
Chapter 1A Basketball Coach for a Football School

The University of North Carolina was a football school in 1952. About this there was no question. It was a decidedly Southern university, and that meant it treated its sports the Southern way: The head football coach had the biggest office; football Saturdays were festive; and the male portion of the student body dressed up in their sharpest ties for the Saturday afternoon kickoffs at 24,000-seat Kenan Stadium, a generously proportioned venue for the era.

The state of North Carolina had just 4.4 million residents; the student population at UNC was approximately 6,000. The first African-American law school student had enrolled in June of 1951, and the first black medical school student followed a few months later. It would be the summer of 1955 before the first three black freshmen would set foot on campus.

Of the 6,000 students, very few were women. Unless they were Chapel Hill residents or enrolled in the nursing program, females were expected to attend the Women’s College in Greensboro and transfer to Carolina as juniors.

Most of the school’s males had grown up playing football or baseball, not basketball. Basketball was a cult sport, although it did have its admirers. One gangly 6-foot-6 freshman by the name of Thomas Wolfe went out for the team in 1915 but was cut because, at 145 pounds, he was too thin. (No matter; he eventually turned to writing to occupy his time and went on to author Look Homeward, Angel, considered one of the greatest coming-of-age novels in the English language.) A mid-1950s UNC athletics handbook rambles on for two pages about football before ever mentioning basketball. According to the handbook, “Prosperity in all phases of the athletic area seems to accompany king football.”

Football might have been king, but the kingdom was somewhat barren. The Tar Heels had not had a winning season on the gridiron since 1949. But the shadow of the legendary Charlie Justice, who had led Carolina to the 1948 Sugar Bowl and 1949 Cotton Bowl, still loomed over campus. Justice—better known to his fans as “Choo Choo”—had captured the imagination of the entire region in a way no college sporting figure had ever done before. He passed, ran, and punted the Tar Heels into the collective consciousness of the nation’s sporting public and did it all as a real homegrown superstar from Asheville whose speech bore a familiar Southern lilt. He was a two-time Heisman Trophy runner-up, the subject of a Benny Goodman song, and the feature of a Life magazine cover. After his Carolina career Justice moved on to the Washington Redskins, still close enough for his Tar Heel fans to follow his exploits.

Basketball had no comparable legend. So it went largely unnoticed when head basketball coach Tom Scott, a native of Pittsburg, Kansas, resigned in the summer of 1952 after compiling a 100–62 record in six seasons. He was not especially well loved in Chapel Hill and was coming off a pair of consecutive sub-.500 seasons. His team played in 5,000-seat Woollen Gymnasium but rarely filled it; the Heels had not made the Southern Conference Tournament final since Scott’s first season, 1946–47. The coach had alienated some of the few basketball diehards early in his career by benching star John “Hook” Dillon. Scott didn’t believe Dillon’s style of play fit with the Tar Heels. But the player was popular, and letters of complaint rolled into the basketball office.

That was three seasons before the wins started to dry up for North Carolina. But the bad feelings lingered, and they eroded any reserve of goodwill Scott might otherwise have possessed among the fan base. When he was asked to coach the Phillips 66 Oilers, an Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) team that had won the national title in its division 8 of the past 11 seasons, he quickly accepted. Scott called it a “once-in-a-lifetime” job; no one in Chapel Hill begrudged him the opportunity.

There was little speculation about the next head of the North Carolina basketball program. A brief story in the campus newspaper, the Daily Tar Heel, mentioned Jim “Pappy” Hamilton, the head coach at Lenoir-Rhyne College, as a possibility. Hamilton had played under Scott at Carolina and coached the UNC junior varsity team before leaving for Lenoir-Rhyne. Earl Ruth, a three-year letterman from Salisbury, was also considered and briefly believed he had gotten the job before the focus of the search turned elsewhere.

Scott resigned in May. Summer arrived and brought with it the humidity native to North Carolina. Still there was no new head basketball coach at UNC.
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North Carolina State ruled the state basketball landscape in 1952. Wolfpack head coach Everett Case had arrived in 1946 and proceeded to dominate his local rivals, making extensive use of the pipeline of high school talent he had developed in Indiana as a 22-year prep coach. State had walloped Carolina three times during Scott’s final season, including a 71–52 thumping in the penultimate game of the season. That represented the 14th straight Wolfpack victory over the Tar Heels, a streak that stretched back to 1947.

Some things were simply accepted as fact within the borders of the state in 1952: Tobacco was the king crop and cash producer, the state would vote Democratic in the next United States presidential election (just as it had in 18 of the last 19 elections), and NC State would whack North Carolina on the basketball court.

So it raised some eyebrows when a fast-talking Irishman named Frank McGuire brought his virtually unknown St. John’s squad into Reynolds Coliseum in 1952 and defeated the Wolfpack in the first round of the NCAA Tournament. In the next round McGuire’s Redmen defeated Kentucky. In back-to-back games, he had beaten Everett Case and Adolph Rupp, two of the era’s coaching giants. In fact, McGuire nearly won the 1952 national championship, taking St. John’s all the way to the final game before losing to the Kansas Jayhawks. (It would not be the last time that Kansas—or a little-used reserve named Dean Smith, who played just 37 seconds for the Jayhawks in that title game—intersected with McGuire’s career in an important way.)

McGuire seemed like a perfect fit at St. John’s. Raised in Manhattan’s Greenwich Village, he was the 13th child of a New York City traffic cop. His roots in the city were deep. Even his wife, Pat, had grown up in the Gramercy Park neighborhood. If McGuire could restore the Redmen to the top of the city’s basketball world, then he would be a hero in the town he loved.

That possibility didn’t stop the UNC administration from wondering if he had any interest in the Carolina head coaching position. Forego the chance to be New York City’s basketball don for an opening at an also-ran school in the Southern Conference? At first glance the proposition didn’t seem to make much sense.

But McGuire had ties to the area. His stint as the head basketball coach at his prep alma mater, Xavier High School in Brooklyn, had been interrupted by Navy duty during World War II. Part of his service time was spent in Chapel Hill as an officer in the V-5 training program. He befriended Y. Z. Cannon, a local barber, and discovered that the local high school needed some help with its basketball team. McGuire volunteered as a coach during his off-duty hours and began to build a rapport in the insular community of Chapel Hill.

Almost a decade later, he still fondly remembered his time in Carolina. When St. John’s played at Reynolds Coliseum in the 1952 NCAA Tournament, McGuire made a casual remark that was picked up by the media: He still had Chapel Hill in his blood, he said, and it was tough to get it out. Tar Heel basketball supporters filed away this comment. Maybe, just maybe, the next time they needed a coach they could pry away this smooth talker who had already shown an ability to do something the current coaching staff couldn’t do—beat North Carolina State.

McGuire, the ultimate city boy, liked Chapel Hill. It seemed like a simpler place—a solid place to raise his three children, including a son, Frankie, who had cerebral palsy. There were good doctors in Chapel Hill and Durham, so the move away from New York City’s medical hub would not be a major loss. Sure, things moved more slowly and people talked funny, but he thought he could use his city connections to bring a different style of basketball to the South.

That’s how North Carolina came to introduce the dapper 42-year-old as its head basketball coach in August 1952, just three months before practice began. He was given a three-year contract at a reported $12,000 per season. Fans loved his coaching credentials but were less enamored of some of his other qualities. He was indisputably a Yankee in an era when Yankee still qualified as a bad word in some Southern circles. He spoke with a New York rhythm—he didn’t speak of guards, centers, and forwards, but of “gahds, centahs, and fo-wads.”

But something about McGuire engendered trust in everyone he met. He had a cozy way of speaking directly to whomever he was addressing, calling the person by name several times in course of a one-on-one conversation. People walked away from talking to him feeling as though they had made a new friend who really cared about them.

He was the new head coach of a school with limited basketball tradition—the crowning moments were a 1924 national title awarded retroactively by the Helms Foundation and a 1946 appearance in the NCAA title game—and without much prospect for improvement. Before the 1952–53 season, one magazine ranked the Tar Heels 278th out of the top 600 NCAA men’s basketball teams. McGuire took the long view of his prospects in Chapel Hill: He guessed that with capable recruiting and smart scheduling, he could have the Tar Heels competing for national honors by the 1957–58 season.

He knew that his program would initially be nowhere near the level of college basketball’s powerhouses, like the University of Kansas. The Jayhawks were coming off the 1952 national championship. Around that same time the school’s sports information director, Don Pierce, saw a photo of a high school track and basketball star. The athlete was from faraway Philadelphia, but Pierce mentioned the photo to basketball coach Forrest “Phog” Allen anyway. Allen committed the name of the player—Wilt Chamberlain—to memory. The head coach was too busy winning games (the Jayhawks would return to the national semifinals, not called the Final Four for many more years, in 1953) to worry about some hyped-up high school kid.
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With only a couple weeks before school was back in session, McGuire had little time to recruit players for his first Carolina team. But his first task was to complete his staff. Today, North Carolina carries one head coach, three assistant coaches, a basketball operations director, a strength and conditioning coach, a video director, and three secretaries.


McGuire’s staff was a little simpler: He was allowed to hire one assistant coach.

The identity of that coach was never in question. James “Buck” Freeman had been McGuire’s coach when McGuire was a player at St. John’s. Freeman had a solid reputation in New York City basketball circles, having served as head coach of the St. John’s “Wonder Five” teams that captivated the city in 1930 and 1931. (In the midst of the Depression, 15,000 fans packed Madison Square Garden to watch them play.) Battles with alcohol had dimmed his coaching star and made him a risky hire as a head coach—he had first moved on to the University of Scranton, then Ithaca College—but McGuire didn’t need a head coach. He needed an assistant, and there was no one he trusted more than Buck Freeman.

In some ways they were an odd pair. McGuire was always immaculate; he wore a wardrobe by Brooklyn clothier Abe Stark, whose store sponsored the famous “Hit Sign, Win Suit” placard under the Ebbets Field scoreboard in Brooklyn. McGuire was obsessive about personal neatness and would never be seen in public without a coat and tie. He demanded that his players be clean-shaven and reportedly once chased a top prospect out of his office for not wearing a clean T-shirt. In contrast, Freeman always wore sneakers and was usually clad in sweatpants and an athletic top. McGuire had the uncanny ability to appear to be gliding, even when on the practice floor; Freeman was more herky-jerky and gave off a somewhat harried vibe.

But the pair trusted each other implicitly. And Freeman had the one thing missing from the McGuire arsenal: a terrific strategic knowledge of the game of basketball. For all his reputation, for all his bluster, McGuire was not a great strategist. He knew the game; it was impossible to rise to his level in the profession without an advanced knowledge of hoops concepts. But he was not, at heart, a strategist. He was a motivator, the type of coach who could storm into the locker room and whip his charges into a frenzy with an impassioned speech. He rarely won games with tactics. Instead, he used emotion to produce fantastic effort.

Freeman was a strategist whose life revolved around the game of basketball. He didn’t care about fancy dinners, didn’t care where the team stayed on the road, didn’t care what kind of suit he was wearing. He lived at the gym—not in the metaphoric way we talk about “gym rats” today, but in a very literal sense. When McGuire accepted the job, the back of Woollen Gym—which housed the basketball office and all the Tar Heel home games—included a roughly 200-squarefoot apartment. That’s where Freeman lived throughout his Carolina coaching career.

“He thought about basketball constantly,” recalls 1957 Carolina guard Tommy Kearns. “He thought about the little things—things like the release on a shot, the position of your feet when you’re shooting, how to use your hands more effectively. He taught players how to handle defenses and what you look for that would enable you to beat your man. He might pull you aside and say, ‘That guy who’s guarding you crosses his legs defensively. When he does that, that’s when you can beat him and take him to the hoop.’ You’d go back out on the court, and that’s exactly what would happen. That’s what Buck was all about. All those little things that no one else paid attention to.”

Such exactness made Freeman the perfect second-in-command to McGuire, who virtually never thought about the little things. The duo would spend hours late at night in McGuire’s home on Oakwood Drive in Chapel Hill, moving magnetic pieces around a board marked off in the dimensions of a basketball court. Freeman was always trying new ideas; McGuire was flexible enough to implement them to find out what worked.

Freeman’s struggles with alcohol were known but not talked about. After all, it was 1952, not too far removed from the era in which newspaper reporters had ridden a train with the New York Yankees, watched Babe Ruth stagger down the aisle with a woman angrily screaming his name right behind him, and then quietly gone back to their card game. They were sportswriters. What happened off the court was not about sports.

So it wasn’t news when Freeman occasionally spent the day of a game at a Chapel Hill watering hole. And it wasn’t news when McGuire called players to go pick up their assistant coach and take him home to sober up. On rare occasions Freeman did not show up for games; the team knew that he was probably somewhere sleeping off a hard day. He’d be back when he could. McGuire, who had a fierce sense of loyalty, very seldom spoke of his mentor’s problems.
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McGuire and Freeman possessed the same chemistry on the court that they possessed off it. On the bench the head coach was the intuitive leader of the program. He sat with Freeman on one side and a team manager who was instructed to keep running game notes on the other side. The hand-scribbled notes would be typed by the manager overnight and delivered to the basketball office the next morning.

“[McGuire] was very smart,” says Ben Lubin, who filled the manager role at UNC in the mid-1950s. “He knew exactly when to call timeouts. He’d watch the players carefully during a stoppage in play. If he saw someone put their hands on their hips, he knew they were tired and would take him out immediately. Sometimes in the first half he’d put someone into the game at a strange time. Later, he’d say, ‘It’s going to be a tight game and we might need him in the second half.’ That helped us win a lot of close games.”

On the bench there was little outward hint of McGuire’s feisty Irish temperament. It was a different era of college coaching, one in which coaches rarely stood up from their seats on the bench. McGuire would sit next to the other Tar Heels, clad in his spotless suit, and watch the action unfold. Only players and his closest friends knew how to detect the slightest hint of agitation: When things got tight or McGuire was displeased, his hands would go straight to his tie. He would grab the knot near the collar and firmly straighten it, as if tightening a noose. That was how players knew to anticipate an explosion in the locker room.

McGuire’s language was salty, but he could deliver it in public with a shine that made it look from afar as if he was simply having a casual conversation. Late in a game during the 1955 season, the Tar Heels were down by 12 points with only a minute to play. The outcome no longer in question, McGuire removed all five Carolina players and replaced them with five substitutes. He waited for the action to return to the other end of the court, then instructed someone on the bench to lean up to hide what was about to happen. He rose from his seat, walked down the bench, and crouched in front of all five players. He looked the first player in the eye.

“You’re a stupid fuck,” he said calmly.

Then he looked the next player in the eye.

“And you’re a stupid fuck,” he said.

Down the bench he went until he had singled out all five players, describing each in the same unflattering fashion. Point made, he stood back up, straightened his tie, and casually went back to his seat on the bench.

Using that type of language while retaining the respect of players is an art form some coaches never master. McGuire, however, knew exactly how to do it.

While the head coach was dealing with the more instinctive aspects of the game, Freeman would revel in the details. He loved to switch defenses, going from zone to man-to-man and back again during the course of several minutes (most teams picked one specific defense and stayed with it throughout the game). One of Lubin’s responsibilities was to track how opponents performed against certain defenses. On his pad he would scribble the time the Tar Heels switched to a new strategy and chart the score for its duration. Postgame, Lubin would return to his dorm room and type the results so that Freeman could take the statistics into account the next time the Tar Heels met that opponent. At the time, this qualified as highly advanced scouting.

Players loved the white-haired Freeman for his single-minded approach to the game. In an era when basketball was not a year-round obsession for even players at the college level, Freeman was obsessed with details. Every shot had to be taken exactly the right way—with the ball making a precise number of revolutions while it was in the air and the player’s elbow down, his follow-through perfect. Any failure to adhere to these principles would be met with a solemn shake of the head and Freeman’s trademark grumble: “Stupid, stupid.”

“He was a funny guy,” remembers 1957 Carolina forward Lennie Rosenbluth. “He was all about Xs and Os. When Coach McGuire had to go on recruiting trips, he’d leave Buck in charge of practice. Those were some of our favorite practices. We knew he wouldn’t be able to take much of us. If practice started at 7:00, he’d throw us out of the gym by 8:00 because he could only take about an hour of us not doing things exactly the right way.”

Time showed that Freeman and McGuire made a very effective duo. But in 1952, all their coaching skills would be of no use if they had no players. And at North Carolina, without the tradition or name recognition of NC State, it was hard to find players. During the 1952– 53 season the Tar Heel talent pool was so shallow that a team manager had to suit up for an important game just to give the squad enough players to sit on the bench.

But McGuire’s first important recruiting move for North Carolina took place before that manager ever donned the blue-and-white home jersey. In fact, it took place courtesy of St. John’s. The school held a testimonial dinner to honor McGuire for piloting his team to the national championship game. Only a few people in attendance knew that McGuire was attending one of his last official functions as head coach: McGuire himself, and close friends Harry and Davey Gotkin. The trio told no one about the impending move—except for a talented high school basketball player who was about to make a choice that would reshape college basketball.


Chapter 2Underground Railroad

Everett Case was moments away from landing the player who would solidify North Carolina State’s stranglehold on Southern Conference basketball supremacy.

The venerable Wolfpack head coach was overseeing what essentially was a tryout—not technically a tryout, because that would have been against the rules—on the NC State campus in the spring of 1952. Approximately 100 boys filled the gymnasium, each desperately trying to impress the venerable Case.

One of the boys was a New York City product named Lennie Rosenbluth. He was the quintessential New York kid who used to sit in the Yankee Stadium bleachers and root for Joe DiMaggio. But he couldn’t afford to attend the city’s prestigious private schools, which were basketball hot spots in the early 1950s. New York private and public schools were two different worlds that rarely intersected on the basketball court. The best talent was assumed to be in the private school system.

Rosenbluth stayed in the public school system. But a teachers’ strike his senior year curtailed the basketball season, leaving him with nowhere to show off for college coaches and their scouts. The lanky Rosenbluth was forced to take the subway to Brooklyn, where he played for the Carlton YMCA, an otherwise all-black team that had won 62 straight games. One of the team’s coaches was a New York basketball lifer named Hy Gotkin, who happened to be the cousin of Harry Gotkin, one of the ubiquitous high school basketball scouts that populated the area.

Without mammoth recruiting budgets, college coaches often depended on their connections to those scouts to supply talent. Harry Gotkin was a New York garment manufacturer described by Sports Illustrated as “the uncrowned czar of recruiting. [He] sees all and knows all.” Gotkin, who was in his early 50s, liked to boast that he usually saw about 300 high school games per year. He would stand in gymnasiums all over the city, hands jammed into the pockets of his brown overcoat, and evaluate players. He had played at St. John’s and was believed to have a keen eye for talent; that’s why coaches competed to gain his favor.

Like most of his contemporaries, Gotkin had an affinity for one particular school. In his case in the early 1950s, it was NC State. Mike Tynberg, a man so eager to claim a connection to the Tar Heels that he occasionally claimed to be an assistant coach (he later scouted for Marquette, after finding his love for UNC unrequited), was his University of North Carolina equivalent.

Tynberg had no chance at wooing Rosenbluth; the Gotkin connection was too strong. When Rosenbluth asked Harry Gotkin about his college prospects, Gotkin had just one answer: “Go to NC State. It’s a great school.”

Case had already journeyed to New York to scout Rosenbluth, so it seemed like a logical partnership. “We want you,” he told the spindly-legged kid.

Case called in April to arrange a campus visit for the prospect. At least, that’s how Rosenbluth understood the situation. Despite playing in the relative obscurity of the public schools and YMCA leagues, he had been a legitimate prospect for several years. As a high school sophomore, he had attended an open tryout for Niagara University held at All Hallows High School. He impressed Niagara head coach John “Taps” Gallagher, who invited him to Buffalo for a campus visit. The visit was a turnoff—a Catholic school that required lights-out at 9:00 p.m., Niagara appeared to Rosenbluth to be “an old monastery in the middle of nowhere”—but Gallagher was undeterred.

Later that winter, he was scheduled to bring the top-20 Purple Eagles to play in Madison Square Garden. He called Rosenbluth to alert him to the visit.

“Look, Niagara wants you,” Gallagher said.

“But, Coach, I haven’t even graduated from high school yet,” Rosenbluth replied.

“That doesn’t make a difference,” the head coach said. “Come on down to the Garden to watch the game. I’ll get you a uniform, and you can sit on the bench. If I can figure out a way to get you in the game, I’ll play you.”

Rosenbluth declined, but he knew that he was in high demand. And it wasn’t just college coaches who wanted him. During the summer of his junior year, he had played in a league in the Catskill Mountains. It was a prestigious assignment, as the league included other talented high school players (among them a gangly center named Wilt Chamberlain), college players, and even a smattering of pros. It bore a passing resemblance to today’s Cape Cod League in baseball. Hotels from around the region tried to assemble the best rosters of talent. (They also gave jobs to the players they sponsored, which explains how Chamberlain became the world’s tallest bellboy for one summer during his high school career.)

“That was really where I developed the most,” Rosenbluth recalls. “You were playing against all these guys who were so talented, so you had no choice. You had to get better. I developed quite a bit of my game in the Catskill Mountains.”

Boston Celtics head coach Red Auerbach, who was moonlighting as a summer league coach, spotted Rosenbluth and offered him the chance to work out with the Celtics. Auerbach believed the sharpshooter had a chance to make the jump straight from high school to the pros. But National Basketball Association officials caught wind of the plan and informed Auerbach that such a crazy idea would never be allowed.

The pro plan was scuttled, but Rosenbluth felt confident enough in his ability that he assumed the trip to Raleigh was a mere formality—maybe check out the dorms, meet a few future teammates, eat well, and sign the scholarship papers. Never the type of player who would practice by himself if a game wasn’t available, Rosenbluth had not played competitively in about two months. But it wasn’t supposed to matter, because Case had already scouted him and Gotkin had added his seal of approval. Case had even invited Rosenbluth’s father to Raleigh for the 1951 Dixie Classic, a regional basketball tournament that pitted Tobacco Road programs against top programs from around the country. The elder Rosenbluth returned with a glowing report on the school and the coach. It seemed simple: His son would travel to Raleigh, work out a little for Case, and become the newest member of the North Carolina State Wolfpack.

“That’s what I thought was going to happen,” Rosenbluth says. “But when I got down there, I found about 100 kids in the gym. And it was just a tryout. I tried to explain to them that I hadn’t played much lately and was out of shape.”

The Wolfpack coach told Rosenbluth not to worry about his conditioning, to just run up and down the floor a few times and make his best effort. After heeding this request Rosenbluth was winded but still optimistic. Maybe it really had been a formality.

At the conclusion of the event, Case stopped to talk to Rosenbluth, one of the few New York City products at the tryout.

“Son, we only have one scholarship left,” he said, “and we don’t want to waste it.”

Waste it? Waste it on a player who had excelled against New York City competition? Waste it on a player recommended by Harry Gotkin himself?

The slight was more than just a missed opportunity for NC State to land a talented player; it was the beginning of the end of the relationship between Gotkin and Case. Gotkin’s nephew, Davey, had committed to play for the Wolfpack. When he found his minutes limited, it was another chink in the Gotkin/State pipeline.

At the moment, though, Rosenbluth didn’t care about soiled relationships or New York pipelines. He needed a place to play college basketball. During the teachers’ strike he had worked with a journeyman coach named Buck Freeman to keep his skills sharp. Freeman and Rosenbluth would grab a basketball, find an empty gym, and spend the afternoon tweaking the youngster’s shot. His familiarity with Freeman would eventually lead the talented player to a new college choice.

Soon after Rosenbluth returned from his disappointing visit to Raleigh, St. John’s honored Frank McGuire for taking the Redmen to the 1952 NCAA championship game. Gotkin had been in close contact with McGuire and was on the verge of switching his scouting allegiances away from the Wolfpack.

“Listen, Lennie, Frank wants you,” Gotkin told Rosenbluth. “He wants you bad.”

“Well, I don’t really want to go to St. John’s,” the player replied.

“Listen to me,” Gotkin said with a conspiratorial whisper. “Nobody knows this yet, but Frank is leaving. He’s either going to Alabama or North Carolina, and he wants you to go with him. You’re his number-one guy.”

Rosenbluth pondered the news, which would not become public knowledge for another three months.

“OK,” he said. “I’ll go with Coach McGuire.”

He didn’t know exactly where he would be going. He just knew that he would be playing for Frank McGuire. Alabama and North Carolina were essentially the same place to a kid from New York City—his parents wouldn’t be able to watch him play at either school, the people would talk funny, and it would be a long way from home—so he didn’t particularly care which school McGuire picked.

The head coach eventually chose Carolina. Unfortunately, his prized recruit could not follow; Rosenbluth’s grades were not good enough for immediate admission to UNC. So his mother hocked her fur coat to pay the tuition at Staunton Military Academy in Virginia and sent her son to prep school.

Staunton was just 45 minutes away from Charlottesville and the University of Virginia. Before he packed Rosenbluth off for his new home, McGuire made an impassioned plea.

“I need you, Lennie,” he told the player. “I need you to help me build this program.”

Those words were important to Rosenbluth. Shortly after his arrival at the military school, he began to hear from Virginia recruiters. Today, such a situation would have required McGuire to make regular trips to Staunton to confirm Rosenbluth’s pledge. But over the course of that prep school year, the pair never spoke. Rosenbluth turned away all suitors with one simple phrase: “I’m going with Frank McGuire at Carolina.”

Not a braggart, Rosenbluth rarely mentioned his basketball abilities to strangers. When he did, though, whether at home or in Virginia, he invariably received the same response.

Rosenbluth: “I’m going to play basketball at North Carolina.”

New acquaintance: “Oh, you mean NC State? Congratulations!”

Rosenbluth: “No, the University of North Carolina.”

New acquaintance (looking perplexed): “Where is that?”

His first few games at Carolina might have left him wondering the same thing. Filled with excitement, Rosenbluth arrived early for his first game with the freshman team and pulled on the door to Woollen Gym, one of the nicest facilities he had ever seen. Most of the public school facilities in New York had used wooden backboards. At prep school in Staunton, he had played on a fan-shaped backboard. The mere fact that Woollen had a square glass backboard was extremely impressive to Rosenbluth.

But on this day, he couldn’t get in to see that backboard. The door to Woollen was locked, and Carolina’s future all-time leading scorer was left rattling the handle in the cold. He eventually gained access 10 minutes before tip-off. The game was played in front of 15 fans.

During the course of Rosenbluth’s freshman season (1953–54), the crowds grew. Eventually, as the varsity team stumbled to an 11–10 record, a trend developed: Fans would arrive early for the freshman game to watch Rosenbluth. Then, just in time for the varsity game, they would pack their belongings and leave. The freshman team would play in front of a near-capacity crowd. The varsity usually toiled before a group of approximately 2,000.
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Rosenbluth was critical to McGuire’s success at Carolina. But he represented something equally important—the beginning of McGuire’s relationship with Harry Gotkin, which would bring numerous top prospects from New York City to Chapel Hill. Gambling scandals had rocked city basketball in 1951, and allegations of point-shaving at City College of New York prompted many of the city’s best athletes to want to play college basketball elsewhere. The major New York colleges at the time were NYU, St. John’s, St. Francis, Hofstra, Seton Hall, Fordham, Manhattan, Iona, and Columbia. But they no longer got the pick of the area’s best talent. Instead, scouts like Gotkin were cherry-picking top prospects for schools hundreds of miles away.

With the Gotkin-Case relationship dissolved, NC State coaches had to find a new scout to work the area. They turned to Howard Garfinkel, who began his lifetime in basketball by serving as the Wolfpack’s New York City liaison.

Garfinkel and Gotkin had endless wars over players, with each accusing the other of improprieties. Today, “improprieties” is a code word for cash, with shoe companies and outlaw schools funneling thousands of dollars to some of the nation’s top players. In the early 1950s the extravagance was limited to an occasional ticket to a college game at Madison Square Garden. Scouts didn’t have money to distribute—that was obvious by the meager existence they usually maintained. One of their most attractive offers, however, didn’t cost a penny. They offered attention to players often starved for it. Many players in New York’s toughest neighborhoods were from first-generation American families. Their parents weren’t in the stands every night, and they didn’t have college recruiters calling on an hourly basis. Scouts made them feel important and occasionally bought them a sandwich at a deli. That qualified as heavy recruiting.

“Look, I just speak to a kid,” Gotkin told Sports Illustrated later, in 1957. “I talk North Carolina to him. I arrange for the kid to see Carolina’s campus at Chapel Hill. I see that he meets some players. Somebody takes him over to Raleigh to see North Carolina State’s campus with the railroad running through it. That makes up the kid’s mind. He sticks with us.”

Gotkin’s description of the State campus wasn’t bluster. Part of the main line of the Atlantic Coast Line—which would later become the Seaboard System, today’s CSX Railroad—bisected the Raleigh grounds. Air-conditioning was just a dream in 1950s-era college dorms, so most students left their windows open to encourage ventilation. That made the bright purple ACL locomotives with their shrill whistles unwelcome guests on the State campus when they made their daily runs.

But before the picturesque Chapel Hill campus—which had no similar railroad problems—could hook a recruit, he had to be persuaded to leave New York City. Most of the players Carolina wooed had only rarely left home. If they flew in for a campus visit, it was probably their first time on an airplane. They would be crossing distinct boundaries between the North and South. The Civil War had ended more than 80 years before, but the two regions remained polarized.

Much of the tension was racial, of course. “Colored Only” facilities were still a reality in most parts of North Carolina. But that was just the most overt difference.

“It was a different world in the South,” says legendary sportswriter Frank Deford, who grew up in Baltimore but whose mother was from Richmond. “When you moved down South, you were talking about a completely different group of people. The foods were different: black-eyed peas, grits, things that people from the North never knew existed. Southerners knew the rest of the country looked at them differently, and there was that self-consciousness that came because they felt like everyone else thought they were hillbillies or dopes.

“New York was looked upon as a completely different place, even by those of us in Baltimore. And it’s still that way even today. New York is almost alien to everywhere else in America.”

McGuire’s task was to persuade the natives of that alien land to spend four years of their lives in foreign surroundings. Outsiders often made the mistake of lumping all New Yorkers into one vast group. Insiders, like McGuire, knew the city at large was made up of numerous tiny enclaves separated not by race, but by ethnicity. Neighborhoods of the mid-1950s were still grouped largely by country of origin. This street might be Italian; the next could be Polish. Religion was also a major dividing line. No Catholic had a legitimate chance at the U.S. presidency until John F. Kennedy ran in 1960; throughout the race, his Catholicism was a significant issue for many voters.

One of the common threads that crossed ethnic and religious boundaries was basketball. The best games often weren’t the organized contests taking place in high school and college gymnasiums, but the impromptu games in neighborhood parks. That’s where up-and-coming high schoolers mixed with current college talent. Players who had made it out of the neighborhoods and earned college scholarships were real-life heroes. In the summer they would return home and play in high-octane pickup games. Today, New York City basketball conjures images of flash, of between-the-legs dribbles and no-look passes. Back then, though, it was a cerebral game centered on fundamentals. The rules were simple: losing team gets off the court. To win, players quickly learned that they had to defend, they had to rebound, and they had to set screens.

Prep players would sit for hours on the sidelines, waiting for a chance to join the action. Many of them had entered into the prep school world via scholarships, for which the competition was extremely intense. Some New York private schools cost up to an astronomical $50 per week, so for many first- and second-generation immigrant families, scholarships were the only way to provide a quality education for their children. Coaches would throw open the doors to the gymnasium and hold open tryouts, with hundreds of kids competing for the right to earn a free education. Given the number of players there, each might get to demonstrate his skills for only 10 or 15 minutes. Playing well in those few minutes could change the life of a teenager—not just because he would get to play a sport in high school, but because the education he received there could springboard him into a different culture.

McGuire provided a firsthand look into that culture. Long before Pat Riley made sharp dress on the sidelines fashionable, McGuire was watching over his teams in silk suits. He would walk into a recruit’s home and proceed to win over the father with his stories about cops and robbers and the mother with his charm and manners. He was an Irish Catholic who knew how to use those affiliations in his favor.

McGuire also knew how valuable private school scholarships had been to most of the families he was recruiting. He could offer them a similar advantage: the chance for their sons to continue to play a sport they loved while getting a quality education. Few players in the 1950s viewed basketball as a career; it was simply an extracurricular activity. At Carolina an out-of-state scholarship was worth $1,250. With training table meals included, the value vaulted to $2,000 per year, and players also received $15 per month for laundry and dry cleaning.
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Such terms were attractive to four New York players—Joe Quigg, Bob Cunningham, Tommy Kearns, and Pete Brennan—who would eventually join Rosenbluth and form the core of a very special team: the undefeated 1957 squad. But before he could think of winning championships, McGuire had to survive some lean years in Chapel Hill. His first Tar Heel team went 17–10 and was eliminated in the quarterfinals of the Southern Conference Tournament. One year later, which marked the birth of the Atlantic Coast Conference, the team finished just 11–10 overall and 5–6 in the league. McGuire might have had an enormous reputation in New York City, but in 1954, his ability to bring the same level of success to Chapel Hill was no certainty.

He got a good start with Joe Quigg, an essential recruit who was the exact opposite of Rosenbluth. Whereas the public school kid was largely unknown in the lucrative talent pools of the New York Catholic leagues, Quigg was one of its best products. He had led his squad to the city championship in his junior season and carried considerable sway with coaches and players in New York. So well respected was Quigg that when a fellow New York prep named Bob Young scored 32 points against him in a head-to-head matchup, it instantly catapulted Young onto Carolina’s recruiting radar. Harry Gotkin passed the word to McGuire, and within a few months Young had a scholarship offer from North Carolina, where he, too, would become part of the 1957 championship team.
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“The game was different in 1957. . . . But no matter what the era, a big-time team
is always going to be a bigtime team. And the 1957 North Carolina Tar Heels were
the original bigtime team.” —from the Foreword by Roy Williams
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