

POINT GUARD


The Candidates

Bob Cousy

K. C. Jones

Nate “Tiny” Archibald

Dennis Johnson

Rajon Rondo

Isaiah Thomas Jo Jo White



A point guard is like the quarterback in football or a starting pitcher in baseball. They always have the ball in their hands, which means they get to control the game, determining the pace, the tempo, and the overall style of play.

All point guards have to dribble the ball, but they don’t all have to be fancy. However, fancy dribblers had better be functional or else they’ll be in a bit of trouble. The same applies to their passing.

Point guards need to be everyone’s friend. They need to make sure the players who can score get the ball. They also have to be able to score a few points themselves. No position is more important to a team’s offense, and the best of the best can increase their teammates’ ability to score.


BOB COUSY

The Boston Celtics did not want Bob Cousy. Had they, he would have been the NBA’s first ever draft pick. That distinction goes to Chuck Share, whom the Celtics chose with the top overall pick that year.

You see, the Basketball Association of America (BAA) and the National Basketball League (NBL) merged in 1949 and the new league was named the National Basketball Association. The NBA traces its history back to the BAA days, but the first NBA Draft was in 1950.

Anyway, Cousy was hooping it up up the Massachusetts Turnpike at Holy Cross in Worcester, scoring 1,775 points over the course of his career. He was a three-time All-American and, as his career might indicate, a magician with the basketball at a time when his flair was frowned upon.

Auerbach didn’t care for it. He was a notorious hard-ass who wanted everything to be done a certain way. His way. The “right” way.

So when the Celtics had the first pick in the 1950 NBA Draft, they went with Share, a 6'11" center, instead of Cousy, the guy everyone wanted.

“I don’t give a damn for sentiment,” Red Auerbach, then the newly hired Celtics coach said. “The only thing that counts to me is ability and Cousy hasn’t proven that he’s got that ability. I’m not interested in bringing someone in just because he’s a local yokel.”
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Side note: If you’re a believer in destiny or things happening for certain reasons, then you need to keep this Cousy story handy. He essentially became that piece of cellophane wrapping that keeps sticking to your hands no matter how hard you try to get rid of it.

Cousy was drafted by the Tri-Cities Blackhawks, an early iteration of the Atlanta Hawks that, at the time, called Moline, Illinois, home. Cousy didn’t want to go to Moline because he was establishing a driving school in Worcester.

“That summer we had three cars going around the clock, and I wasn’t giving a pro basketball career much thought,” Cousy once said. “Then somebody calls me and says, ‘Congratulations, you’re the number one pick of the Tri-Cities Black-hawks.’ My response was something like … ‘What the hell is a Tri-Cities Blackhawk?’”

You have to remember that professional basketball in 1950 wasn’t all about big contracts and sneaker deals. The sixth overall pick, Irwin Dambrot of City College of New York, decided not to play basketball and chose a career as a dentist instead. Cousy demanded a $10,000 salary from the Blackhawks to essentially cover what he would have made with his driving school. They refused.

So he was traded to the Chicago Stags instead, but they folded. Cousy and other Stags teammates were made available in a dispersal draft, which was conducted by lottery. The New York Knicks drew first and picked Max Zaslofsky, who had been a four-year, first-team All-BAA/All-NBA selection. The Celtics went second and team owner Walter Brown got Cousy.

It’s important to know this whole story because it is the first brick in what is often a lucky foundation. Auerbach and the Celtics are known for slick moves and fleecing teams, but they might never have gotten the chance to pull the heists they did without a Zeus-level intervention by the Basketball Gods.

The next step if Boston had selected Zaslofsky was the heavens opening up with beams of sunlight blinding Brown and Auerbach and a booming voice declaring “YOU WILL TAKE BOB COUSY NOW!” Even then Auerbach might have considered atheism over the flashy point guard.

Cousy took $9,000 from the Celtics and immediately became an All-Star in Boston, something he did 13 times in his career. He was a 10-time first-team All-NBA player and two-time second-teamer. He won the MVP in 1957, and the All-Star Game MVP (back when that was something that really mattered) twice. He was the first NBA player to get a Sports Illustrated cover, which also meant much more then than it does now.

Cousy won six championships in Boston, and was there for the beginning of Boston’s magical 1960s run of eight straight.

He didn’t shoot particularly well from the field, but then again no one did back then. In 1954, his 38.5 percent from the field was still good for 15th in the league. Teammates Ed Macauley and Bill Sharman were the only two players in the league to shoot better than 45 percent. Only 12 players shot at least 40 percent. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t shoot; it’s just the style of play back then was super-fast and few guys had perfected the jump shot.

Again, the league was in its infancy. When the running and gunning stopped, Cousy was an 80 percent free throw shooter.

None of that really mattered when it came to Cousy, though. The scoring was secondary to his passing, and he led the league in assists for eight straight years. When he averaged a career-high 9.5 assists per game in 1960, it was 2.4 assists better than second-place Guy Rodgers.

It’s also very important to note that assists in the 1950s and ’60s were not handed out nearly as liberally as they are nowadays. In Cousy’s day, the pass had to lead directly to a basket.


If a player dribbled before shooting, players would usually not get the assist, so there’s no doubt that Cousy’s numbers would be significantly better in today’s NBA where players sometimes get two dribbles on assisted baskets.

The biggest thing Cousy is known for is his showmanship, fancy dribbling, and sometimes similarly fancy passes. Auerbach detested the flash, but the fast-breaking Celtics and Cousy were a perfect marriage. The style was sometimes just for fun, but it often had substance behind it. If it wasn’t for Auerbach and Cousy reaching an agreement, that might not have been the case.

On the first day of practice, according to Auerbach, Cousy was throwing the ball all over the place. Already weary that Cousy had been getting the lion’s share of the publicity, and afraid that Cousy would only get more flamboyant with his passing, Auerbach decided he needed to get a message across.

Auerbach said to him, “Bob, would you agree with me that guys like [Ed] Macauley and [Chuck] Cooper are pretty good athletes with quick hands?”

“Sure.”

“Well, then, will you please tell me why they can’t catch their passes? How come they’re hitting these guys in the head, or bouncing off their chests, or just missing their fingertips?”

That proved to be a come-to-Jesus moment for Cousy. Red knew Cousy could have continued doing things his own way with the full support of Boston fans and media. Red knew he was taking a risk that could have made this job just as unbearable as the jobs he’d quit before taking this one. If Cousy chose to be petulant and arrogant, he could have told Auerbach off and made things difficult for everyone.


“But he didn’t,” Auerbach said. “He looked at me and said, ‘What am I doing wrong?’ Right then I knew I had a superstar on my hands.”

Whether he was drawing defenders, dribbling out a clock, or trying to get himself some space to drive, the famous Cousy ball-handling and passing skills that earned him the nickname “Houdini of the Hardwood” were often as much function as flair.

Here’s another generational element to Cousy’s game that should be highlighted: Players were not allowed to put their hands on the side of the ball when they dribbled.

Cousy detractors will have some fun mixing his highlights with the famous clip of Stanley playing basketball on The Office. Without the proper context, it’s easy to say he didn’t look particularly smooth compared to today’s ball-handling wizards.

However, if Kyrie Irving were to step through a wormhole into 1960, he’d turn the ball over every time he tried to cross someone over. Every time he hesitated on a dribble or put his hand on the side of the ball to control it better, he’d be called for a palming violation. That’s just how it was back then.

Cousy became the NBA’s first true star player. People were dazzled by something they just hadn’t seen on the floor until he showed up.

“Cousy had a great intellect,” said former teammate K. C. Jones. “He quickly became famous for those behind-the-back passes and the fancy dribbling. Red called the fancy stuff ‘French pastries,’ but Cousy was very successful with it. He always had a high number of assists, and he had that on-the-run, one-foot shot. That was one of his trademarks.”


Of course, had the league been more integrated during his time, maybe Cousy’s career would have been different. However, we have what we have as far as NBA history, and I have all the confidence in the world a player as good as Cousy could have figured out a way to stand out no matter what. You can tell by how other stars talked about him, even when they only had a short time with him on the floor.

“Cousy always had the presence of mind to find me in situations where I was able to move and free myself for an open shot,” John Havlicek, who played one year with Cousy, said. “His court vision was unbelievable, and it helped me to see the court better—the passing lanes, the angles, things like that.”

There are other very good players on this list, but there is simply no point guard in Boston Celtics history that can supplant him as the best. The innovation on the court, the vision and ability to make his teammates better, and his overall impact as one of the league’s foundational players make this too easy of a call to make.

Bob Cousy is not only on Boston’s All-Time All-Star team, he’s easily the starting point guard.

Who backs him up?

That’s not so easy.




K. C. JONES

K. C. Jones, a teammate of Cousy’s for six years, needs to be mentioned simply because he was, perhaps, as close to an equal defensively to Bill Russell as anyone was at the time.

Jones was Russell’s college teammate at San Francisco, but he took a detour to actually revolutionize defense in another sport.
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Jones spent some time as a defensive back for the Los Angeles Rams. He used his strength and speed to line up close to receivers, hit them, and then keep stride with them as they ran off into their routes.

It eventually became known as “bump and run” coverage. If things had gone differently, Jones might have been a solid choice in a Rams All-Time All-Stars book. Instead, he hurt his knee and gave Red Auerbach a call to see if a spot for him still existed on the team that had drafted him in the second round of the 1956 draft.

He joined the team in 1958 and was on every one of Boston’s eight straight championship teams. He did a very nice job controlling the game offensively while being a maniacal defender. He was, in essence, Marcus Smart before Marcus Smart existed. He was very necessary to every one of those championships, so much so that his number was retired and he earned induction into the Hall of Fame while averaging just 7.4 points and 3.5 rebounds per game.

Jones took over for Cousy when he retired.

“The fans responded by not coming to the games in the same numbers,” Jones said, understanding that Cousy was a box office draw. But he also felt that he had what it took to be a starter. “I was very confident in my abilities as a defender. If you were a master of defense, then I was convinced that you could match the offensive player at any level. And the fear factor disappeared.”

Jones was never an offensive player. There’s no chance of him earning a backup spot on this team, but he was so good in so many other ways that it would have been criminal to not mention him and why he was so important to the team’s success. He’s one of the best defenders the league has ever seen. It’s why he’s in the Hall of Fame with career scoring averages of 7.4 points, 3.5 rebounds, and 4.3 assists per game.

Jones wasn’t just some tagalong for eight championships. Boston was a fast-breaking team that ran opponents out of the gym. They needed defenders to turn people over and get running the other way. If Bill Russell wasn’t blocking them at the rim, Jones was ripping it from them. I’d love to tell you how many times he did that, but they didn’t track steals back then.

So many other guys get so much credit for that monster run in the ’60s. It’s time Jones got his shout-out for his role, too.

Now that that’s out there, let’s dive into the meat of this backup debate. Here’s how the rest of the candidates stack up statistically:


Archibald

5 seasons, 12.5 ppg, 46.9% FG, 7.1 apg, 1.9 rpg, 3 All-Star appearances, 1 championship, 1 All-NBA




Johnson

7 seasons, 12.6 ppg, 44.6% FG, 6.4 apg, 3.2 rpg, 1 All-Star appearance, 2 championships, 5 All-Defense




Rondo

9 seasons, 11 ppg, 47.3% FG, 8.5 apg, 4.7 rpg, 4 All-Star appearances, 1 championship, 1 All-Rookie, 4 All-Defense, 1 All-NBA





Thomas

3 seasons, 24.7 ppg, 44.3% FG (36.8% 3 pt), 6 apg, 2.7 rpg, 2 All-Star appearances, 1 All-NBA




White

10 seasons, 18.4 ppg, 44.2% FG, 5.1 apg, 4.3 rpg, 7 All-Star appearances, 2 championships, 1 All-Rookie, 2 All-NBA, 1 Finals MVP






NATE “TINY” ARCHIBALD

Archibald’s career changed when he tore his Achilles tendon as a Buffalo Brave in 1977. Before the injury, he was a flashy scorer who, until recently, was the only player to lead the NBA in points and assists in a single season. The 6'1" Archibald challenged everyone on the floor and often won.

With the Cincinnati Royals, Kansas City Kings, and New York Nets, he was a 25-point-per-game, All-NBA kind of scorer. (He never played a regular-season game for the Braves.)

That’s not who he was as a Celtic.

The post-injury Archibald showed up in Boston in 1978 out of shape and out of sorts.

“I weighed 240 pounds when I got to Boston,” said Archibald, who spent most of his playing days at about 170 pounds. “Red took one look at me and said that if I didn’t lose the weight that I wouldn’t play. It wasn’t that he didn’t want me, because he did. He just didn’t want two of me!”

After a disaster of a first season with the Celtics, Archibald adjusted his game. The score-first, attacking Archibald took a
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back seat to Larry Bird and Cedric Maxwell, letting them handle the heavy scoring burden while he ran the offense.

“Red Auerbach needed a quarterback to run his team, especially since he was assembling such a talented front line,” Archibald said. “By that time in my career I was more than ready to share the load offensively. I’d been a big-time scorer, but I hadn’t gone deep in the playoffs. I wanted a ring.”

It was exactly what the Celtics needed. Archibald’s guidance was key to Boston’s 1981 championship. He’d score when he had to, topping 20 points in four of Boston’s playoff wins that year. Mostly he was a supporting scorer who averaged more than 15 points and six assists per game in the championship run.

Archibald had an amazing career. He’s a Hall of Famer. For the purposes of this discussion, he just didn’t do enough as a Celtic to supplant any of the competition.




DENNIS JOHNSON

Johnson had some parallels with Archibald. Both had reputations for having less-than-ideal attitudes prior to joining the Celtics, but both had plenty of success and had to adjust their games with their new team.

It was Johnson’s reputation as a hothead that got him to Boston in the first place. He made the All-Star team four times before joining Boston, twice as a member of the Seattle Supersonics and twice as a Phoenix Sun. He was a second-team All-NBA player and Finals MVP in 1979, and yet Seattle still traded him away in his prime.

Two of his most productive years of his career were spent in Phoenix, and he made his only first-team All-NBA as a Sun, yet they basically gave him to Boston in 1983.



[image: Johnson was the glue that kept the Big 3 together and was one of the best shot-blocking guards of all time. He blocked three shots in a game seven separate times over his career. (STEVE LIPOFSKY WWW.BASKETBALLPHOTO.COM)]
Johnson was the glue that kept the Big 3 together and was one of the best shot-blocking guards of all time. He blocked three shots in a game seven separate times over his career. (STEVE LIPOFSKY WWW.BASKETBALLPHOTO.COM)




Boston sent Phoenix Rick Robey, a career backup center, and two second rounders for Johnson, a first round pick, and a third round pick. If you don’t know who Rick Robey is, don’t worry. You shouldn’t.

Johnson also saw the move to Boston as more exposure for him after playing in relative obscurity in Seattle and Phoenix. There was no League Pass or internet back then, and major markets got all the exposure. A move to Boston was a chance to be seen.

“The so-called experts were saying that the Suns practically gave me away because I was a problem child,” Johnson said. “That bothered me, but I used it as motivation. In the end, joining the Celtics was a dream come true, because I got to compete for championships with guys like Larry, Robert, and Kevin.”

Even with bridges burned at his past stops, Johnson came to a team that welcomed him with open arms.

“Johnson fills one of our most important needs,” Auerbach said at the time. “We got a strong defensive guard who also averaged 14.2 points a game last season. We now have a big guard who can play the big guards like Magic Johnson and Reggie Theus.”

Defense was Johnson’s hallmark. In DJ, Boston had the perfect point guard to pair with their Big 3 front line of Larry Bird, Kevin McHale, and Robert Parish. He’d score when needed, but mostly he’d initiate the Celtics offense and defend the opposing team’s best perimeter player. In his day, guards could get physical, and Johnson took advantage. He was also one of the best shot-blocking guards the league has ever seen.

Bird often called Johnson the best teammate he ever had, which is an amazing sign of respect from a person like him. Bird admired hard work, professionalism, and on-court intelligence. Johnson never tried to do too much (though he’d occasionally get criticized for doing too little in games of little consequence). He just got the ball moving, found Bird when he needed to, and played his role to the best of his abilities.

The highlight of their bond came in 1987, in the famous Bird steal against the Detroit Pistons.

If you remember Johnny Most’s famous radio call, it came in two parts: the steal, and the finish.

“Annnnd there’s a steal by Bird! Underneath to DJ and he lays it in!”

Bird’s steal was iconic, but it would have meant nothing without Johnson’s equally intelligent recognition of the play and the dive to the basket to get the pass from Bird, who was trying to keep his balance on the baseline.

“The steal doesn’t matter if DJ doesn’t have the presence of mind to cut to the basket,” Bird said of the play. “We lose that game. Dennis always played better when the stakes were higher. I thought the world of Dennis Johnson.”

Bird gets all the love for making the play, and deservedly so, but no one remembers that play if Johnson isn’t in the perfect place at the perfect time to catch that pass and make that basket. After the play, the camera caught the perfect moment.

It was Larry Bird, waving Johnson over on his way to the bench, and giving him a hug.

Bird knew it too.

Is this enough to get DJ onto this team? He would certainly be its best perimeter defender by a mile. A basketball team with Johnson and Bill Russell (spoiler alert: Russell probably makes this team) would be among the most feared defensive teams of all time.





RAJON RONDO

Rajon Rondo, at least the Celtics version, would also have been a pretty good defender. Somewhere along the way, probably after his torn ACL, Rondo backed off his defensive effort. In many ways, Rondo was DJ 2.0, except with supercharged court vision.

Johnson was often considered a point guard in name only. It was, indeed, his position, but Larry Bird was the team’s best passer and the offense ran through him. Rondo, though, was very clearly the best passer not only on the Celtics, but maybe in the entire league, at the height of his powers.

He was exactly what the new Big 3 needed in their late 2000s run. Paul Pierce, Ray Allen, and Kevin Garnett were
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ISAIAH THOMAS
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JO JO WHITE
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I never thought I’d ever write a book, much less be approached to write one about my true passion in life, basketball and the Boston Celtics. This is much different than anything I’ve ever written, and there were more than a few times when I said to myself, “What are you even doing here?”

So the first thank you goes out to Niels Aaboe and the entire group at Lyons Press and Rowman & Littlefield who gave me this opportunity and helped guide me through it. The imposter syndrome in me still says I screwed this whole thing up, so if you’ve gotten this far in the book, it’s because they bailed me out.

I never expected to be here. This basketball journey has been full of surprises, and this is just the latest in a long line of them. To properly thank those involved, I have to go back to the beginning of it all.

Thanks to my mother, Artemis, for taking me to my first baseball practice when I was young. If she didn’t drag me to that, I don’t know that I would have ever gotten into sports at all. I was perfectly happy to be the chubby little kid reading books, but she introduced me to a world of sports that set me on this path.

My high school coach, Roger Berard, didn’t have to keep me on the team. I was still chubby and I couldn’t do a pushup or make a layup, but I was 6'3" and he said, “You can’t coach height,” so he set about turning me into a real player. I remember Jacek Duda, then a Providence College player, coming to practice and giving me a hard lesson in playing in the post. I went to PC basketball camps every summer and, by the time I was a senior, I’d become an actual player being recruited by colleges. None of this happens without Coach Berard’s faith.

That was a long transformation for me, and my father, despite being a small business owner with ridiculous demands on his time, was always there. One of my favorite photos is a yearbook picture with me in my road blues grabbing a rebound and my father, blurry in the background, sitting in the stands by himself. The sick bastard even came to a college game while having a heart attack, which sounds like something out of an SNL “Bill Swerski’s Superfans” sketch, but it really happened. Thanks, Joe, for all the support over the years, and even the tough love from time to time.

College was a turning point in my life. My Emerson College experience was something I didn’t expect, but one I’ll cherish forever. Hank Smith changed my life by giving me a heavy dose of reality. I grew up more in the two years I spent with him than I ever thought I could. Tough love doesn’t even begin to describe it. I didn’t realize it when it was happening, but the lessons I was learning with him over those two years were lessons I’d carry with me forever. There were moments where I flat-out hated him, but once I was out of that college bubble, I realized those moments prepared me for some of life’s harshest realities. Everything he did was to get me to be my best. I’m happy to say that it worked, Hank. So much of what has allowed me to find success in basketball stems from those lessons… even if I had to sift through a steady stream of profanity to find it.

I have to give a special shout-out to Bruce Seals, one of our assistant coaches and a former NBA player. He played for Bill Russell, and he taught me how to deal with a hard-ass coach. Bruce, I only wish I could have learned all those tricks you were trying to teach us when you were trying to teach them. It took me six years to finally get that Euro-step down, but you’ll be happy to know that in that moment, at some league in Watertown, I pulled that move off and thought of you.

I was lucky to have some great teammates, and some wild experiences that might fill another book if I ever wanted to sit down and recall them all. I thought about listing all your names but I don’t want to embarrass myself and forget someone. Just know that all of you, from nights watching Stripes to wild van rides and everything in between, hold a special place in my heart.

To Kate and the boys, I thank you for understanding why I disappeared for so long. Your love and support made this book a reality. The same goes to my brother Nick and my sister Arestea, who thought me moving back to Boston was going to be a chance for all of us to spend more time together but instead it ended up being less.

To Dave, John, Mike, and Victor: Your friendship has carried me through my highest highs and lowest lows. None of this is possible without you guys being there for me at nearly every turn in my life. I love you all like brothers.

And most importantly, I have to thank Del.

Carlos “Del” Broussard and I almost instantly bonded. We met at Emerson when he heard me blasting Big Daddy Kane from two floors away. He taught me the origins of rap music, about hip-hop culture, about the roots in jazz and blues. We were a yin and yang: me, a Celtics fan from Rhode Island, him a Lakers fan from Los Angeles.

My world forever changed the day I learned you were gone. I always knew you needed help, but I never realized just how much. It’s been decades, but I still miss you, Del. I always will, and I’ll always fight for greater awareness of mental health in your honor, because the best way to remember you and carry on your legacy is to help someone else.

I think of you all the time, Del. Thank you for the time we had, even if it wasn’t how much time I wanted.

This is dedicated to you.
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