant in Brooklyn, and more than forty men and women from the old days showed up, packing the place, coming from as far away as Florida, Texas, and California. Five of the surviving Subway Stars—all successful workers, citizens, fathers, even grandfathers—gave me an engraved crystal trophy which reads:

Coach Rick

Thanks for The Memories

Subway Stars, Brooklyn

1974–Forever

I can say no more.

Rick Telander

Chicago

July, 2023





CHAPTER 1

MAY

Coming around the corner of Foster and Nostrand at dusk, I see a ten-foot fence and the vague movements of people. Men sit on car hoods and trunks, gesturing, passing brown paper bags, laughing. Stains on the sidewalk sparkle dully like tiny oil slicks in a gray ocean. Garbage clogs the gutters. At the main entrance to Foster Park, I step quickly to the side to dodge a pack of young boys doing wheelies through the gate. When I came out of the subway, I had asked directions from an elderly woman with a massive bosom like a bushel of leaves, and while she spoke, I had involuntarily calculated the racial mix around me—10 percent white, 10 percent Latin, 80 percent black. Now, as I walk into the park I am greeted by a lull in the noise, pulling back like musicians fading out to display the rhythm section at work: a million basketballs whack-whacking on pavement.

Rodney Parker is there on the first court, standing still thirty feet from the basket, slowly cocking the ball. He is wearing red sneakers, sweatpants, and a sun visor that splits his Afro like a line between two cumulus clouds. His tongue is pointed out the side of his mouth, and as he shoots, he tilts his entire body sideways like a golfer coaxing home a putt.

The ball arcs up and through the iron hoop and Rodney bursts into laugher. “Oh my God, what a shot! Pay up, Clarence! Who’s next? Who’s got money?”

In 1966, Rodney, his wife, and two children moved from the East New York district of Brooklyn to the Vanderveer Estates, the housing project that cups Foster Park like a palm on the north and east sides. At that time the area was a predominantly Jewish, Irish, and Italian neighborhood of tidy shops, taverns, and flower beds. The Parkers were among the very first blacks to move into the Vanderveer and Rodney, a basketball fanatic since childhood, became one of the first blacks to hang out at Foster Park.

Never one to maintain a low profile, Rodney was soon organizing games between the white neighborhood players and his black friends from East New York and Bedford-Stuyvesant. On weekends he would preside over these frequently wild contests, usually from his vantage point as fifth man on a team that might include several college stars and pros. He would be everywhere, screaming, refereeing, betting money on his thirty-foot shots, with two hundred, three hundred or more people whooping it up on the sidelines. For identification purposes some people began referring to the playground as “Rodney’s Park.”

Then as now, Rodney’s occupation was that of ticket scalper, a freelance bit of wheeling-dealing that took him to all the big sporting events in the New York area and put him in contact with most of the sporting stars.7

He already knew several basketball heroes from his neighborhood, among them pros Lenny Wilkens and Connie Hawkins, and with the connections he made through scalping, it wasn’t long before Rodney was giving reports on Brooklyn players to coaches and scouts and anyone else who might be interested.

Rodney, whose education ended in ninth grade and whose basketball abilities were never better than average, derived a deep sense of personal worth from his hobby. “I can do things that nobody can,” he liked to say. He helped boys get scholarships to college, he pushed them into prep schools, he got them reduced rates to basketball camps, he even arranged for two of the local white baseball players to get tryouts with the New York Mets. He became known around the park as somebody who could help out if you played ball and weren’t getting anywhere on your own. Kids said that Rodney knew everybody in the world.

Now, seeing me by the fence, he comes over and demands that I play in a game immediately to help me get acquainted with “the guys.” He charges into the middle of the players and throws commands left and right. This is the rabble—the young men who populate every New York City playground all summer long. Faceless, earnest, apathetic, talented, hoping, hopeless, these are the minor characters in every ghetto drama. They move, drifting in and out in response to Rodney’s orders.

The ball bounces away from one of the players and is picked up by a small boy on the sidelines. He dribbles it with joy.

“Gimme that ball ’fore I inject this shoe five feet up your black ass and out your brain!’’ hollers a somber-looking player named Calvin Franks.

The boy dribbles, wriggling his hips and taunting. Franks lunges at the youth who drops the ball and sprints through a hole in the fence into the street.

Franks retrieves the ball and begins talking to himself. “Calvin Franks has the ball, oh shit, is he bad. He takes the man to the base . . . No, no, he shakes one! . . . two! . . . He’s on wheels . . . and the crowd stands to watch the All American . . . ” Franks shoots and the ball rolls up and around the rim like a globe on its axis, then falls out. “He’s fouled! Butchered! They gots to send him to the line . . . ”

The sun is gone now, passed behind the buildings in a false, city sunset. Old women with stockings rolled to their ankles doze near the slides.

A boy locates his younger brother who had errands to do at home and pulls him from a card game. “I’ll kick yo’ ass!” he shouts, slapping his brother in the face. The youth runs out of the park, blood flowing from his nose. The friends at the game laugh and pick up the cards. Crashes of glass rise above the voices, forming a jagged tapestry interwoven with soul music and sirens.

I am placed on a team with four locals and the game begins. Rodney walks to the sidelines and starts coaching. He hollers at the
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