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Nonfiction film: Jewish basketball legends? Who knew? 8
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“The First Basket'
documents the early
days of organized
basketball,

GARY GOLDSTEIN

D you hear the one about
the Jewish basketball legends?

No, that’s not the intro to a
Jdackie Mason joke or fodder for
aMel Brooks movie. but the ba
sis of the Itering

wonld've adnpted me s thel
grandson,” joked Vyorst, H
added. “Getling to know |ex
Boston Celtics eonch | Red Au
erbach was one of the greates
times of my llfe.* {The irascibt
Hall of Famer died in 2006.)
Vyorst alsa gives pointa |
nmarrator Riegerl, the actor bes
- for such mevies o
“Mational Lampoons Animi
House” and *Crossing Delar
cey" and his recurring role o
“The Sopranaa” Noted Vyor
“Peter hns a good Yiddishiel
llnns' in his voice and yot Ih
nin e

new documentary “The First
Hasket,” opening Friday in Los
Angeles.

Produsced and disected by
David Vyorst, the maovie takes a
comprehensive ook al the
early days of basketball and the
profound influence that Jewizh
players, mostly sons of Eastern
Furopean fmmigrants, had on
what s now considered the
world’s second most popular
spart (soeeer is first). AS nnrrm-
tor Feter Riegert acks at the
start of the film, “Who leew?™

The mavie features a wide
range of nostaliic arehival faot-
sge and memorsbilla, plus in-
terviews with such *hardwood
herses” as orginal Mew York
Enlekerbockers Ralph Kaplo-
witz, Sanny Herlsherg and Os
sle Schechiman (who ks credit-
ed with shooting the first bas
ket in the NBA). It also exam-

* Inexs such key cultural issues ag

anti-Semitism: the social fac-
tors that ed waves of inner.city
Jevwash kids to basketball and
the sport’s aid in their Ameri-
can assimilation; how subur-
Ban migration shrank the Jew-
fh presence in buskedball after
1950; and the sport’s latler-day
resurgence in Ismel,

Vyorst, a palicy and public
relations specindist. committed
to docurmenting this multilay-
ered subject more than 10 years
ogn. T was rediscovering my
Jewigh roots and my love of
basketball at the same time
and the tao had beeome pow-
efil motifs in my 1ie,” Vyorst
aaid by phone from his Wash-

offiee. “Then 1
heard a mdio interview with
the 1946 Enlcks and some of
the original NBA players. all of
whom were Jewish, and T just
knew there was an important
story ta be told .~

The first-time Mmmaker,
however,  didnt  antkelpate
some of the ambitious project™s
Inherent chollenges. “I didmt
rendize how hard getting im.
aiges for every detail in the film
and licensing  each image
weuld turm out ta be* Vyorst
said, With the help of various
reacarchers and consultants he
emplayed a “by-albmeans-nec-
CESATY Approacl’” Lo unearth-
ing anel securing the vast archi-
val materinl,  lengthy proces
that contributed to the movie
wie-yaar azsembiage.

Tracking down the surviv-
ing former pro players and
coaches was also tlme-consum-

Ithough infinitely reward-
ing. “They were the nicest old
puays in the world, [ wish they

worked perfelly fur the
Riegert, who lad previ

m.
sl

only nnrrated a 1989 PRE doeu
mentary, Immediately agree
ta be invalved. "I'm fascinate
by how different. groups hav

basketball |5 now a big part ©
popular eulture, the projes
seemed even more mtriguing.”
In nddition, Ricgert ome
rked 05 0 “quasiosoo
warker™ at the University
tlement House on New York'
Lower Bast Lhe area
in some & the exact spo
where many of Lhe young Jew
ish men featured in the mov
learned 1o play  basketbal
“That eoincidence really mad
the film feel like & natural fit fo
me.” Ricgert snid.

‘There's no better it for th

pleture, though, than 124im
NBA All-Star Dalph Sehayes
perhaps the most netabl
hoopater profiled it the mevic
Behayes, a 1-season veleran o
the Syracuse Nﬂllonulf an
their reine
delphin Mers (and r:uhm of e
tiredh NINA journeyman cente
Danny Schayes), said he wa
not only “moved ond Im
pressed” whern nitially s
“The First Basket™ but struel
by how different the aclun
e now looks comparee
how it appears in the fnve ex
tensive newsreel footage
Todays game ks not tl
game of movement | ol
be” sald the BOyearol
Behayes, reached IJ_\ |-h-mw El
his  Symcuse,
“Years agn it was more I|':1||
oriented, but now there's mor
focus on individunl stars witl
great individual skills. Still, yor
can't beat today's players fo
their sheer othletie  abilit:
They're tremendous” (Laker
guard Jordan Farmar 15 one o
the very few Jowish
today's NBA.)

Vyorst has a theary abau
why Jewish jooks of pesteryen
such 8 Sehayesane pol s well

Vyorst i
lenst in Americn, we don't
cinte Jewish eullure with
leticism, unilke the way itz as
sociated with entertainment.”
“The First Basket™ finds
way to highlight therm both.

Goldstein is a freelanes w
enlendar Iatimes.com
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