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					(Song for the City College of New York)

					O youngest of the giant brood

					Of cities far-renowned;

					In wealth and power thou hast passed

					Thy rivals at a bound;

					And now thou art a queen, New York;

					And how wilt thou be crowned?

					“Weave me no palace-wreath of pride,”

					The royal city said;

					“Nor forge an iron fortress-wall

					To frown upon my head;

					But let me wear a diadem

					Of Wisdom’s towers instead.”

					And so upon her island height

					She worked her will forsooth,

					She set upon her rocky brow

					A citadel of Truth,

					A house of Light, a home of Thought,

					A shrine of noble Youth.

					Stand here, ye City College towers,

					And look both up and down;

					Remember all who wrought for you

					Within the toiling town;

					Remember all they thought for you,

					And all the hopes they brought for you,

					And be the City’s Crown.

					—HENRY VAN DYKE, June 1909
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			The few films that still exist of the City College Beavers playing basketball in the late 1940s are black and white, grainy, soundless. By today’s standards the players don’t look very athletic: Few of them are muscular, some are too skinny or stocky, and all wear shorts that seem impossibly short and are held up by belts. But more striking still is the team’s style of offense, which features lots of passes, very little dribbling, a profusion of shots rarely seen anymore—set shots and hook shots and underhand foul shots—and nearly constant movement by all five players. Back and forth the ball flies, heading this way and that, the players moving swiftly around the edges of the court, circling around behind one another, occasionally breaking free for a rush toward the basket. At times the action proceeds in a regular, predictable rhythm, and then it abruptly turns staccato, the passes becoming shorter and quicker, the movement broken up with feints, shifts, stops, and starts.

			Unlike most college teams of the era, the Beavers ran very few set plays. At its essence the offense was improvisatory, created by the players themselves during the course of a game: built from a sideways glance, a nod, a quick tilt of the head that told a teammate in which direction a pass would go. At a time when bebop was just coming into its own, the City College of New York basketball team operated something like a five-man jazz combo, with each player improvising off a few basic patterns, sometimes deferring to another player and sometimes taking the lead, the group momentarily breaking down into duets or trios before building back up again, together creating something fast and complex and unpredictable.

			
			The team’s assistant coach, Bobby Sand, liked to refer to this style of offense as “spontaneous play.” On the court, he advised, a player should be alert at all times, moving and watching his teammates and anticipating what they are likely to do, responding intelligently to each new situation as it develops.

			“Every play in basketball,” Sand once wrote, “is a constant revelation in skill, speed, and judgment.”

			

			—

			They were a college basketball team unlike any that had ever been assembled. They played not for a powerhouse state school such as Kentucky, Kansas, Indiana, or Oklahoma A&M, but for a tuition-free, merit-based college in Harlem known far more for intellectual achievement than athletic prowess. Only two years after Jackie Robinson broke the color line in Major League Baseball—and at a time when the newly formed National Basketball Association included not a single black player—the 1949–50 CCNY starting five comprised two black and three Jewish players, the first such team ever to play at tournament level. Of the fifteen players on the varsity team, eleven were Jewish and four were black. They were, every one of them, the children of immigrants, from Eastern Europe and the West Indies; they were only a generation or two removed from the bonds of peasantry and servitude, and for them City College represented the opportunity to move into the mainstream—to become, as the saying went, as American as the Americans.

			Their fathers worked mostly as laborers, many in jobs with a distinctly Old World flavor. One was a window washer, another a house painter; one drove a seltzer truck, one plied his trade as a blacksmith, shoeing horses that still pulled wagons along the streets of Brooklyn. Among the four black players on the team, three had mothers who worked as domestics for wealthier families; the other was an orphan.

			They played most of their home games not in the small City College gym but at Madison Square Garden, where the stands rose up from the court sheer and high and each night were filled with eighteen thousand spectators, many of them serious gamblers who cared less about whether a particular team won than whether it had covered the point spread. Among team sports in New York in those days, only baseball was more widely watched and passionately debated than college basketball. Football was still a decade away from truly capturing the popular imagination, and the National Basketball Association was in its infancy. On nights when the Garden had scheduled a college doubleheader, the New York Knicks were relegated to the small, dilapidated 69th Regiment Armory down on Twenty-Fifth Street; the college game was by far the bigger attraction. “The way college basketball draws,” Garden promoter Ned Irish was once heard to say, “the Knicks are nothing but a tax write-off anyway.”

			
			When the game was over the players would return home on the subway, back to tenements and walk-up apartments and two-family houses in crowded, boisterous neighborhoods trimmed with ragged shrubbery, ringed by factories and pocked with empty lots. The City College players inhabited the same city as their fans—not the downtown city with its soaring stone skyscrapers but the New York of low-slung brown brick apartment houses and chained-in playgrounds and tiny candy stores where the proprietor was oftentimes happy to handle a bet on a local sporting event. They were a bunch of kids from the outer boroughs, not all of them poor but none of them rich, and together they achieved extraordinary, even unparalleled success. They were celebrated from one end of the city to the other, lauded in banner headlines, feted at testimonial banquets, invited onto radio programs, hailed by the mayor as “our athletes.” For a while they seemed to embody the city’s brightest hopes for itself—of racial harmony, civic virtue, the triumph of the outsider. Later, though, their names would appear on the front pages of the newspapers again, under equally astonishing circumstances, and almost overnight they came to represent only disappointment and disillusion. Once they had been the most celebrated basketball players in New York; now they were the most notorious.

			For decades, members of the team would live in the shadow of scandal, building their lives away from the glare of public scrutiny, haunted by the notion that a potential employer had said no because he recognized a name, or that the whispering in the far corners of restaurants and cocktail parties was about them; forever after, most would maintain unlisted phone numbers. They lived with dignity but also with a lingering sense of shame and anger and frustration. Their story, they always believed, was far larger than they were.

			
			That story begins, though, with basketball: in a small gymnasium in a college on a hill, where a head coach and his assistant are watching fifteen players practice. Overhead a spiderweb of steel trusses spans the entire ceiling, giving the room an industrial feel; gray afternoon light pours down from the Gothic windows, making bright rectangles on the varnished yellow hardwood. Sounds echo in the vaulted space, the gym almost silent but for the ragtag music of the game: an occasional grunt or exhalation of breath, the squeak of sneakers, the dull percussive thud of a ball being dribbled, and then a brief pause and the cymballine swish of the shot.
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					The George Washington Gate at the City College of New York, one of three such gates designed for the campus by architect George B. Post. Archives, The City College of New York, CUNY 
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			On a warm October afternoon, in the hours after a rain, the oldest buildings on the City College campus glisten and shimmer in the light. Their stone walls are heavy and dark and rough hewn, flecked throughout with crystalline mica (the same ingredient that gives sparkle to the city’s sidewalks), and in a college open only to residents of New York City the stone itself is as local as can be, having spent the entirety of creation on that very spot.

			In the latter years of the nineteenth century, the trustees of the College of the City of New York*1 realized that the school’s rapidly growing population, then crammed into a single building downtown on Lexington Avenue, required a new, larger campus. A site was purchased on St. Nicholas Heights, a steep, rocky bluff overlooking western Harlem, where the wind sweeps in from the Hudson River, and in 1897 the commission was awarded to the distinguished New York architect George B. Post. Setting quickly to work, Post hit on an ingenious cost-saving measure: The Manhattan schist that would have to be excavated from the site, he realized, could be used to construct the buildings themselves. The college was thus to be made from its own bedrock, painstakingly quarried and shaped and raised into the sky, and the amount removed for the foundations turned out to be almost exactly the amount that was needed for the walls. “Nature herself seemed to have been aware that the College of the City of New York was to locate there and provided accordingly,” marveled the reviewer for The American Architect and Building News. “Had the rock been planned to order it could not have been better suited to the purpose.”

			
			After two years of design, three of delay, and four of construction, City College’s new uptown campus finally opened in 1907. The campus that George Post had created—five large buildings grouped around a central quadrangle—was built in the style then known as Collegiate Gothic, a medieval dreamscape of turrets and gables and parapets, inscribed crests, arched doorways, and leaded glass in broad mullioned windows. Many of the excavated stones had emerged from the earth streaked and stained with rust; rather than set those aside, however, Post ordered that the most heavily discolored ones should be reserved for the exterior walls. It was a mandate that bewildered and maddened the Italian stonemasons who had been hired for the job, but Post was adamant, insisting that the imperfections would provide welcome variations in color and tone. Perhaps most striking of all, he had trimmed the dark-gray schist not in the more traditional fashion, with a lighter-colored stone such as lime or sandstone, but instead with smooth terra-cotta glazed the snowiest white. It was a daring choice, and little appreciated by the critics of the time. Writing in The Architectural Record, Montgomery Schuyler called Post’s mix of materials “violent and disturbing” and “a serious blemish on the artistic result,” and further expressed the hope that Manhattan’s sooty air would eventually darken the terra-cotta. (In 1939, however, thirty-two years after CCNY opened its uptown campus, the WPA Guide to New York City reported: “The schist has aged and blackened, but the terra cotta remains a pristine white.”)

			Something else, though, is odd about that terra-cotta. A sharp-eyed observer walking past any of Post’s original buildings will notice an unexpected assemblage of creatures cavorting on the trim overhead: gargoyles and grotesques, more than six hundred of them in all, dragons and owls and shrieking harpies, and a host of whimsical little men robed and cowled like medieval monks (or the scholarly ancestors of Disney’s movie dwarfs), laughing, scowling, leering, beckoning with crooked fingers to the pedestrians below. George Post himself had overseen the design of all the grotesques; each was different, and each had been crafted to reflect the activities of the building on which it was placed. On the Chemistry Building the little men seem to be conducting experiments, stirring beakers and grinding ingredients with a mortar and pestle. The Mechanics Arts Building features laborers: They hammer and drill, beat on anvils, fan bellows; one struggles to turn a gigantic bolt that seems to be emerging from the building itself. In Wingate Hall, home of the school gymnasium, the front doorway is framed by a pair of recumbent lions, but the heroic effect at street level is undercut by the scene going on above, where a squad of grinning tumblers use the building’s cornice as a kind of gymnastic bar, throwing themselves into a variety of acrobatic contortions.
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					City College students in conversation on the campus quadrangle in 1951. The Main Building rises in the background. Archives, The City College of New York, CUNY

				
			
			Inside Wingate on this particular day, Wednesday, October 5, 1949, City College’s basketball team was conducting its first practice of the season—an event scarcely noticed by the rest of the campus. Cars honked on rain-slicked Convent Avenue, the thoroughfare that bisected the campus; the ginkgo trees along the avenue were tinged now with gold, their leaves like delicately tinted Japanese fans, providing a burst of color in a landscape otherwise mostly bare. The young men hurrying through the quadrangle wore cardigan sweaters and button-down shirts and pressed slacks; some of the older ones, mostly World War II veterans in school on the GI Bill, preferred jackets and ties. The women wore low-heeled pumps, and sweater sets with pleated skirts, bought at discount stores like Loehmann’s or Alexander’s in the Bronx or, downtown, Best & Company or S. Klein. Some of the more scholarly-looking of the men wore horn-rimmed glasses in black or tortoiseshell, the women cat’s-eye glasses in black or white or silver. Those who weren’t on their way somewhere stood on the sidewalk in front of the Main Building, or in clusters by the statue of General Alexander Webb, hero of the Battle of Gettysburg and the college’s second president. They tossed raincoats over their arms, looking up doubtfully at the unsettled sky; many of them smoked cigarettes and talked.

			
			A reporter from The Saturday Evening Post, observing City College students a couple of years earlier, had written that a visitor to the campus “will hear them talking like social workers determined to correct all the injustices of a harsh world by next Tuesday.” But that was just an easy quip meant for a middle-American readership; far more likely, a visitor on this afternoon would have heard them talking about parties or dates from the previous weekend, or about plans for the upcoming one. Several of the Brooklyn movie theaters were showing the Cary Grant comedy I Was a Male War Bride; afterward, if things went well, there might be a burger and a malted at Garfield’s cafeteria or a slice of cheesecake at Junior’s. Up in the Bronx, the Ritz was showing My Favorite Brunette, another good date film, while guys who were on their own could catch Jimmy Cagney in White Heat at the Fordham. Some of the students likely talked about the latest news of the mayoral race (William O’Dwyer, the Democrat, seemed to be cruising to reelection), or, if their families owned a television set, the Milton Berle show from the night before, or perhaps their classes or one of the lectures upcoming that week. Professor Henry Leffert’s comparative literature class was always popular; later that month there would be a lecture titled “Novels of the Forties” by a promising young writer named Gore Vidal. (Professor Leffert was himself a notable figure on the campus. He wore a beret, collected modern art, and frequented the opera and the ballet, and though he was a fierce advocate of higher culture he also admitted to reading the novels of Mickey Spillane. When a student once asked him why, he replied, “Well, it’s good to see how the other half lives. After all, there are so many of you.”)

			Surely much of the talk, too, was about the first game of the World Series, played in Yankee Stadium earlier that afternoon between the Yankees and the Dodgers. The game had been a tense, tautly contested pitchers’ duel—scoreless until the bottom of the ninth—and for those two and a half hours the city had come almost to a halt. Commuters on their way to Grand Central or Penn Station missed their trains to duck into a local tavern to drink a beer and watch the game; in the garment district, racks of dresses and furs clogged sidewalks, left there by shipping clerks clustered around radios in the doorways of office buildings. For days, most of the papers had been running previews of the Series not on the sports pages but the front page; the headline of that morning’s Daily Mirror had read YANKEES 3 TO 2 TO WIN OPENER. It seemed to no one especially remarkable that one of the city’s major newspapers would devote its front page to a presentation of the latest gambling odds.

			
			That was the way things were in New York in 1949.

			From the tiled sidewalk near the entrance to the Main Building came a distinctive squawk; it belonged to a man whose name was Raymond Haber but who was known to everyone on campus simply as Raymond the Bagel Man. A squat figure wearing a long white apron and cloth flat cap, Raymond was never seen without the rickety wooden pushcart that he piled high with a single product, a combination bagel and pretzel of his own invention. He hawked his “pragels” to all who passed by, extolling their virtues with a string of random adjectives that combined to make a kind of bebop scat. “They’re homogenized, radiatized, ostracized!” he would cry in a raspy voice. “Liberally sprinkled with cerebral salts!”

			Many of the students rushing into the Main Building were carrying stacks of textbooks, the economizing among them having bought the books downtown at a Fifth Avenue store specializing in used textbooks, called Barnes & Noble. Late on a Wednesday afternoon, they might have been heading to a four o’clock session of analytic geometry, or perhaps chemistry, or public speaking. Every student who attended City College was required to take no fewer than four terms of public speaking, the first course being Vocal Expression, in which, the course bulletin indicated, “speech that is careless or too narrowly provincial is corrected, and a clear, easy, unaffected American English encouraged.” Everyone understood what that really meant: to extirpate, as much as was possible, the “Noo Yawk” from the speech of the school’s young New Yorkers.

			Even in 1949, City College’s primary mission remained what it was when the school moved its main campus uptown in 1907: to assimilate and to elevate—to take the brightest of New York’s high school students whose families could not afford to send them to a private college and to provide them, free of charge, with an undergraduate education equal to any in the nation. Unlike the schools of the Ivy League, most of which favored the children of alumni and maintained strict ethnic quotas, entrance to City College was resolutely meritocratic, open to any high school student who had achieved a sufficiently high grade point average and passed a rigorous entrance exam. (Of course that meritocracy, it must be said, was itself for many years discriminatory: Women were barred from City College until 1930, and for many years afterward they were segregated almost entirely in the School of Education, the area of study deemed most appropriate for the female student. Women were not permitted into the general program of study for the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences until 1951.) City College was the sort of place where the inked markings on the wooden tables of the cafeteria, left there by generations of former students, were not initials or declarations of love but mathematical formulas. “Probably no group of college students of comparable size has a higher level of academic aptitude,” declared a report on CCNY chaired by a professor at Columbia University, which seemed only to confirm the boastful wisecrack sometimes heard around St. Nicholas Heights: that when a City College student flunked out and transferred elsewhere, he raised the academic level of both places.

			
			City College was commonly referred to as “the working-class Harvard,” “the Harvard of the Proletariat,” or simply as “Harvard-on-Hudson.” The most important difference between the two schools, of course—as Samuel Middlebrook, a City College professor, once noted—“may be a matter of which end of the family tree you represent: Are you the roots of a family’s prestige, as at CCNY; or are you its fruits, ripening in the quadrangles of New Haven or Cambridge?” As late as 1944, the last time anyone had measured this, nearly half the fathers of City College students were classified by New York City under the rubric “unskilled laborers, on relief, unemployed, not living with the family, or deceased”; only 17 percent of the fathers, and 23 percent of the mothers, had even been born in the United States.

			Those who attended City traced their arrival at the country’s shores not in centuries to the Mayflower but in years or decades to an immigrant ship, to a landing site that was not Plymouth Rock in Massachusetts but Ellis Island in New York Harbor. With admission to City College, the process of upward social mobility that might otherwise have required a generation or more could now be accomplished in only a few years, and it’s not hard to imagine the sense of wonder that must have coursed through a mother or father who had come to the United States in the belly of an immigrant ship, who had dreamed simply of escaping the crowded streets of the Lower East Side for the slightly less crowded streets of Brooklyn or the Bronx, who now walked with a child through the high iron gates of City College, beneath the arch inscribed with the Latin motto RESPICE, ADSPICE, PROSPICE (“Look to the past, look to the present, look to the future”), into a cluster of Gothic halls where, but for the tenements lining the nearby streets, one might imagine oneself in Oxford or Cambridge.

			
			In World of Our Fathers, his magisterial account of the lives of Eastern European Jewish immigrants, Irving Howe (CCNY class of 1940) described the deep attachment that New York’s Jews felt toward City College: “Of all the institutions they or their children might encounter in the new world, City College came closest to fulfilling Emerson’s promise that ‘this country, the last found, is the great charity of God to the human race.’ ” The school’s Jewish students, Howe observed, “loved the place, loved it utterly, hopelessly, blindly.” Here was a college that didn’t care what religion they practiced (or didn’t practice), didn’t care how little money they had. Moreover, the college seemed to prize the attributes that they themselves prized, scholarship and argumentation; and, most remarkably, it would reward the most bookish among them with a tuition-free education. City College had been founded in 1847 for the sons of the city’s merchant class, but the mass Jewish immigration that began in the late nineteenth century changed the school’s composition utterly and forever: As early as 1903, when the college still occupied a single building downtown, upward of 75 percent of the student body was Jewish. By the 1930s the number was closer to 90 percent, and the joke making the rounds was that CCNY stood for Circumcised Citizens of New York. (Others preferred “Christian College Now Yiddish.”)

			In those years City College had, in the words of one historian, “the most militant student body of any college at the time,” and indeed another nickname for City in those years was “the Little Red Schoolhouse.” The college’s cafeteria, it was often said in jest and tribute, was the only place in the world where a Trotskyite could freely debate a Stalinist. On leather-covered benches in the little alcoves that ringed the room, the debates would rage for hours (often, as in a relay race, one of the arguers would pass off his side to a companion so that he could attend class and return later), working through the implications of the Moscow Trials or the French Popular Front, parsing the finer points of the latest New Deal program or Comintern dictate. The more skillful of the debaters would draw crowds several deep, the onlookers murmuring and nudging one another in admiration whenever an especially well-delivered point was made, as they might at a schoolyard basketball game. Thus did innumerable City College students educate themselves and their classmates, in heated debates or long, digressive conversations over a chessboard or one of the games of bridge or pinochle that went on no matter the hour, and decades later many City College alumni would say, looking back on their undergraduate career, that in truth they had majored in cafeteria.

			

			—

			
			Despite the grandeur of George B. Post’s original buildings, entering its fifth decade, much of the City College campus had taken on a worn, dingy quality, the inevitable outcome of too many students crammed into too small a space for too many hours a day. In the intervening years the college had purchased a few of the buildings that surrounded the campus to house academic departments and had moved the business students into an office building downtown, but still the campus was not nearly sufficient for an enrollment that now numbered more than 34,000, making City the third-largest academic institution in the world. A writer for Newsweek once calculated that City College provided 98 square feet per student, which might seem sufficient until one noticed that in comparison, the number at Princeton was 15,672.

			Throughout the college, the electrical system ran on direct current generated by the school’s own antiquated dynamo, and a light turned on anywhere on campus hesitated for several seconds, as though considering its options, and then cast only a dim, flickering glow. “The college’s lighting system,” admitted the school’s director of planning and design, “is not only inadequate, but has constituted a positive menace to the eyesight of our students, faculty and administrative workers.” The heating system, too, was original to Post, and much of the school day was carried on alongside a cacophony of banging pipes and hissing radiators; the classrooms always seemed too warm, no matter the weather outside, and in the winter months the locker room at the stadium was so cold that the student athletes referred to it as Pneumonia Gulch. In a basement lavatory of Townsend Harris Hall, some enterprising reporters for the Observation Post, one of the school’s student newspapers, had measured the water streaming from taps at 167 degrees Fahrenheit, and with it had successfully parboiled a couple of eggs.

			
			That profile of City College in The Saturday Evening Post had been titled “College Without Frills or Fun,” and in truth, CCNY offered not much in the way of typical campus life. For one thing, almost no one actually lived on campus: The college provided only a few dozen dorm rooms, mostly reserved for returning veterans. Most of the school’s students arrived after a lengthy ride by bus or subway—or, for students coming from more far-flung neighborhoods, bus and subway—and as no permanent lockers were available, they had to schlep their coats and textbooks and paper-bag lunches around with them as they proceeded, burdened like peddlers, from class to class, until they returned home at the end of the day; many of them also worked part-time jobs, which further reduced the time available for extracurricular activities such as clubs or sports.

			There was a stadium at City College, where the baseball and football teams played; Lewisohn Stadium*2 was one of the architectural glories of the campus, a vast amphitheater in the classical Greek style, ringed by sixty-four Doric columns. The athletic events that went on there, though, were always something of an afterthought—Lewisohn was far better known for the hundred or so concerts held there each year, where for as little as twenty-five cents New Yorkers could listen to the Philharmonic Orchestra or the Metropolitan Opera Company perform under the stars. Marian Anderson and Lily Pons sang arias inside Lewisohn Stadium, Jascha Heifetz played the violin there, and George Gershwin introduced a new composition he had just written, called Rhapsody in Blue, accompanying the orchestra himself on piano. (Among those who regularly attended the performances were the jazz greats Thelonious Monk, Dizzy Gillespie, and Ben Webster; recalled another member of the group, Milt Hinton, “On Sunday nights we’d go to Lewisohn Stadium when the symphonic session was on. ‘We’re going to church,’ we used to say.”) The concerts attracted as many as twenty thousand spectators, who filled the stadium’s twenty-four tiers of stone benches and many more temporary rows of seats set up on the playing field. One of the college’s baseball or football games might draw, on a good day, perhaps a few hundred.

			
			At its best the City College baseball team was undistinguished; the football team was, by general acclaim, the worst in the country. Life magazine once observed that “almost any good Nebraska high school team can beat City at football,” and if anything, that seems a bit of an understatement. From 1943 through 1946 the CCNY football team ran off a string of twenty-three consecutive defeats; in a long, dismal history the year 1944 was a special low, as the team finished the season not only without a win but without having managed to score a single point. At the beginning of the 1950 football season a popular City College student by the name of Milton Luchan set up a tent in front of the school flagpole and vowed to stay there until the team won a game. Luchan had packed a suitcase with all of the essentials, from toothbrush and vitamins to a pair of long johns he had dyed lavender, the school color. Within the week, though, the college dean had ordered the tent to be taken down, not only, as he put it, to preserve the dignity of the school, but also out of concern for Milton’s health: Given the football team’s history, the administration did not think he should remain outside for the entire winter.

			The football team inspired jokes, the baseball team not much of anything at all. Still, even at a subway school like City College, where rah-rah college spirit was at a minimum, there was one team that for a time united the school more than anything else athletic or academic or political ever did, that managed to gladden the hearts of even those students who otherwise cared nothing for sports. It was the team that spent afternoons in the gym inside Wingate Hall, where the little men on the terra-cotta performed their elaborate contortions. “Our best sports,” recalled one graduate, “basketball and talk, were indoor.”

		

		
			*1  In 1927 the name was altered slightly, to the City College of New York.

			*2  Named for the philanthropist Adolph Lewisohn, the stadium was not built until 1915, eight years after the rest of the school. In his review of George Post’s new campus in The Architectural Record, Montgomery Schuyler lamented the lack of both a school library and an athletic field, though the latter omission seemed to him a bit more understandable—because, after all, so many of the college’s students were Jewish: “The all work and no play which makes Jack a dull boy does not seem to have the same effect on Abraham.”
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			The success of the City College basketball team, almost everyone on campus believed, could be attributed to one man: the team’s longtime head coach, Nat Holman. By 1949 Holman was widely considered to be the greatest basketball player who had ever lived. “He was more than just a star,” note the authors of a history of American street basketball. “Holman shaped the sport in much the same way Beethoven shaped the evolution of music: He routinely did the unthinkable, making the impossible suddenly seem possible.”

			Holman had learned the game as a boy on the streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, playing one-on-one against other neighborhood kids in the Seward Park playground for a nickel or a dime or sometimes an ice-cream cone; by the age of fourteen he had joined a club called the Roosevelt Big Five, where he played in gyms and dance halls in the Adirondacks, Catskills, and Berkshires for six dollars a night. At Commerce High School, in addition to starring for the basketball team, he pitched and played second base for the baseball team, halfback for the football team, and goalie for the soccer team; even a century later, he remains the only person in the history of New York City high schools to be named All-City in four sports. From 1921 through 1929, he was the featured player for the Original Celtics, a touring team that over the course of Holman’s career compiled a staggering record of 720 wins against only 75 losses. When he first signed with the Celtics he was paid $12,500 for the season, which at the time was more money than anyone had ever received for playing basketball. Over the years his hardwood feats assumed a certain legendary quality, such as the night in Fort Wayne, Indiana, when Holman blew kisses to jeering fans with one hand while sinking the winning free throw with the other. The story was often told of how Holman, as a young head coach, was short a man at practice and suited up to scrimmage with his players; a scout for one of CCNY’s upcoming opponents, sitting in the bleachers, watched the practice for a while and then sent a wire to his team’s coach. City College was going to be very tough, the scout warned, because “they have the greatest forward I’ve ever seen on a college team.”
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					A typical magazine advertisement featuring City College head coach Nat Holman, this one for Vitalis Hair Tonic and its “60-Second Workout.” Archives, The City College of New York, CUNY

				
			
			Nat Holman was one of those rare sports figures who evolve from athlete into icon; throughout the 1930s and 1940s he appeared in magazine advertisements for products such as Wheaties cereal, Lifebuoy soap, and Planters peanuts, in all of which he is presented as a paragon of basketball and, more generally, of clean, healthy living. (“Take a tip from Nat Holman—drink Cocomalt for a strong and sturdy body.”) A 1944 photograph taken during a War Bond rally at New York’s Waldorf-Astoria Hotel presents a tableau of American sports heroes from the early decades of the twentieth century. The participants had been asked to come in the attire of their respective sports, and so, among others, Babe Ruth has on the Yankee pinstripes, golfer Gene Sarazen a sweater and tweed knickers, Sid Luckman a football warm-up outfit, and Eleanor Holm a two-piece swimsuit. Representing basketball, in his Celtics pullover, gym shorts, and black high-top sneakers, is Nat Holman.

			
			Unmarried until nearly fifty, Holman was single-minded about basketball and indifferent, even oblivious, to much of the rest of daily life. (His nephew Bruce recalls one incident when Nat asked him to come over and fix his record player, which he could not get to work; upon arrival Bruce immediately saw that it was simply unplugged.) When Holman appeared on the cover of Newsweek he was identified as Mr. Basketball, the nickname by which he was known to fans throughout the country. For his own part Holman preferred a different moniker, the Master, and sometimes used it when referring to himself: “The Master was proud of you tonight, boys,” Holman might say to his players after a victory. “He couldn’t have done it better himself.”

			Anyone talking basketball with Nat Holman was immediately struck by what Stanley Frank, a writer and City College alumnus, called his “natural assumption of superiority.” New York’s sportswriters revered Holman as an icon of the sport and often went to him for quotes; still, while they might be mildly amused when he would receive them at home wearing a smoking jacket and puffing on a pipe—there weren’t many basketball coaches who could pull off that effect—they also bristled at the imperious tone he often adopted in interviews: He seemed less to be answering questions than conducting a lecture. Leonard Ansell, the basketball writer for The Sun, once observed that Holman “sometimes gives the impression he is perpetually posing for a portrait,” while Jimmy Cannon, the dean of the city’s sportswriters, complained in a New York Post column that Holman addressed him as though he were the audience at an alumni banquet.

			In 1949, Holman had been the head basketball coach at the City College of New York for thirty years. When he first took the job, in 1919 (for the next fourteen years he continued to play professional basketball on the side), he was twenty-three years old, the youngest college basketball coach in the nation; now he was fifty-three, but everyone who met him for the first time invariably remarked that he looked as if he could still play. Trim and handsome and dapper, with perfectly coiffed salt-and-pepper hair and a jutting jaw, Holman dressed in tailored double-breasted suits always accessorized with crisply folded pocket squares. Though he had been born to a poor Jewish grocer on the Lower East Side, he spoke in the honeyed tones of a romantic leading man, with broad a’s and a broguish roll to his r’s. In a typical phrase such as “our game against St. John’s,” the second word would be drawn out to geem, the third into agaynst. His players, who had little experience in parsing upper-class distinctions, usually referred to Holman’s diction simply as British, but in fact it was closer to that of the homegrown boarding-school aristocracy, the transatlantic accent most closely associated in the public mind with President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Holman’s older brother Jack, with whom Nat owned a summer camp, enjoyed making fun of this particular affectation. “Where did he get this phony accent?” he would ask friends with a laugh. “I grew up in the same neighborhood he did.”

			
			Nathan “Noosty” Holman, who had grown up in a tenement on Norfolk Street where the toilet was in the hallway, was now Nat Holman, who lived in a high-rise apartment house on Madison Avenue and could walk hardly a block without being greeted by a stranger or asked for his autograph. In April 1947, Holman was scheduled to appear as a celebrity contestant on the WOR radio show Twenty Questions. A few days before the show his nephew Alexander came over for a family visit; at one point he went looking for something in the apartment and noticed on his uncle’s desk a card on which was scrawled Rose of Washington Square, the title of a movie musical that had been popular several years earlier. Alexander didn’t ask about it, but he was not surprised when, later that week, Rose of Washington Square turned out to be the answer to one of the questions—an answer that, to all indications, had been provided to Holman ahead of time. His uncle, Alexander understood, was not going to appear on that show without being forearmed; Nat Holman, who had so painstakingly cultivated his own image, would do almost anything to avoid looking a fool.

			

			—

			In his thirty years as head basketball coach of City College, Nat Holman had compiled an impressive 359–127 record. In that time, though, the college had gotten no closer to a national championship than an opening round victory in the National Invitation Tournament in 1941. In both the 1942–43 and 1943–44 seasons the team had endured losing records, the first of Holman’s career, and around town one began to hear whispers that Mr. Basketball had lost his edge, that the game was passing him by. Holman’s was a style of basketball he’d learned on small courts in low-ceilinged gymnasiums, played by men rarely more than six feet tall; it was a game of feinting, screens, and constant passing. The jump shot had not yet been invented, and most players used a two-handed set shot in which the ball was pushed from chest level; that was an easy shot for a defender to block, so a player usually needed to be unguarded to get the shot off. Without a shot clock to compel a team to shoot within a prescribed length of time,*1 a team could patiently pass the ball around, probing the defense until one of the players had worked himself free for a shot.

			
			More than anything else, Nat Holman abhorred careless play, and he was deeply suspicious of the new style of running basketball that had transformed the college game. The fast break—in which an offense rushes the ball upcourt, trying to shoot before the defenders can get into position—brought many more scoring opportunities but also many more turnovers; it was the antithesis of Holman’s deliberate style, and he resisted it with the furious, losing energy of a householder bailing as the floodwaters rise around him. During those difficult years, Sport magazine once noted, Holman “had many a brush with impetuous youngsters who felt he was too old-fashioned, too set in his ways, too prone to dismiss everything new as foolish and unreliable.” Yet as the 1940s moved along, City College’s fans began to notice that something unexpected had happened: The team was beginning to incorporate the fast break into its offense. At the end of the 1946–47 season, City College finished strongly enough to receive its first invitation to the National Collegiate Athletic Association tournament, and two years later, to the National Invitation Tournament. As the 1949–50 season began, Nat Holman seemed to have regained his touch.

			

			—

			
			For the first practice of the year the players wore gray CCNY T-shirts, dark gym shorts, and black high-top canvas sneakers, mostly the Spalding Double-S model or the Chuck Taylors made by Converse.*2 Nat Holman wore a fresh white T-shirt, pressed slacks, and black-and-white saddle shoes rather than sneakers. A silver referee’s whistle dangled around his neck; it was an Acme Thunderer, the best that could be bought, but often, when he saw something he didn’t like, he simply put two fingers to his mouth and unleashed a shrill whistle, at which point the gym grew immediately still. “What are you doing?” he would cry, gray eyes flashing, and then dart over to the offending player. “Right way,” he would say, demonstrating the correct technique, “wrong way. Right way, wrong way.”

			In a corner of the gym, intently watching the action, stood the team’s assistant coach, Bobby Sand. Sand had heavy eyebrows and a round face like a fellow City College graduate, Edward G. Robinson; he had a perpetual five o’clock shadow (he had begun shaving even before his bar mitzvah), and his clothes, no matter how new or recently ironed, always seemed rumpled. At five foot seven he was shorter than the young men he coached, and stockier, and his voice was redolent of his Brooklyn upbringing, in which the game they played was “bask-uh-ball,” and Madison Square Garden was located on “Fawty-Ninth” Street. He read voraciously, everything from monographs on agricultural credit (the subject of his Columbia doctoral dissertation) to Transcendentalist essays and hard-boiled detective stories; he also had a prodigious memory, be it for languages—he was fluent in five and could read four more—or economic statistics or whatever other subject happened to interest him and could be broken down into discrete bits of information. Sand was himself a former City College basketball player, a member of the 1937–38 team nicknamed the Mighty Midgets. Basketball had been an official sport at City College since 1905, and in the intervening years hundreds of young men had played for the varsity team; yet in all that time, only a single City College basketball player had ever been elected to the Phi Beta Kappa society, and that was Bobby Sand.

			
			As an undergraduate, Sand had majored in economics, and after graduation he went on to earn a master’s degree in education. In 1940 the economics department hired him to teach an introductory section of American economic history; that year, newly married, he and his wife, Sylvia, moved with her parents and her brother into a small apartment in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. They made do as best they could, but before long they had a new anxiety: Sylvia’s health went into decline. She started having heart problems, the aftermath of several childhood bouts of rheumatic fever; she was often fatigued and was constantly in and out of doctors’ offices. In 1943 Sylvia gave birth to their first child, Wendie. At the age of six months, Wendie was stricken with tuberculosis, which eventually cleared up but left her with severely weakened lungs, and for a long time afterward it seemed that every time she caught a cold it turned into pneumonia and she ended up in a hospital oxygen tent.

			A 1947 profile in the City College student newspaper The Campus called Bobby Sand “one of the few men here who is [sic] admired and respected by students and faculty alike.” Smiling and amiable, Sand was a familiar, comforting presence around City College; the word everyone used to describe him was mensch. By the fall of 1949, though, he was a man stretched very thin. He was thirty-two years old—a bit slump-shouldered now—and he had an invalid wife and a sickly daughter, with whom he tried to spend as much time as he could. In the mornings, before he left for school, he set out Wendie’s clothes and made her breakfast with orange juice that he squeezed by hand; sometimes, when Sylvia was feeling especially tired, he brought Wendie with him, seating her in the back of the classroom as he lectured. Many days, when basketball practice was over, he would race downtown to the business campus for an evening-session class before finally heading home to Brooklyn for the next day’s class preparation and a few hours’ sleep.

			On the subway he would take out the yellow legal pad he always carried in his briefcase and design plays, the pages growing dark with penciled swirls of arrows and squares and triangles. It was Bobby Sand, of course, who had finally convinced Nat Holman that the team needed to incorporate the fast break. Indeed, he had developed theories on every imaginable aspect of the game: the five times when dribbling should be used, the three most dangerous scoring positions for the pivot man, the basic principles of movement to maintain proper spacing on the court. At home, eating an orange, he’d move pits and pieces of peel around on the counter, lost in thought; he was working out long progressions of moves, imagining the opponents’ responses for each and the most effective counterresponse in turn, like a chess player trying to read the future from the position of the board.

			
			During varsity games Sand sat next to Holman on the bench, scribbling notes for him while also devising the team’s game strategy: when to press on defense, when to run and when to stall, even which players to put on the floor. It was common knowledge among City College basketball players (though not among the public at large) that Bobby Sand suggested most of the team’s substitutions. “I think it’s time for that guy to come out, Nat,” he would murmur to him on the bench—just loud enough, amid the roar of the arena, for only Holman to hear.

			Unlike most of the other leading basketball coaches in New York, Nat Holman did not involve himself in high school recruitment; that task had now fallen primarily to Bobby Sand—and so whenever he could, he haunted the gyms and playgrounds where the best players competed, leaning for hours on the chain-link fence at Lincoln Terrace Park in Brooklyn, at Creston Junior High in the Bronx, on the Colonel Young playground in Harlem, sitting in the bleachers of the YMCAs and the YMHAs. He was looking for intelligent, aggressive players, players who moved well without the ball, who would rather pass than shoot and were willing to work hard on defense: those who refused to play a schoolyard game even in a schoolyard.

			Each year, Sand seemed to bring in ever more talented players, culminating in the freshman team of 1948–49, which, everyone agreed, had been the best recruiting class in the college’s history. Right from the start he could see that these players had the chance to be something special. If they worked hard, Sand had told them, and sacrificed, and were willing to play as a team, when they graduated they would represent the United States in Helsinki, at the 1952 Olympic Games.*3 “Nobody believed him,” one of the players on the freshman team would recall. “None of us could rise to that thought. But Bobby saw it as clear as day.”

			
			Four of the players on that freshman team had been especially promising, and now, as sophomores, they had graduated to the varsity.

			Floyd Layne was six foot three and gangly, all arms and legs, a whirlwind on defense; he wore kneepads when he played, because in guarding his man he sometimes got so low that his knees actually scraped the floor. He had large eyes in a narrow, angular face, and a smile that lit up the gym.

			Broad and barrel-chested, Al Roth was known to everyone as Fats, a name that he had picked up on the junior high schoolyard and that had followed him ever since. He wore his hair brushed back in a pompadour, and he had the eyes of a playmaker, cool, always seeming to calculate the angles.

			Ed Warner was the most muscular member of the team, with sinewy legs and impressively developed biceps. He was the only one of the players who wore a mustache, and he had thick eyebrows and a long nose in a round, pleasant face that would quickly cloud when he felt he had been crossed. An orphan, he lived with two of his aunts in a dilapidated tenement across West 135th Street—a short walk but a world away from the Gothic towers of City College.

			Ed Roman stood six feet six inches tall and weighed, at least officially, 225 pounds. He had a pear-shaped body, narrow across the shoulders and very broad in the beam, and a distinctively large-featured face with a poor complexion. He looked nothing at all like an athlete, until he held a basketball in his hands.

			Bobby Sand watched them practice and wondered how they would adjust to life on the varsity. As freshmen they had been known only to their teammates and some of their more basketball-mad classmates; now their names and pictures would be in all the papers, their strengths and shortcomings dissected after each game. If they did poorly they would be booed and heckled, just as any of the pro players were. And if they played well enough to be invited to one of the two postseason tournaments, they would be competing against serious basketball programs, with recruiters who were able to make the sorts of offers to high school students that Sand, at City College, never could.

			
			The more prestigious of the two competitions, the National Invitation Tournament, was held each year at the beginning of March in Madison Square Garden; a week after the NIT concluded, the National Collegiate Athletic Association began its tournament. It was possible for a team to be invited to both, but that had happened only four times, most recently with the University of Kentucky, which during the previous season had lost in the quarterfinal round of the NIT before going on to win the NCAA championship.

			Indeed, in the four seasons from 1945–46 through 1948–49, Kentucky had won the NIT championship once and the NCAA championship twice, compiling over that time a record of 130 wins against only 10 losses. The team’s head coach, Adolph Rupp, had called the 1947–48 team “the greatest team ever assembled in college sport,” but now he was telling friends around Lexington that the current one might be even better.

			No team had ever accomplished college basketball’s Grand Slam—winning both the NIT and the NCAA tournaments in the same year—but if anyone was going to do it, the smart money was on Kentucky.

			

			—

			A major part of Adolph Rupp’s confidence stemmed from the fact that the University of Kentucky now had possibly the most dominant center in the nation, a seven-foot sophomore by the name of Bill Spivey. Spivey, though, was by no means the only imposing big man on the horizon. Closer to home, City College’s most formidable intracity rivals were St. John’s University and Long Island University (which, despite its name, was located in Brooklyn). At center, St. John’s had a six-foot-six sophomore named Bob Zawoluk, who was so central to the team’s offense that coach Frank McGuire would admit to a reporter, “When I have to take Bobby out, I’d like them to douse the Garden lights and let us play in the dark.” LIU’s center, Sherman White, stood six foot eight and was widely considered to be the most promising young player in America.

			
			Now, at last, City College had a big man too; if City was going to advance through the postseason, it would be up to Eddie Roman to hold his own against the best other teams had to offer. “It’s more or less an established fact among the basketball cult that Eddie Roman holds the balance of power for the 1949–50 cagers,” wrote Dick Kaplan, the sports columnist for one of City College’s student newspapers, the Observation Post. Before the season began, Nat Holman gave an interview to Leonard Ansell of the New York Sun. While admitting that he was “concerned over Roman’s stamina and the fact he is unnaturally heavy in the seat,” Holman praised his deft shooting, his unselfishness, and his court savvy; Roman, he declared, would be “the wheel upon which we will work.”

			Or, as Kaplan cleverly summarized the situation: “All roads lead to Roman.”

		

		
			*1  The NBA first adopted a 24-second shot clock in the 1954–55 season. Men’s college basketball did not begin using a shot clock until 1984, when a 45-second clock was introduced.

			*2  In 1921 the Converse Rubber Shoe Company of Malden, Massachusetts, had offered Nat Holman fifty dollars a month to make appearances for the company in sporting goods stores. Holman declined, and the offer was subsequently made to another professional basketball player, Chuck Taylor. Taylor proved to be an outstanding sneaker salesman, eventually becoming so identified with the Converse brand that the company put his name on the sneakers.

			*3  At that time the United States Olympic basketball team was put together primarily from two teams, each of which had won its bracket in the Olympic qualifying tournament. One bracket consisted of the nation’s four top college teams; the other bracket was made up of the two finalists from the American Athletic Union and the two finalists from the YMCA national tournament.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: Chapter 3]
				

			

			In the fall of 1945, Eddie Roman was fifteen years old and, with one exception, was much like all of the other sophomores wandering the halls of William Howard Taft High School in the Bronx. He had grown up, as they had, with nighttime air raid drills, rooms darkened and shades pulled down tight while, outside, searchlights roamed the sky; and gold-star banners that hung like crepe in the front windows of houses where a son had been lost; and maps in The New York Times with heavy black arrows tracking the progress of the war; and the raucous impromptu V-J Day parade that had snake-danced its way down the Grand Concourse to the sound of church bells, the girls kissing every soldier in sight.

			The Bronx, with nearly one and a half million residents, often seemed like a small town. Eddie noshed on cold cuts from the delicatessen and cupcakes from the bakery, boxed up and tied with red-and-white string pulled so tight it could be plucked like a guitar. He bought chocolate marshmallow strips and licorice at a candy store a block from his house. (Almost every block had its own candy store—“Oh, I know that guy,” one kid might say of another, “he lives three candy stores down.”) Sometimes on weekends he went to the movies, and afterward ate banana splits with his pals at the Sugar Bowl; weeknights he did his homework at the dining room table, big band music playing from the kitchen radio. He worked as an aide in the high school biology lab and cheered the blue and gold at pep rallies. His homeroom teacher had a Delaney card that Eddie had filled out with his name and address on the first day of school, his card lined up in an alphabetized row in the daily attendance book, just like all of his classmates’.

			
			There was, though, one thing that differentiated Eddie Roman from everyone else in the school: He stood six feet four inches tall, and, to all indications, he was still growing.

			Eddie had always been large—not just tall, but large. He had large hands, and large feet, and large ears, and a rear end that his City College teammate Floyd Layne laughingly described as “the biggest keister you ever saw.” He and his parents and his two brothers lived on the downstairs floor of a brown-shingled two-family house on Teller Avenue, the second in a row of five identical houses. The house seemed too small for someone his size, and inside Eddie was often bumping into things, his hip accidentally grazing a table or chair as he went by. By high school Eddie had already developed the stoop-shouldered walk of many big men self-conscious about their height, wanting not to call attention to themselves. He had blue eyes and a crooked nose and wavy black hair that he brushed straight back from a forehead often dotted with pimples; his voice in those years was slightly nasal, the result of a sinus problem that caused his nose to run all the time. He had narrow shoulders that widened out to broad hips and powerful thighs; the top half of his body seemed out of proportion to the bottom, and later on, in regard to his unusual shape, his college teammates would playfully dub him Goose, a nickname that he always disliked and that he eventually persuaded them to stop using.

			Eddie was soft-spoken and friendly (one journalist would use the phrase “genial giant” in writing about him) and everyone agreed that he was intelligent, and certainly dedicated to his studies; he would work till all hours of the night, unwilling to hand in an assignment until he could find nothing left to improve. Starting in his sophomore year at Taft, Eddie was moved into advanced placement classes, and in his four years of high school he would earn a cumulative average of 87, which was excellent for his time and far better than was necessary to gain entrance to City College, where the minimum grade average required for acceptance was usually about 81. With his friends he had a big grin and a braying laugh, but outside his immediate circle he tended to be shy and self-conscious, especially around girls, and though his friends often encouraged him to date, he never had a girlfriend in high school. On weekends, instead, he and a few of his buddies might shoot pool or eat hot dogs in front of the deli, joking and laughing for hours (Eddie’s imitation of Frankenstein’s monster was thought to be especially hilarious); most of the time he hung around with guys who were louder than he was, more self-confident, more successful with girls, as though some of their swagger might rub off on him. Says Ron Schechter, one of his closest friends from that period: “Some of us would steal a piece of halvah off the counter, or a Nestlé’s bar, or walk out of the deli without paying, and Eddie was the guy who would stand there and say, ‘Hey, you gotta pay for that! You’re gonna get me in trouble.’ Of all the guys that we hung with, he was really the only hundred-percent honest guy. Everybody else had a bit of larceny in them.”

			

			—

			
			One day in a hallway of Taft High School, Marty Force, the school’s interim basketball coach, happened to notice the immense kid with the shambling gait. The Taft basketball team—known as the Presidents—won more often than it lost, but that was primarily due to the excellence of the team’s star, Irwin Dambrot. Now, though, Dambrot was in his senior year and the team would need to replace him as best they could. Force called Eddie into his office and suggested that he join the basketball team, telling him, “I can make a ballplayer out of you.”

			He wouldn’t play that year, the coach explained, though he anticipated that eventually Eddie would. “But there are two things,” Marty Force warned him. “It’s going to be difficult—you’re going to have to work very hard. The second thing is that people are going to laugh at you. Eventually you’ll get to the point where they’ll realize that you’re a good player, but in the beginning they’ll laugh. I want you to think about it and tell me what you decide.”

			Eddie had never been especially athletic, beyond the games of curb ball in which all of the neighborhood boys took part. Once when he was twelve, the gym teacher had made the class line up on the basketball court and shoot free throws. Though he had barely touched a basketball before, Eddie sank five in a row, one right after the other. It was a remarkable thing, but instead, the other boys laughed at him; he had done it, they teased, only because he was so tall—he had an unfair advantage because he was so much closer to the basket. (That hurt never entirely went away: Even years later, long after he had established himself in basketball, he would make a couple of free throws and his mind would flash back to that afternoon and he would wonder if those in the crowd still felt that way about him.) Now Eddie began to consider the possibility that through basketball he might turn a deficit into an asset, make a name for himself in his school, and in so doing silence the remarks he had long endured, the endless unfunny variations on “How’s the weather up there?” The next day he returned to the gym and said to Marty Force, “I’ll do it.”

			
			So Eddie Roman joined the Taft Presidents in his sophomore year, and the perfectionism that he had brought to his schoolwork he now applied to basketball. Every day when practice was over Eddie would remain in the gym, the school having long since emptied out, practicing one thing that the coach had shown them that afternoon, repeating the action over and over again, sometimes with a friend, much of the time by himself. Taking a shot, he would hold his arms out in front of him, the basketball balanced lightly on the fingertips of his right hand, his left hand resting on the ball, acting as a kind of guide; then his knees would bend slightly, like a spring tensing, and the shot would be released from just above his right temple, the ball lofted into the air with a deceptively gentle flick of his wrist. Sometimes he practiced jump shooting, though he could never get very high in the air and his legs splayed out at crazy angles beneath him. He began to develop a hook shot—as a big man he knew he had to have this—his back to the basket and his arm describing an arc above him like a lever. From the pivot he also worked on a turnaround shot, one quick dribble and then the spin, adjusting his footwork until it became a kind of pirouette; eventually he found that he could often make a shot without even looking at the basket, just from knowing where he was on the court. Sometimes, when he had a ball in his hands, he felt almost graceful.

			Weekends he practiced in the playground of his old elementary school, PS 53, where the backboard was screwed directly into the brick wall of the building. Other times he played in the schoolyard of Creston Junior High, the very spot where he had first been laughed at when shooting free throws; there the baskets were just rims, the nets having long since disappeared, and the metal backboards were rusted and dead in spots and he had to adjust his shooting touch to compensate, like a golfer correcting for the quirks of a green. He practiced almost every day, no matter the weather. (“I remember going to see him once, and it was raining,” says his Taft teammate Bernie Cohen. “You know where I saw him? Shooting baskets on the court near his house. In the rain!”) In the wintertime, when the court was covered with snow, he would shovel it clear, then light a fire in a trash can to keep his hands warm and practice for hours.

			
			“The day just isn’t long enough,” he told a New York Post reporter once, referring to his basketball practice, though in truth he didn’t let sundown stop him either. In Claremont Park, just up the hill from his house, lights had been installed for a National Guard unit that had been stationed there during World War II, and in the dim yellow glow he played sometimes until nearly midnight. On the court he became more serious, the lopsided grin that he often wore now replaced by a look of fierce concentration; a great deal seemed to be riding on this. It was as though in playing basketball he might eventually discover someone other than a friendly, gawky kid with a runny nose, might someday come to feel worthy of his size.

			Marty Force, however, was good to his word—Eddie never played in a game. He would participate in the pregame warm-up drills, and some people in the crowd would point at him because of his unusual shape and the unorthodox way he ran, almost directly vertical, his legs barely seeming to bend; then a teammate would pass him the ball and he would make a move to the basket, dribbling the ball too high, above his waist, and the coach had been right about this, too, for he would hear laughter coming from the crowd. (At some point he had hit on the idea of tying a handkerchief to a belt loop of his basketball shorts, so that he might blow his nose if he needed to during the game; the dangling handkerchief made him stand out even more, but there was nothing to be done about that.) When the game began he would return to the bench with his warm-up jacket still on, the tallest of anyone sitting there, and cheer on the starting five, especially Irwin Dambrot, the star of the team, who everyone knew was going to City College to play basketball for Nat Holman.

			Irwin was, in certain respects, Eddie’s opposite. He was boyishly handsome, with light brown hair and ruddy cheeks and full, sensuous lips; he was tall too, nearly six foot four, but he was graceful, not ungainly, and had a strapping athletic build that reminded people of Li’l Abner. The other kids would often remark, in some admiration, that Irwin didn’t look Jewish; jokingly they referred to him (the son of a poor cabdriver who had fled Poland to escape pogroms) as “a red-blooded American boy.” In a school of some five thousand students, Irwin Dambrot was the nearest thing Taft had to a campus hero—good-looking and smart (he hoped to be a dentist someday) and, everyone agreed, very nice and not at all stuck-up in the way you might expect him to be. The adjective always used to describe him on the basketball court was smooth; he appeared less to run than to glide, barely even breaking a sweat. He was left-handed, which most defenders found more difficult to guard, his best shot a running one-handed push that he took from the left side of the court. None of his moves were
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