Are Celtics' public-relations problems racial?
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Rich, the Causeway Street barber,
dlspenses sports gossip for the price of a
haircut. Many of his customers are Gar-
den regulars, so while Rich keeps one
hand on his scissors the other is on the
pulse of the sports fan. Rich hears people
say things that they might not say in pol-
ite company. )

““It's pretty obvious,” says Rich. “I

mean, it's all right to have black players,

- biit to have black players and a bad team
i$ suicide. Whe's going to watch?"

" Having started last season with two

white players out of 11.total, the Celtics

wheeled and dealed to a 6-5 ratio: thereby -

- prompting the question: Did they mten-
tionally accumulate white players?

- “Sure looks like it says Rich. the
barber

““That's just specu\at\on and supposxv
tion, says Red Auerbach.

" “That's some people from Sou!h Bos-g
ton talking,” says Dave Cowens. “They«:v

dqn t even come 1o the games "

re Celtics’

RN
The black athlete

in Boston - 1

Auerbach, the Celtics general mana-
ger, rejects the notion that he built a
white team to encourage Larry Bird to
sign with him. It was. thought that Bird,
who has small-town southern Indiana
roots, might be more responsive to Joimng
a racially balanced team.

“I don't pay any attention to that

stuff,” says Auerbach. “You think I'm
going to jerk around a whele franchise
because of ‘one player? Ain't no way you

.can do-that, He's a great player, but it Just
' doésn't work,”

e

On the other hand, Auerbach concedes
that white players are promotionally
advantageous. This would be particularly
pertinent were the Celties to move to a
new arena in a suburban location,

“What happens is that people say
‘You'll draw better if you have white
players, or you don't have too many black
players,” says Auerbach, “Well, that's
common sense. I've had black ‘managers
come over to me and say ‘Jeez, I gotta get
a white player.’ I inean, they're not stupid.
1t's much more difficult for a white guy to
say ‘Hey, I gotta get some white players,”
but when a black guy says it, then you
know there's a problem,

“But nevertheless, as a general mana-
ge’r or a coach, your No, 1 priority is to
win. Tf you have all black players and you
don't win, they'll murder you. If you have
all black players, or a majority of black

players, and you win, a lot will be =

forgiven.”
Bob Woolf, the Boston attomey who
represents Larry Bird, claims the. prome-

For ll:e past several months, Globe
reporters Steve Maraniz, Larry White-
side and Walter Haynes have talked 1o
Boston’s black athletes, both past and
present, examining the early years and
assessing their present situation and
their rale in the community, Their re-
poris will appear from time to time in
The Globe.

" tional appeal of white players is retlected

in salary.

“The only spnrt ‘that exists today
where- there is still a disparity between
white and black is basketball,": says
Woolf, “If there were two centers of equal
ability, and one was white and one black,
I think the white center would- receive
more money, I don't say that it should be
50, but it is so, because of the preponder-
ance of black athletes.”

Cowens, who will play. next year, but
not eoach, refuses to believe the public is
interpreting the player movement in ra-
cial terms. o

* CELTICS, Page 61

“There may be a few people out there
who believe it," he says. “There are. But

most people don't see it that way. The "

players don’t consider it an issue.”
In better times for the Celtics and the
NBA, there wouldn’t have been racial in-

ublic-relations problems racial?

terpretations of player movement. In bet-

ter times, the Celtics had little player
movement, and the NBA wasn't having to

) explam declining attendance and televi-

sion audience.

In fact the racial ratio on the Celties
changed with the recent signing of free-
agent M. L. Carr and will change again
when the compensation for Carr is estab
lished,

But talk about the Celtics is relevant

“to what is happemhg throughout the en-

tire 'league, wn&h declining popularity
being defined in‘racial terms: With blacks
representing 75 percent of the players,
and whites representing 75 percent of the

‘audience, it was inevitable that a racial

analysis would arise. Unfortunate per-
haps, but inevitable,
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mer player and coach of the Celtics. “But to say there are-
too many hlacks in basketball is a.copout. Even if it were -

B0 percent white, there would still be the same problems.

¢ improve.” ) .
. But while Heinsohn does not view the NBA's loss of
appeal in racial terms, he suggests that racial factors
have influenced the game, the way it is played, and the
way. it is perceived by fans. He suggests that the demise
of the Celtics, which led to his dismissal in 1977 was
Jpartially explained in racial terins, His theory reaches
* into the realm of sports sociology.

.. “Basketball has always been a city game)” says
. -Heinsohn. “Arid when the whites left the cities it became
" essentially a black stronghold. The playground became

the focus of life for a lot of young black kids, sort of their

clubhouse.
“But what was happening was that these kids were
" learning the game without thie proper coaching, They
. were making it on their superior physical abilities, while
_ the occasional white kid who made it was an exceptional
athlete who'was also well-coached.
v “So you hdd players coming into the NBA who were
" one-dimensional, who didn't know the fundamentals,
And I can’t say these were only black players because
there were white players who were just as deficient. But
- there are players making the All-Star team now who
wouldn't have got past the first cut when I broke in."
The modern basketball phenomenon, the black star
with a style distinct from what was in the past consid-
~ ered fundamentally sound, was visited upon the Celtics

“Some peaple were saying the Celtics huilt 2 white
. team to help their chances of signing Larry Bird.

-in the person of one Sidney Wicks. Acquired to fill the
-power forward role of the departed and highly proficient
Paul Silas, Wicks ultimately was unable, according to
-Heinsohn. Other factors accompanied his arrival, such as
~the upsetting of the established team salary structure,
‘but it was Wicks' failure on-the court that catalyzed
reverything. ;

“He tried to learn power forward,” said Heinsohn.
-“And his first year here was valuable to us, especially
when Cowens took his sabbatical. But he still felt he had
'to prove himself, and when things started going bad he
“reverted to what he knew best.”

i “The ownership has stripped the enthusiasm of the
« Players with long-term contracts, There's no incentive to .

415 Wdo IO UTLILE DIUNCY,  adys odlIUCES, "1[Cd say,
‘T know about the Celtic way, but that's not me.' He was
a star hefore he came here, and he had his own way of
doing things.” . ‘

There was added pressufe on Wicks, said both Sand-

Sidney Wicks was a convenient scapegoat for the me-

dia when he stopped doing things the Celtics’ way.

ers and Heinsohn, from a particularly condemning media
which saw in Wicks a scapegoat for the team faiture,
Wicks was portrayed as lazy, egotistical and selfish. -

“When things go bad,” said Heinsohn, “people have a
tendency to go back to what makes -them comfortable.

They tend to fall back into their old habits and seek out

people they already know.”

With Wicks and Curtis Rowe establishing their own

clique, the Celtics became a team divided. In the past
this would have been less likely to happen, says Hein-
sohn, because players had roommates on the road. “When
the players association did away with roommates,” he
said, “each guy started going his own way. The teams I
coached didn't have
played on.” .

Cowens views the Celtics decline differently. Choos-
ing not to interpret Wicks' failure as symptomatic of a
stylistic division in basketball. S

“We just didn't have eneugh good players,” he
explains. “If you have eight people who know how to
play the game, the three who come in will get better. But
we only had three who could play (naming himself, John
Havlicek, Jo Jo White), and so the other eight didn’t get
better.

“You've got white white and white black and black
white, I've heard all of that. But basketball is a game.

the camaraderie of the teams I °

sy eipvitig YV VMALE fRELAL @AM A1 pRiithe WAL et
vive, People will change their thinking" '

" Auerbach thinks baskethall fans are race-conseious
because of the intimate nature of the game, “In football
or baseball they have nine black players out there and
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ness of people and so-forth, you're much more aware of
the situation.”

Sometimes, more aware than the NBA, and the Cel-

tics, would like.



