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atch Connie
Hawkins hustle
on the basket-
ball court. It isn’t the Dave Cow-
ens dive-under-the-press-table-for-a-
loose-ball hustle; on this late winter
morning in Los Angeles, as the
Lakers stagger toward the end of
the most disastrous season in their
history, Connie Hawkins isn’t even
dressed for the 10 a.m. practice. He
is disabled, nursing a severely torn
ligament in his right hand. Still,
Hawkins is ready to offer a superb
demonstration of a basketball hustle.

He strides onto the court wear-
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ing a blue warm-up suit, a yellow
button reading “Be Kind to An-
imals: Don’t Eat Them,” and a
sleepy-eyed expression half-hidden
behind his prominent cheekbones
and muttonchop whiskers. He sug-
gests to Kermit Washington, the
Lakers’ second-year back-up cen-
ter, that they shoot fouls for $10.

“Hey, man,” Kermit says, “I
don’t wanna bet.”

Hawkins pursues; his voice drops
into the soft, silky register of a New
York street-corner salesman offer-
ing a Rolex watch for $9 to a visitor
just off the bus from Moline.
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“0.K., O.K.,” Kermit agrees, and
steps to the foul line, where he hits
his first four free throws.

“Im in trouble now,” Hawkins
says, just loud enough to break
Washington’s concentration. “I’m in
serious trouble.”

“Shut up,” Kermit says.

“Hey, I'm sorry, I'm really
sorry,” Connie apologizes. He
breaks up laughing as Washington
misses the fifth shot, then hits four
out of five himself, mumbling, “Soft
touch,” and, “Gonna be close.”

Now Washington steps to the line
again, trying to ignore the soft in-




sistent voice of The Hawk.

“Now Kermit,” he says, “you
gotta make all five of these to put
the pressure on me.”

Kermit misses the first shot.

“Now, you know . . .” Hawkins
begins, and starts to cackle. Kermit
makes three out of five shots, and
Hawkins sinks four. Immediately,
he is after Washington to take one
shot from the top of the key, for
double or nothing,.

“I don’t wanna bet no more,” says
Kermit.

“Hey, Kermit, hey, come here,
hey, Kermit,” Hawkins moves after

him, stepping in front of him, talk-
ing earnestly to him. Finally Wash-
ington throws up the one shot—and
misses. He storms off, exclaiming,
“I ain’t playing no more.”

“Just trying to keep all my New
York stuff goin’ for me,” Hawkins
explains an hour later as he sits by
a tennis court under an 80-degree
Southern California winter sun. “If
you get hustled long enough in New
York, you either become the
hustle-ee or the hustle-or.”

Hawkins is a long way from New
York now, a continent and half a

lifetime as well. He is also at the
far end—perhaps the final end—of
a basketball career that began in
glory, stopped in mid-flight sur-
rounded by scandal and exile, began
again with redemption, and now ap-
pears to be ending in ambiguity.
Basketball brought Hawkins out of
the sinkhole of Brooklyn’s Bedford-
Stuyvesant, the biggest and one of
the worst black ghettos in Amer-
ica, to playground legend and

schoolyard stardom at Boys’ High
of Brooklyn. Basketball brought 250
college recruiters after Hawkins,
with promises of education, and
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ready cash. It also brought Jack
Molinas and a $200 loan, which
caught up Connie Hawkins in a
major point-shaving scandal. Fright-
ened, barely literate, and confused,
Hawkins admitted a non-existent
complicity in an attempt to intro-
duce ballplayers to gamblers. He
was forced to leave the University
of Towa in his freshman year, barred
from the National Basketball As-
sociation, and spent eight years on
the fringes of the game.

For eight years, the man many
called the single most talented play-
er ever to play basketball, plied his
trade with the Pittsburgh Rens of
the American Basketball League
(he was the league’s first—and only
—MVP), with the Harlem Globe-
trotters, and as an All-Star and MVP
with the Pittsburgh Pipers of the
American Basketball Association.

Then, thanks to a team of at-

torneys and a sportswriter named
David Wolf, came a settlement with
the National Basketball Association
for Hawkins: A cash award, a
$600,000 annuity for his middle
age, and a five-year, $410,000 con-
tract with the Phoenix Suns. At 27,
Hawkins became an NBA rookie—
and began to prove that the school-
yard stories were true. In his first
season with the Suns, he averaged
24.6 points a game, made the All-
NBA team, led Phoenix into the
playoffs, and came within one game
of defeating the Lakers.

But Hollywood endings have a
way of making a wrong turn in real
life. While Hawkins continued to
make the All-Star teams, and to av-
erage 20 points a game, Phoenix
never made the playoffs again.
There were injuries, illnesses (real
or imagined), feuds (coach Jerry
Colangelo yanked Hawkins in the
middle of a game in November,
1972, because of “careless play”),
and a reputation for indifference.
When Hawkins was traded to the
Lakers at the start of the 1973-74

season, one Phoenix writer reported,
“The Hawk had added muscle con-
trol to his reputation—he could
stand in the midst of crashing bodies
and not move a muscle.”

Laker coach Bill Sharman, an
intensely hard-working and success-
ful coach said that “Connie has a
chance to prove with us if he was a
great player or if he wasn’t. His
final reputation is on the line.”

But Sharman was unconsciously
giving the game away—by speak-
ing in the past tense. Eight years
carved out of an athlete’s life, eight
years between the coming of emo-
tional maturity and the beginning of
physical decline, eight years with-
out serious coaching, without the
learning of defensive skills and strat-
egy, eight years without a sense of
pride and class, left Hawkins with
only his instincts and talents. They
were good enough to get him on
four All-Star teams, good enough to
produce comments like Kareem
Abdul-Jabbar’s, “I've never seen
anybody better than the Hawk,” but
they never were honed enough to
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give him a career’s worth of oppor-
tunity against the best.

Worse, Hawkins came to the
Lakers just at the point when this
once-mighty franchise was falling
apart. At the start of the 1973-74
season, Chamberlain jumped to the
ABA; the Lakers made the playoffs,
but died in the early rounds. At the
start of the 1974-75 season, Jerry
West announced his retirement.

“When you lose guys of the cal-
ibre of West and Chamberlain, you
do not decline, you just fall,” Con-
nie said. Last season, for the first
time in the 14-year Laker history
at L.A., the team did not make the
playoffs, finishing with a record for
futility exceeded only by the ex-
pansion New Orleans Jazz. Shar-
man, plagued by personal problems
(the death of his wife, the death of
his father, a $250,000 judgment
against him at the hands of the Utah
Stars for breach of contract), was
simply unable to devote his full en-
ergies to the team. Trades and re-
tirements left the Lakers with a
skeleton crew. Hawkins’ hopes for
establishing himself as a key man
on a solid team began to evaporate.

He was on a team with men like
Gail Goodrich, who had played with
him at Phoenix, and who he had
criticized bluntly and repeatedly in
David Wolf’s book, Foul!. More-
over, coach Sharman’s systematic
drilling grated on him.

“He’s systematic, very systematic,
to the point where it begins to be a
little too much,” Connie said. “Most
of the good coaches in basketball
have to have that flexibility. It’s
such an action-reaction type of
game that when you have to do ev-
erything the same way, I think you
lose something. But you can’t argue
with his record.”

And most of all, to his shock,
Connie wasn’t playing. He went
from a team where he was the
shooter, the scorer, the man, to a
guard-oriented team where his job
was to get the ball to the shooters.

“I went from being the man
looked-for, to the man who was
looking for others. But that was
okay. Last year (1973-74), I played
a lot, I contributed to the team, I

was instrumental in helping them
make the playoffs. So at the begin-
ning of the season, I had it in mind
where I said to myself, ‘I have to
have a really super year.” I had my
mind all psyched up to say, ‘You
have to prove something, not to the
fans, but to yourself” I had my
head together to play basketball.

“Soon as I get to training camp,
I'm not playin’ that much. Next
thing I know, during exhibition sea-
son, I'm not playin’ that much. Now
I’m beginning to wonder what’s hap-
pening. Now, all of a sudden, right
before the season starts, I find I'm
not startin’. Then Cazzie Russell got
hurt, and I find they’re gonna start
Pat Riley and have Stan Love come
off the bench and play. Now I'm
startin’ to think they may trade me.
A basketball player of my talent,
or my used-to-be talent, I should
be out there somewhere. If we were
winnin’, I could sit on the bench all
day and not worry about it, but with
all the losin’ efforts . . . and then 1
started playin’ and messed up my
hand. This year has been the most
frustrating year I've had since I've
been in the league. The season’s
almost over and I haven’t begun to
play.”

I had come out to Los Angeles
expecting to find an unhappy,
brooding Hawkins, and clearly he
was not happy with the season, nor
with what had happened to him. But
Hawkins does not suggest a man
encumbered by bitterness. He seems
instead a man who found some
sense of calm after eight years of
silent outrage.

He talks easily, with wit and re-
markable frankness. In contrast to
some athletes, who measure every
word with a politician’s care, Haw-
kins just talks about what is on his
mind. He has a large capacity for
self-deprecation, as when he talks
about his discovery of tennis.

“Bein’ the egotistical maniac that
1 am, I said, ‘Hey, this is easy.’ You
get the racket, and you put the ball
in your hand, you get out there,
and you just start hittin’. My first
couple of shots went over the fence,
and the rest of ’em hit the net.”

He is also determined not to let

his uncertain future prey on his
mind.

“One thing I had to learn, not
about basketball, but about life in
general, was that when you face any
kind of situation, it’s how you han-
dle the situation, not the situation
itself. As far as sitting around
brooding about things, that doesn’t
help anything at all.”

He is a convert to health foods
and vegetarianism, although he says
“to be a real vegetarian you have to
eat meat once in a while.” His refrig-
erator in his modern, two-bedroom
apartment near the Forum in Ingle-
wood is stocked with organic foods,
carrot cake, and natural juices. And
he seems fully acclimated, after five
years in Phoenix and L.A., to the
sun in winter. (His wife and their
“three children, two dogs, and nine
fish” live in Pittsburgh year round,
and Hawkins rejoins them after the
basketball season.)

“I'm so used to this, I don’t even
say, ‘I'm goin’ home’ when I go to
New York. I say, T’'m goin’ back
East.” ” But Hawkins is totally un-
involved with the farther-out life-
styles of Southern California.

“I lived in Hollywood for a while
when I first came out here,” he
says, “and that was weird. I mean,
the things goin’ down out there were
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weird. You know, I grew up watch-
ing kids stick needles in their arms.
That whole dope thing, I do not
need it, to be around it.”

Watching Hawkins one afternoon
at a public tennis court in the most-
ly-black Crenshaw neighborhood is
to see a man regarded as a friend
instead of a celebrity. Our conver-
sation was constantly interrupted by
high school kids, tennis players and
passers-by.

“Damon,” Connie said to one
well-wisher, “this is a reporter.
Damon is a producer. And I'm a
. . . tennis player.”

Whether Hawkins continues as a
basketball player is, as of this writ-
ing, in some doubt. Last season he
played out his option year on his
original five-year contract. The
Laker management is not exactly
enamored of Hawkins, a feeling
strengthened by the startling fact
that the Laker program, which de-
scribes its players with customary
enthusiasm, openly doubts Connie’s
future. (“How many moments are
left for the Hawk? No one knows;
not even The Hawk.”) He is a free
agent now, and could sign with any
team in either league provided some-
one wants a 33-year-old six-foot-
eight forward who once had the
most remarkable collection of fakes,
jumps, moves, and shots of anyone
to play the game of basketball.

But Hawkins does not seem ob-
sessed by the future.

“I haven’t really thought about
what I’'m gonna do after it’s over.
As long as I can be constructive,
I’'m gonna be around basketball,
until I get to the point where I can’t
play or can’t respect myself.”

Right now there is the goal of
keeping in shape, and demonstrat-
ing once again a capacity for hustle
on the court. This time it’s a tennis
court. Without finesse or subtlety,
Hawkins is an awesome figure on
the court, not just because of his
height or his stream of humor, but
because he seems to be possessed

with the spirit of Bobby Riggs.

Against a 16-year-old high school
player, Hawkins continuously lobs
the ball high into the sun. His rival
staggers back, blinded. Connie cuts
his serve wickedly; the ball spins
away.

“Hey,” he says, after winning a
particularly cagey point. “We're
playin’ for five dollars, right?”

Perhaps you can feel sorry for a
man who was robbed of his best
years, and his chance for super-
stardom at the highest level of the
game. With the possible exception
of John Havlicek, who seemed to get
better with age, there is no one who
could have “proven” his greatness
after being kept out of first-rank
basketball from the age of 18 to 27.

Perhaps you can feel angry at
Hawkins for never proving his full
talent after winning exoneration. He
concedes his difficulty at maintain-
ing concentration, and even his

friends express exasperation at his
hypochondria, his lateness, his oc-
casional mental lapses.

But I came away from Hawkins
with a sense of gratification. He will
probably never make another All-
Star team, but he is not playing in
church basements at $3 a game; he
is not in the streets of a ghetto strung
out on dope or wine, he is not run-
ning numbers or holding up liquor
stores, and the odds on that future
20 years ago were all too good.

He has a family, a measure of
financial stability, a sense of him-
self and what he is all about. He
seems relatively happy to have
come as far as he did, farther than
his friends and detractors ever
thought he would come. And per-
haps that journey took enough de-
termination and hustle to bring a
man a full sense of self-worth. In
that sense, Connie Hawkins has al-
ready proven more than enough. W

MAN!

Name

Muscle Builders will give you the kind of SUPER BODY that
girls admire and men respect. You can add 10" of steel-like
muscles to your chest, 6 to your arms, and can melt up to 12"’
from your waist. Your strength will double or even triple!!

GAINS OF UP TO %" OF MUSCLE PER DAY!
With our % INCH A DAY SYSTEM, you can actually gain up to
% inch of muscle per day. Muscle Builders takes the ‘‘sleeping’’
muscles already present in your body — and builds them fast through our secret MUSCLE PUMP techniques.
With a minimum of effort, you can have yard-wide shoulders, a rock-hard stomach, huge arms, and powerful
legs. Regardless of your age, height, or present build, you can build a fabulous body. If you're underweight,
you can add slabs of muscle. If you're overweight, you can replace that fat with rock-hard muscie.

LOWEST PRICED BODYBUILDING SYSTEM AVAILABLE!
Muscle Builders is the lowest priced bodybuilding system available. Muscle Builders costs less that % as much
as similar, yet inferior systems. Yet, Muscle Builders is the best available.

SEND FOR FREE MUSCLE BUILDING INFORMATION TODAY!

You can have the rippling muscles of a physique star. Mail the
coupon for our free muscle building information. Please enclose 25¢
to help cover postage & handling costs.

§# SEE YOUR MUSCLES GROW DAY BY DAY!

MUSCLE BUILDERS, Dept. SP

Box 16037 —St. B

Cincinnati, Ohio 45217

Rush me all that free muscle building information in a
plain wrapper so | can build powerful muscles fast. | am
enclosing 25¢ to help cover postage & handling costs. | am
under no obligation.

POW ERFU L 'ms, COULD B Yo..
MUSCLES |
FAST!!

FASTEST MUSCLE BUILDING SYSTEM KNOWN TO

Age

H
]
H

Address

City.

State Zip

enessssacses

29

|



