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Jack O'Brien, the impossibly demanding basketball coach at Charlestown High School in
Boston, has led his team to five state championship titles in six years. Less talked about is
O'Brien's other winning record: Nearly every one of the players who stuck with his program --
poor kids growing up in high-crime neighborhoods and saddled with the lousy educational
system available in urban America -- managed to get to college. But O'Brien is no saint. Saints
give without expecting anything in return. O'Brien needs his players and their problems as much
as they need him.Revolving around fascinating, complex characters, The Assist is a captivating
narrative of a basketball team in pursuit of a championship that also drills down into the legacy of
desegregation and explores issues of education, family, and race. O'Brien is a middle-aged
white guy coaching an all-black team playing in an all-white neighborhood that three decades
ago was at the center of the busing wars dividing cities across the country -- a time and place
indelibly described in J. Anthony Lukas's powerful book Common Ground. It's the inspiring story
of a man who makes a difference, and of boys surmounting nearly impossible odds; it is also the
story of the ones who don't make it, and why.

A "Washington Post" Best Book of 2008 Selection --This text refers to an out of print or
unavailable edition of this title.ReviewA Washington Post Best Book of 2008 Selection --This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From Publishers WeeklyIn this engaging book about
Boston's Charlestown High School basketball team, Swidey, a staff writer for the Boston Globe
Magazine, explains that [b]eing part of the Charlestown program was no guarantee that a kid
would become a success.... But dropping out of the program dramatically increased the odds
that he wouldn't. Head coach Jack O'Brien benefited from the team aside from its gaudy won-
loss record. Unmarried and with a shattered family history, O'Brien found that the rigid team
structure... offer[ed] the trappings of home. Like a concerned parent, O'Brien worked year-round
to keep his kids away from the overwhelming daily wave of crime and bad influences and into
the security of a college-educated future. Swidey masterfully shows over the course of two
seasons the struggle O'Brien and his players face in maintaining success on and off the court.
The coach observes the lives of his two star players, Ridley Johnson and Jason Hood White, go
in very different directions after they land out-of-state college scholarships. Swidey expertly
examines the slippery slope of Charlestown's success, tying it into Boston's disastrous busing
scandal and an underwhelming legal system that perpetuates crime, while he builds narrative
momentum and details his subjects with the touch of a skilled novelist. This is a prodigiously
reported, compulsively readable book that readers (sport fans or not) will savor. (Jan.)Copyright
© Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. --This text
refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.From The Washington PostNow is the



winter of every sports fan's discontent. The sports page these days all too often reads like a rap
sheet, if not a treatise on advanced pharmacology. With the football season over, the weeks drag
on in eager anticipation of spring training and March Madness. Maybe that's why Neil Swidey's
The Assist, about a remarkable inner-city basketball team, seems to have arrived at the perfect
time.Aptly subtitled Hoops, Hope, and the Game of Their Lives, the book introduces us to Jack
O'Brien, the near-legendary coach at Charlestown High School in Boston, whose life "seemed
to begin and end with basketball." His devotion to his players' well-being helped keep them off
the streets and, in many cases, secured them college scholarships. His successes -- including
four state championships in a row -- derived in great part from a "tough love" approach. "Off the
court, the man was usually soft-spoken and helpful, if always relentless," Swidey writes. "But on
the court, he was a monster, throwing balls, making the guys get on the line to run sprints for the
slightest infraction."Much of The Assist focuses on two of O'Brien's recent standouts, Ridley
Johnson and Jason "Hood" White. During their senior year, they tried to help O'Brien bring home
yet another state title, but their biggest challenges involved far more than punishing practices
and endless drills. Early in his life, Swidey writes, Hood had "turned into the archetype of the
angry young black male, a hardened kid with a quick temper, icy glare, and fists always at the
ready. He became only more steely after two of his cousins, who had gotten caught up in the
street life, were killed." Despite O'Brien's best intentions, Hood found himself beset by legal
troubles that threatened to derail his college career before it could start.Swidey, an award-
winning journalist for the Boston Globe Magazine, quickly converts his readers into genuine fans
of these young men. Like O'Brien, he shows a fanatical devotion to his subject. He follows the
team off the court and into the projects, to pizza parties and prestigious tournaments.The Assist
will prove indispensable to anyone interested in the art of coaching at any level or in any sport.
And by distracting us from the sordid, steroid-fueled headlines, Swidey reminds us why we enjoy
watching sports in the first place.Copyright 2008, The Washington Post. All Rights Reserved.--
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.About the AuthorNeil Swidey is
a staff writer for The Boston Globe Magazine. His writing has won the National Headliner Award
and has been anthologized in The Best American Science Writing and The Best American
Crime Writing. He lives outside Boston with his wife and their three daughters. --This text refers
to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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Praise For The Assist“Team sports, like life, are never simple. Beneath the concrete final score,
there are games within games, small plays leading to big plays, a melding of diverse talents and
personalities into a cohesive (or disparate) unit. Rarely is that tapestry revealed as fully, and as
convincingly, as in Neil Swidey’s The Assist.”—Boston Globe “This is a fine piece of journalistic
literature; do not make the mistake of thinking it is for sports fans only.”—School Library
Journal “Basketball may be the soul game, but, as Swidey deftly reveals, it’s often played and
coached by wounded souls . . . There’s triumph, tragedy, and salvation in this story. Not to
mention a movie. GRADE: A-.”—Steve Wulf, Entertainment Weekly “Thankfully, The Assist isn’t a
formula sports story where everything leads up to ‘The Big Game’ that’s won in overtime. It’s an
absorbing examination of at-risk, inner-city youths who succeed against all odds. GRADE: A.”—
Rocky Mountain News “[Swidey] builds narrative momentum and details his subjects with the
touch of a skilled novelist. This is a prodigiously reported, compulsively readable book that
readers (sports fans or not) will savor.”—Publishers Weekly“A classic . . . This book made me
laugh. This book made me cry. This book made me think.”—Michael Holley, author of Red Sox
Rule and Patriot Reign “Swidey, an award-winning journalist for the Boston Globe Magazine ,
quickly converts his readers into genuine fans of these young men. Like [Coach Jack] O’Brien,
he shows a fanatical devotion to his subject. He follows the team off the court and into the
projects, to pizza parties and prestigious tournaments. The Assist will prove indispensable to
anyone interested in the art of coaching at any level or in any sport. And by distracting us from
the sordid, steroid-fueled headlines, Swidey reminds us why we enjoy watching sports in the first
place.”—Andrew Ervin, Washington Post Book World “One does not have to be from Boston to
appreciate Swidey’s writing skills. His characters are real and have a story to tell. It’s a tale that
pulsates with the intensity of a full-court press.”—Tampa Tribune “[Swidey] uses practically
unfettered access to detail the ups and downs of O’Brien’s powerhouse program and the
coach’s fierce dedication to the players.”—New York Times Sports Magazine Play “Neil Swidey



might have started out trying to tell the tale of an exceptionally successful high school basketball
team and their coach, but as he spent time with the subjects of his story, he realized that they
could help him explore a much larger story. His book is about basketball, certainly, but it is also
about education, race, the hypocrisy with which our games are riddled, and a collection of young
men trying to figure out who they are and who they can be.”—Bill Littlefield, host of NPR’s Only a
Game “He shoots, it’s good . . . Swidey masterfully deploys his observations to make his
points.”—New York Post“Like Hoop Dreams, this captivating account transcends its time and
place.”—Booklist “With a powerful, moving narrative, Neil Swidey has delivered the rarest of
transcendent sports books. Coach Jack O’Brien and his Charlestown players will bring you to
your feet, and they’ll bring you to tears. Most of all, they’ll make you care about a game so much
bigger than winning and losing. This is a brilliant book, one that will stay with you.”—Adrian
Wojnarowski, author of New York Times bestseller The Miracle of St. Anthony “A noble debut.”—
Kirkus Reviews “The Celtics may have reached thirty wins in fewer games than any team in NBA
history, but the best story to come out of Boston this season is The Assist by Neil Swidey.”—
Mark Kriegel, author of Pistol: The Life of Pete Maravich “A must-read.”—Las Cruces Sun-
Times “368 pages of fast reading. Turn the TV off and dig into The Assist. Once you do, you’ll
realize just how high the stakes are for every jump shot, rebound, and game.”—Dime
Magazine “Set in compact, feisty, history-haunted Charlestown, this book is a powerhouse work
of literary journalism about a powerhouse basketball program and the coach who wouldn’t take
no for an answer.”—Madeleine Blais, Pulitzer Prize-winner and author of In These Girls, Hope Is
a Muscle“Swidey is there for it all.”—NCAA Champion Magazine “So much of Boston’s history,
good and bad, can be seen through Charlestown. So much of our basic humanity can be seen
through the games we play. Neil Swidey brings all of that forward with a shrewd eye, a wide-
ranging mind, and an uncommon gift for illuminating our common humanity.”—Charles P. Pierce,
NPR commentator and author of Moving the Chains: Tom Brady and the Pursuit of Everything “A
must-read . . . The second-best book about inner-city high school basketball behind Darcy Frey’s
The Last Shot.”—Bill Simmons, ESPN “What happens when a tough-as-nails Boston basketball
coach dedicates his life to helping inner-city teens? Success.”—NBC’s Today Show “This isn’t a
great basketball book. This is great literature.”—Yahoo Sports

For Denise, my partner in everything I do, And for my parents, Samuel and Mary Swidey, my first
and finest teachers

PROLOGUEJack O’Brien knelt down, and his index finger began tracing the etching in the black
granite. It moved quickly through the curves of the numeral 3, the straight line of the 1, but
lingered when it arrived at the detailed image of a basketball sailing through a net.He closed his
watery brown eyes. His large forehead, made to look even larger by the way he brushed his
brown hair up and back, became as deeply grooved as the granite.He stood up and stepped
back, taking in the full image of the stone. Then he turned to the two boys he’d brought with him.



“Nice, huh?” O’Brien said.Between the 31 and the basketball net, there was a face. Laser-etched
onto the granite, it belonged to a handsome young man who wore his hair closely cropped,
diamond studs in each ear, and a slightly crooked smile.Below the face, a
name: JONESRICHARD L. O’Brien’s mind flashed back five years, to the fall of 1999, when
Richard Jones first crossed the threshold of his gym. O’Brien had made it his job to be aware of
every teenage boy in the city of Boston who ever picked up a ball. But Richard, a tall laid-back
junior, had bounced around enough schools in and out of Boston to have eluded O’Brien’s
detection. The kid with the electric smile and spot-on Eddie Murphy impersonation was so
friendly he was impossible not to like instantly, even for O’Brien, who had learned the power of
withholding warmth. But Richard also had a habit of making excuses for himself. During his years
coaching in Boston, O’Brien had heard more excuses than a highway cop clutching a radar gun.
His reaction was always the same: ride the kid so hard that exhaustion wore down any reflex to
pass the buck. Yet somehow Richard had inspired O’Brien to be more creative. Once when he
showed up late for practice, O’Brien got Richard a chair and sat him down in the center of the
court, making sure he was comfortable. Then he made the rest of the team run grueling “suicide”
sprints around him. Richard was never late for practice again. Better yet, he turned into a leader,
holding himself and everyone else around him accountable. He, more than anyone, helped
O’Brien guide Charlestown High School to the first of its four back-to-back state titles. In turn,
O’Brien helped Richard score an athletic scholarship to a Division I college in Buffalo, where he
became a model on and off the court. He was on track to graduate a semester early and begin
graduate school—hardly a typical trajectory in the world of Division I basketball, where
graduation rates tend to clock in well below field goal percentages.Staring straight ahead,
O’Brien extended an arm in either direction. The boys on either side of him, his co-captains for
the upcoming season, clasped their hands with his, and bowed their heads. “Dear Lord,” O’Brien
began. “Please watch over Richard and his family, especially his mother. And let us meet again
someday in Paradise.”O’Brien’s eyes fixed on the dates etched into the granite: November 5,
1982-May 5, 2004. Richard Jones had been gone for nearly four months now, but his stone had
just been erected. Then O’Brien glanced at the dates on the gravesites on either side of
Richard’s. To the left, a sixty-four-year-old; to the right, a seventy-eight-year-old. There’s grief in
every death, for sure. But there had to be a special sadness reserved for the death of a twenty-
one-year-old who had overcome the long odds imposed by life in the inner city, only to drop
dead on a basketball court in college. The cause of death for Richard, whose warmth and love of
life seemed to be boundless, was an enlarged heart.If O’Brien could find any hint of comfort in
Richard’s death, it was that at least he had died of natural causes. Oak Lawn Cemetery sat atop
a Boston hill between a boarded-up Ford dealership and a battered Stop & Shop supermarket.
Across the street was the larger, more established Mt. Calvary Cemetery, where the gravestones
dated back more than a century and carried the names of Boston’s Irish-Catholic past. That was
O’Brien’s past, but because he was closer to his players than to most of his own family, O’Brien
knew the contours of Oak Lawn better. There, the names were a mix of black Boston, the



Washingtons and Morrisons first attached to the sons of sharecroppers, the Baptistes and
Campbells attached to newer arrivals from Haiti and Jamaica. Given its tether to the city’s black
neighborhoods, Oak Lawn also offered a visual profile of the stretches of recent history when it
was most dangerous to be a young black man growing up in Boston. The cemetery, only fifteen
years old, had already logged more than 3,000 burials—and far too many of them belonged to
the young. There were clusters of head-stones memorializing teens cut down in the early- and
mid-1990s, but far fewer as the decade wore on, when Boston’s murder rate for the young had
decreased so sharply that it was branded the “Boston Miracle.” Yet even before the
criminologists acknowledged the shift in the narrative, a rush of new names and dates etched
into granite at Oak Lawn documented the miracle’s demise.O’Brien had come to Boston as an
outsider, a white guy from the suburbs whose success as a coach defined him and whose main
goal was racking up more wins. But during more than a decade coaching in Charlestown, a
Boston neighborhood that was almost entirely white, he worked almost entirely with black kids
bused in from the city’s high-crime neighborhoods. Somewhere along the way, his priorities
changed. He was still obsessed with winning, but more and more he saw his relentless pursuit of
state titles as a means to an end: an insurance policy against having to spend any more time at
Oak Lawn.O’Brien led his co-captains to an adjacent section of the cemetery. An afternoon
shower had left the grass moist, though it had done little to improve the humid August air. They
walked in silence, except for the sounds of the Canada geese squawking from an adjacent field,
and the players’ high-top sneakers squishing in the soil and the occasional droppings left by the
flock. Thirty yards from Richard Jones’s stone, O’Brien stopped and looked down at a
rectangular bronze slab laid into the ground. It read: PARIS G. BOOKER, February 19, 1988-
August 5, 2003. At the top-right corner of the marker, there was a covered picture frame. O’Brien
knelt down and gingerly opened it to reveal a photo of a tall boy, wearing clear aviator glasses
and a blue pin-striped suit. The boy looked to be a high school senior. In fact, he was only fifteen.
In his hand, he was holding his middle school diploma.While Richard had made it out, Paris was
just beginning his climb. He was 6-foot-2 in the eighth grade, destined to be a star. Even his
name—Paris Booker—sounded tailor-made for the loudspeaker at an NBA game. One year
earlier, just a few weeks before he would start his freshman year at Charlestown High, Paris was
riding his bike in the Dorchester neighborhood of Boston. An SUV hit him and then dragged him
30 feet. The driver fled. Paris’s mother buried her boy with a Charlestown jersey in his
arms.O’Brien put his head down and his arms out. Once again his co-captains joined him in
prayer. “Dear Lord, please watch over Paris and his mother,” he said. “I never got the chance to
coach him, but he was part of Charlestown, and we miss him.” O’Brien’s new co-captains were
both seniors, so Richard had graduated by the time they joined the Charlestown program, and
Paris had never suited up as a member of their squad. Still, in the family O’Brien forged, they
were all brothers. The coach had Paris’s initials sewn onto the shoulders of the team uniforms
and Richard’s jersey framed and hung on the gym wall. Before every game, he led a locker room
prayer asking Jesus to watch over Richard and Paris. And as soon as the players took to the



court, they would perform the same rocking, swaying, pre-game huddle chant that Richard had
introduced during his Charlestown days.O’Brien let his arms drop to his side. Then he stepped
back, so he could make eye contact with both co-captains, Ridley Johnson and Jason White.
O’Brien had taken a gamble in pairing them: although they had played together for three years,
they weren’t at all close. Ridley was a 6-foot-3 wire with a soft voice and a demeanor as gentle
as the slope of his profile, Jason a muscular 6-footer with piercing eyes and a penchant for icy
stares. “Remember,” O’Brien told them, “no matter how tough life may get, these guys would do
anything to change places with you.”

ITHE PRE-SEASON

1HOODTHE DODGE CARAVAN STUTTERED ALONG Washington Street in the Roxbury
section of Boston as O’Brien slowed down at each intersection to squint at the street signs.“Is
this the turn?”“Nah, the next one, Coach,” said the kid riding with him.“This one?”O’Brien lived in
Medford, a small suburban city 5 miles northwest of Boston, with his elderly mother in the same
house he had grown up in. When he’d taken the Charlestown High coaching job, he’d had no
idea that none of his players would actually live in the neighborhood of Charlestown. Soon
enough, he learned an important legacy of Boston’s public school desegregation wars of the
1970s: Because there were virtually no white students left, the schools were more segregated
than ever. So O’Brien got used to driving his white minivan, with the Evergreen air freshener
dangling from the mirror, around the black neighborhoods of Boston that other middle-aged
white guys from the suburbs long ago decided to avoid.He turned up Townsend Street and
pulled in front of a cluster of freshly built townhouses painted in the hues of spring. The New
Academy Estates. The complex had just opened, and O’Brien could hardly believe the
transformation. Old Academy had been one of Boston’s most treacherous housing projects, a
warren of flat-roofed cement buildings flanking expansive courtyards that had turned into
shooting galleries where even the cops feared to tread.O’Brien beeped his horn, and out
sauntered Jason White. The kid had grown up in old Academy and then shuttled between
apartments during the years it took to raze and replace the project. When O’Brien had picked
him up for the cemetery visit two weeks earlier, Jason was living in a tired three-decker on a
residential street. But a week after that—actually, it was on September 3, the same day Jason
turned nineteen—he and his family turned the key on their new townhouse.Jason emerged
wearing a blue baseball cap with the manufacturer’s 59Fifty label purposely left on the brim and
an oversize black quilted jacket. It was 72 degrees outside. On the basketball court, he moved
with such ferocious speed that the ends of his cornrows bobbed behind his head, struggling to
keep up. But everywhere else, he favored a leisurely, defiant strut. O’Brien knew that many adults
at the high school looked at the kid’s posture, his clothes, and his stare and saw nothing but a
thug. The nickname Jason went by—Hood—only strengthened the impression. O’Brien liked
knowing that his vision was better than theirs.Hood shook hands with O’Brien without saying



anything, and climbed into the minivan.“Whatup, Spot?” Hood said, extending his hand to the
teammate who had been O’Brien’s first pickup of the day. Lamar Brathwaite had a Hollywood
smile and a nickname he owed to an oval-shaped birthmark on the right side of his head and the
threat a former teammate once made to “smack that spot onto the wall.” He was wearing
washed-out baggy jeans, a bright-white extra-long T-shirt, and a black nylon do-rag.On the drive
back to Washington Street, O’Brien spotted a pair of kids, maybe ten years old, shooting
jumpers at a broken hoop. “I want you to get me the names of those kids,” he told Hood, chuck-
ling. “They’re working on their fundamentals. Most kids in the inner city just wanna play
games.”O’Brien drove past a liquor store with a mural of famous black faces painted onto the
side wall, the once proud images now crowded out by graffiti, then on past a used car lot
encased in barbed wire, the brightly colored triangular flags strung above the clunkers now torn
and faded, flapping in the wind. He drove past clusters of idling teenagers who, like Hood, wore
black coats too warm for the weather, and past idling adults who sat in cars on blocks, blasting
hip-hop through open windows. Across this landscape of resignation, there were flashes of
renewal—a lovingly restored three-decker bathed in a fresh coat of bright turquoise, a storefront
church unmistakably in expansion mode. But in a neighborhood where the billboards continued
to carry the peeling campaign messages of candidates defeated years earlier, the signs of
optimism were rationed. Even the storefront churches had thick security gates over the doors
and windows.O’Brien looked back at Hood and Spot through his rearview mirror. “You guys got
your contacts in?” They shook their heads. So did he. A while back, he had arranged for them to
get fitted with contact lenses, made sure they got to their eye doctor appointments, even
cobbled together some money to help cover the costs. The only thing he couldn’t do was put the
lenses in their eyes. He laughed. “Imagine how good we’d be if our players could actually see.”As
always, O’Brien was wearing one of his Charlestown warm-up suits, which he owned in a
rainbow of colors. He was taking Hood and Spot to visit a college on the North Shore of Boston.
Unlike many other high school coaches, O’Brien could handle a weekend task like this without
having to miss his son’s soccer game or saddle his wife with the kids for the day. He had never
been married and his only kids were the ones on his roster. The absence of family commitments
allowed him to build his program with complete devotion, investing endless hours and emotional
energy in his players’ lives off the court. To them, he was both a shoulder and a scold. He rode
them about their homework and drove them to check out colleges. He arranged their doctors’
appointments and rearranged their class schedules. He ran them hard, until every one of their
muscles ached. And then he stopped by the Foodmaster to get them the plastic produce bags
they preferred for icing their sore joints.During his tenure, the forty-six-year-old O’Brien had
helped nearly every one of his players who stuck with his program through their senior year get
to college. The majority of them made it there without the benefit of a big-time athletic
scholarship. Most years, at least one of his kids would grab some glory, getting a full ride to play
ball at a Division I college. But it was finding a path for all the other kids that took the most work.
O’Brien, a phys ed teacher who had struggled to earn his own degree from a not-very-



competitive state college, was never much of a student himself. Still, he’d learned what it took to
get kids to the next level. Among other things, it required lots of Saturdays like this one.Nearly an
hour after being picked up, Hood was staring out the window as the minivan hugged the coast,
winding past the majestic estates of Beverly Farms before gliding onto the campus of Endicott
College. The small liberal arts college, coed for only a decade, had been building up its athletic
programs in the hopes of attracting more young men. O’Brien was an eager supplier. He’d
already sent three former players there. A Division III school, Endicott offered no athletic
scholarships. But athletic ability helped students get admitted, and the poor backgrounds that
most of O’Brien’s kids came from often allowed them to receive nearly full financial aid.O’Brien
led Hood and Spot into an office near the gym. There, the college coach spoke about his team’s
winning record and its up-tempo style of play. He talked up the college’s internship program and
asked Hood and Spot what they wanted to major in. Hood said “business.” Spot said the first
thing that popped into his head: “electrical engineering.” The coach winced. So did O’Brien.
Endicott didn’t offer engineering.“We see you guys fitting in here really well,” the coach said,
moving on.By the end of the afternoon, it was clear Hood and Spot did not agree.While O’Brien
chatted with the Endicott coach, Hood and Spot walked around campus with the hesitancy of
Japanese tourists who had been separated from their American guide. They stayed for the first
half of the Saturday afternoon football game, long enough to see the home team get crushed.
Around them, the bleachers were a sea of white.O’Brien could sense the discomfort in Hood
and Spot. But he wanted them—needed them—to get past it. As they climbed back into the
minivan, he pointed left and right. “Lookit, everything is right here for you—your dorm, the gym,
the library. You won’t have to take no more trains and buses to get to class.”“It looks boring,”
Hood said flatly.“The problem is you want to stay home,” O’Brien said. “Not for anything, but
you’d get here faster from your house than it takes you to get to Charlestown.”O’Brien, who
loaded up his players’ days with practices, summer leagues, study halls—anything to keep them
off Boston’s streets—was so focused on seeing the streets as the enemy that he sometimes
forgot they were also his players’ home.A few minutes later, the minivan was back on the
highway, passing a sign that read, “Boston 28 miles.”“You can always go back to Boston,”
O’Brien said. “This is your future we’re talking about here.”Closer to home, O’Brien asked, “Hey,
Hood, with your new apartment, will it be easier to get to school on time?” The ride to
Charlestown High from his last apartment took more than an hour each way.“Nah, harder,” Hood
said. “The 42 never runs.”“Why can’t you take the 22?”“That’s not my neighborhood. That’s
Jackson. I can’t go there.”O’Brien shot a disbelieving look into the rearview mirror. “What do you
mean? It’s only five minutes from your house.”Hood stared straight ahead. “I’d get
killed.” HOOD’S MOTHER, PEARL WHITE, first made her way up to Boston from her native
Alabama after she graduated from high school in 1973. Plenty of her relatives had made the
move before her, part of the large-scale migration of Cotton Belt blacks to the North that more
than quadrupled Boston’s black population between 1940 and 1970.For many Southern blacks,
Boston held a special appeal. Massachusetts was a birthplace of the abolitionist movement,



where William Lloyd Garrison issued his fiery call to end slavery, and the birthplace of W. E. B.
Du Bois, whose soaring brilliance helped found the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). It had been a hub of the Underground Railroad, ferrying escaped
slaves to safety in Canada. Even centuries ago, Boston had had a small, thriving population of
educated, cultured blacks—mostly Massachusetts-born or natives of the West Indies—who
were accorded privileges that blacks in other parts of the country could have hardly
imagined.But Boston also had a complicated racial past. Many of New England’s leading
families had made a mint ferrying slaves from Africa to the West Indies. True, Massachusetts’
highest court banned slavery in 1783. But that same court later hatched the noxious “separate
but equal” legal foundation on which the U.S. Supreme Court based its 1896 decision in Plessy
v. Ferguson, which sanctioned segregated public schools for the first half of the twentieth
century. As Boston’s black population grew, largely because of the influx of rural migrants from
the South with limited education, tensions increased within the black community, and racism
increased among the city’s whites. Sure, Boston was responsible for putting the doctor in Dr.
Martin Luther King and electing the first black U.S. senator since Reconstruction. But its
underlying racism also radicalized many of the blacks who lived there, notably Louis Farrakhan
and Malcolm X, who served part of a six-year sentence for armed robbery at the Charlestown
State Prison.Pearl White’s initial distaste for Boston had little to do with racism, though. It was
just too different from the slow pace of the Birmingham area where she had grown up. So she
headed back home. After three years, she tried Boston again and liked it enough to stay for
good. Pearl kept mostly to her relatives’ apartments in the thoroughly black Mission Hill housing
project in Roxbury, and it was around Mission Hill that she met a smooth-talking young amateur
boxer with a high-wattage smile and an easy laugh. His name was Willie Barnes, but, on the
streets, they called him Chill Pill.Willie was born in Virginia, but when he was about four, his
father moved him and his bevy of sisters to New York to live with him and his girlfriend. When he
was nine, his father woke him and his sisters up in the middle of the night and told him they were
going to move to Boston with their mother, who had cleaned up her act and shown up to retrieve
her kids. “All I know,” Willie would later recall, “is some lady with glasses had her arms around
me, saying ‘son.’” She told the kids about the great life they’d have in Boston, how there was a
swimming pool and horses—amenities that sounded like a fairy tale. The fairy tale ended as
soon as they pulled up to their new home in a scraggly housing project where the only horses
were the play structures in the park.Willie spent his teenage years shuttling between New York
and Boston. He was a natural player. He’d get tight with the security guards at the old Boston
State College, making them laugh and going on runs for them to the store. They, in turn, would
let him into the basketball games for free, where he would swipe people’s wallets and use the
proceeds to pay his way to New York.By the time Willie and Pearl got together in 1984, she had
a son from a previous relationship and he had a couple of kids. The next year brought Jason,
their first child together. When Jason was about two, he chased a ball into the street. A
crackhead going for her fix ran over him, breaking one of his legs. She then tried to back up, and



ended up breaking his other leg and his pelvis. She fled, parking her car a few blocks away. But
she eventually returned to the scene because that’s where her dealer was. Her actions were too
much even for drug dealers; a couple of them held her until the cops came.Jason spent two
months in the hospital in a body cast. By the time Pearl was able to wheel him out, she had a
young daughter strapped to her chest and was pregnant with another son. Jason now had
screws in his legs, and it wasn’t clear if he would walk unimpaired.The family bounced around
apartments in Boston and Providence, Rhode Island, before settling in 1994 in a Roxbury
project called Academy Homes II. The 315-unit complex had been built nearly three decades
earlier, just after the adjacent 200-unit Academy I complex. Rising where the Catholic
archdiocese’s Notre Dame Academy had once stood, the two projects were billed as the future
of subsidized housing, a signature achievement for the city’s urban renewal program. The
architect won a prestigious award for his innovative design using pre-cast, pre-stressed concrete
slabs that allowed for rapid, low-cost construction. Racially integrated construction crews built
what were intended to be homes for an integrated community of residents.But everything about
Academy Homes turned out to be a disaster. Within the first year, the roof on one of the long,
rectangular buildings blew off in high winds. The concrete expanded and contracted, leaving
large openings in the walls, allowing in colonies of roaches and rodents. Drafts blew through fist-
wide cracks in the cold concrete, and mold grew on the walls. In Academy II’s nine-story tower,
there was no working elevator. The out-of-state owners who had been showered with federal
funding were nowhere to be found. In 1974, the Department of Housing and Urban Development
foreclosed on the project. The goal had been to turn it over to tenant ownership, but the tenants
were wise enough not to take on the burden until the most grievous problems were fixed. They
weren’t, and conditions continued to deteriorate for decades. In the mid-1990s, HUD officials
admitted as much, calling Academy II the most dilapidated project in Massachusetts.Not
surprisingly, crime became a blistering problem, as gangs of poor kids from Academy came
together to battle the poor kids from nearby projects, most notably the one across Columbus
Avenue called Bromley Heath. Even here, Academy’s design made matters worse. Hoping to
avoid the darkness and density associated with so many urban projects, the Academy architects
arrayed the apartment buildings around sweeping courtyards. But when crime descended on the
project, so much gunfire crackled across the courtyards that residents were scared day and
night to leave their apartments for fear of getting caught in the crossfire. The cops had enough
trouble keeping peace on the streets, so the courtyards became a land for outlaws.On
Halloween night, 1994, the same year Pearl and Willie moved their family into the project, a
couple of gang-bangers drove by Academy I and fired shots into the courtyard. When the smoke
cleared, a nine-year-old boy fresh from a night of trick-or-treating lay dead.Still, Jason loved the
courtyard by his apartment. There, he glimpsed his future as a star athlete. Although he had no
lingering problems with his legs, in pickup football games his puny size made him one of the last
kids to be chosen for teams. But one rainy day when he was eleven and playing in a two-on-two
game, he made a dazzling catch to score the winning touchdown.After that, he never had



trouble getting picked again.For much of the time Jason was in elementary and middle school,
his father was an erratic presence in his life. Willie had become hooked on drink and drugs, and
feeding his needs, rather than providing for his kids, became his top priority. But that didn’t stop
him from breezing into their apartment every once in a while, giving Jason lectures about what
he should and shouldn’t be doing, and then breezing right back out. Jason let it go in one ear
and out the other. He turned into the archetype of the angry young black male, a hardened kid
with a quick temper, icy glare, and fists always at the ready. He became only more steely after
two of his cousins, who had gotten caught up in the street life, were killed. All around him was
unfairness he was helpless to combat. When he was in the eighth grade at Grover Cleveland
Middle School, he joined the basketball team. Only then, on the court, did he find a sense of
control.Sometimes just getting to the game was an achievement. Bright when he wanted to be,
Jason was usually too cool for school, doing just enough work to keep a C average so he could
play ball. His hair-trigger temper got him suspended so often that the assistant principal took to
keeping him in his office for the whole day leading up to a basketball game so he would remain
eligible to play. One of his middle school coaches was friendly with Jack O’Brien, whom he
invited to come see his dynamic eighth-grader on the court.Afterward, O’Brien pulled Hood
aside and told him about Charlestown’s winning program, about all the guys who had found
discipline at Charlestown and a path to college. Jason listened, occasionally responding with a
“yeah,” managing in his practiced cool to stretch two or three syllables out of that one four-letter
word. Then he walked away, confident of two things: That O’Brien guy sure could talk. And Jason
had no intention of ever going to Charlestown High.In Boston Public Schools, the parents of
eighth-graders were asked to rank their top choices for the high school they wanted their
children to attend. There were twelve district high schools, as well as three more competitive
schools that required an entrance exam for admission. More than a decade earlier, this “choice”
system had replaced the more rigid race-based assignment process that had governed Boston
schools under court-ordered desegregation since 1974.Like many eighth-graders, Jason based
his choices simply on where his friends were going. He told O’Brien he would be going to either
Boston English or Jeremiah E. Burke High School. But, as he would soon learn, the Charlestown
coach did not take no easily. O’Brien called Jason’s mother, telling Pearl all the potential he saw
in her son—she had never seen one of his games—and all the reasons she should consider
sending him to Charlestown. With Willie largely out of the picture, Pearl had worried that Jason’s
trouble-making ways might only get worse if he went to Boston English or Burke. She’d heard
around the neighborhood that fights were always breaking out at those schools. In O’Brien she
saw someone who would stay on top of her son.She took the form, wrote down Charlestown
High as Jason’s first choice, and dropped it in the mail. She never told her son what she’d
done.When August rolled around, Hood received a notice telling him to show up for his first day
of ninth grade at Charlestown High. Charlestown? He was fuming. He’d never been to that part
of Boston, didn’t even know where it was. But Pearl would brook no debate. She had made her
decision, had put her trust in Coach O’Brien. Reluctantly, Jason checked out a subway map to



figure out how to get to his new school.None of his eighth-grade friends went to Charlestown,
but Jason did know one kid heading into his sophomore year there. Tony Lee had the huge,
sweet eyes of a basset hound and the mean, rippled build of a bulldog. He was considered one
of the toughest kids to come out of one of the roughest projects in town, Mission Hill, the same
place where Jason’s parents had first connected. He and Tony first met at an anger
management class in middle school. They later ran into each other at a summer camp in Mission
Hill and quickly came to blows. The fight migrated around the project and ended with Jason and
Tony trading punches on top of a car. After that, they weren’t friends or enemies, but
acquaintances who enjoyed each other’s mutual respect.Tony Lee also happened to be on the
Charlestown basketball team, one of the many hardened guys who by and large had accepted
the law laid down by its intense, overbearing, nagging, but devoted coach. As a freshman, Tony
had clashed with O’Brien, and after bringing a knife to school, he almost ended his Charlestown
hoops career before it began. But after some intense lobbying from his assistant coaches,
O’Brien had given him a second chance.When Jason joined the team, he looked around in
wonder at how O’Brien had managed to hold sway over these guys. One of the biggest and
toughest was Alray Taylor, whose 6-foot-3, 220-pound frame gave him the nickname “Horse,” but
whose gentle ways inspired the cafeteria ladies to slide him extra desserts. It was Alray who,
seeing Jason trying to look tough through squinted eyes, the hood of his black sweatshirt pulled
over his head, first named him “Hood.” The nickname stuck. Jason became Hood.Hood quickly
determined that there were two Coach O’Briens. Off the court, the man was usually soft-spoken
and helpful, if always relentless. But on the court, he was a monster, throwing balls, making the
guys get on the line to run sprints for the slightest infraction or when someone tried to challenge
him or correct something he said. Hood would think to himself, Man, he hate to be wrong.Hood
listened to O’Brien just enough so he could remain on the team and play, but no more. O’Brien
obviously saw something in him, calling him up to the varsity team from the junior varsity squad
during his freshman year. But all the coach’s talk about the importance of getting good grades,
like Willie’s lectures of the past, went in one ear and out the other.For two years, Hood recoiled
from O’Brien’s intense scrutiny and rigid standards. Then there were the coach’s phone
conversations—monologues, really—that never seemed to end. But toward the end of his
sophomore year, he began to change. He started doing better in his classes and found that he
liked how that felt. And he noticed how the older guys on the team were not afraid to cut their
own path—how Tony Lee would eat by himself in the cafeteria rather than surround himself with
the thugs from his neighborhood.During Hood’s sophomore year, Willie Barnes began working
to build a real relationship with his son, using basketball as the base. The two had the same
piercing eyes and both wore their hair in tight braids. Willie had been drug-free for a few years.
He’d become evangelical about Narcotics Anonymous, and had gotten a steady construction
job. Speaking the language of recovery, he moved back in with the family and began faithfully
attending every one of his son’s games. He’d post the Charlestown schedule on the window of
the truck he drove for his job, making it clear to everyone which days he would need to leave



early for a four o’clock game.Most of the other Charlestown players’ fathers were absent from
their son’s lives, so Willie immediately stood out. He usually arrived with a Canon T70 slung over
his shoulder, snapping action shots of Hood and all his teammates. He had a gregarious way of
connecting with the strangers next to him in the bleachers. And although he often came in beat-
up work clothes, he sometimes arrived dressed for a night out, wearing sharp leather suits in
shades of red and tan and square-toed leather shoes. Eventually he began having red rally T-
shirts printed up, with “Charlestown” on the front, and Hood’s number 3 on the back. He’d wear
his and give others to anyone who asked for one.The other Charlestown players would smile
and greet him with a, “Hey, Mr. Hood.” Hood himself was wary. Willie had blown in and out of his
life too many times before. He’d seen some of his teammates’ fathers come back into their sons’
lives only long enough to soak up the glory associated with a winning team. He wanted to make
sure Willie was in it for the long haul.As Hood’s high school years wore on, Willie’s commitment
became clearer. At games, Hood would scan the stands and often see that he was the only
player whose father was there. Though Hood almost never showed warmth in public, he knew he
was lucky to have his father back in his life. He began to listen more when Willie offered him
advice on everything from what to wear to why it didn’t cost him anything to smile at
strangers.O’Brien could see positive changes in Hood, and he encouraged him to rebuild that
relationship with Willie. Willie Barnes reciprocated, encouraging Hood’s deepening connection
with O’Brien. He knew the coach had his son’s best interests in mind. When O’Brien would
scream at Hood on the court, Willie would smile and tell others around him in the stands, “After
the game, there’s a whole lotta love. But during the game,” and then he would break out into a
deep-bellied laugh.AS THE CHARLESTOWN BASKETBALL program became more embedded
in Hood’s life, it changed the kind of company he kept. Instead of hanging with the Academy kids
he traveled with during middle school, he began spending more time off the court with his
Charlestown teammates, especially Tony Lee.Still, there was a permanence to Boston’s housing
project turf lines. Even though he was no longer living in Academy while it was being rebuilt,
Hood had to continue to steer clear of the territory held by rival housing-project gangs, which
extended beyond just the grim apartment buildings of their project to include the local subway
station and bus stops and commercial districts. Once an Academy kid, always an Academy kid.
Not that he tried to hide his affiliation. Hood often wore baseball hats that carried the “A”
associated with Academy. For him, anything less would have been disloyal and could be
dangerous, because free agents could be particularly vulnerable. Kids crisscrossed the city
every day on subway and bus lines to get to one high school or another, but people still
managed to sniff out who came from where, who was an ally and who was an enemy. Stabbings
and shootings sometimes sprang from nothing more than a kid providing the wrong response to
the question, “Where you from?”Much of that madness disappeared during the second half of
the 1990s, when the city became a national model for reducing gang violence. The key was
something called Operation Ceasefire, a coming together of the many layers of local, state, and
federal law enforcement, as well as black clergy and youth outreach workers. Together, they



identified the most violent offenders. Together, they showed gang members how a crime
committed by one of their members would bring down the combined Ceasefire apparatus on the
entire gang. There was credible follow-through behind the tough talk. They literally presented
slideshows, documenting how whole slates of other gangs had been put away on a variety of
federal charges. The approach was stunningly successful. From 1996 to 1997, Boston’s
homicide rate was cut in half—by two-thirds for victims under age twenty-five. Not long after that,
it became known as the “Boston Miracle.”It may have been too successful. As the miracle drew
national media attention, many of the cops and ministers behind it were called to the White
House, to Congress, and to other cities to share their secrets. The fact that some people got a
lot more credit than others strained the program’s remarkable interagency cooperation and
drained it of its singular focus. During the years the Miracle dog-and-pony show continued its
national tour, the streets of Boston slipped back to their treacherous ways. Murders and
shootings spiked, the vast majority of them unsolved. In one year, Boston Police failed to even
identify a suspect in more than two-thirds of the city’s homicides, and an appalling 96 percent of
its nonfatal shootings.As a tribute to his two cousins who’d been slain and other friends lost to
gang violence, Hood began writing “Tha Sqad” in marker on the sides of his basketball high-
tops. He found the best way to stay out of the line of fire was to stay indoors. After practice, he
would come home, eat some supper, and drink as much soda as the refrigerator could supply.
His girlfriend would come over and they’d talk while she braided his hair.LaTia “Tia” Martin had
met Hood during their freshman year at Charlestown, when they were assigned to the same
homeroom. She thought he was conceited. While others avoided the apparently angry young
athlete, Tia preferred to make fun of him. Hood probably never expected that from her, but he
was amused. Tia had grown up in a subsidized apartment in Columbia Point, a mixed-income
housing development near the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library on Dorchester’s waterfront,
and her half-brother had played for O’Brien a few years earlier. As the school year progressed,
so did the relationship between Tia and Hood. During the summer, things turned romantic.
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olingerstories, “More Than a Game. Neil Swidey's THE ASSIST chronicles three years in the life
of coach Jack O'Brien and the players of Charlestown HS in Boston. O'Brien is a minature high
school version of a young Bobby Knight--obsessive, compulsive, and brilliant. It is his way or no
way. And the results, at least the wins, are a staggering five state championships. But like the
"rabbit hunter" that Knight has always been, so O'Brien never knows when to let something drop.
His greatest strength is also his greatest weakness. Swidey did his job as a writer when you
realize that half the time you loathe this coach and the other half of the time you respect him.But,
as many have said, this is more about life in the inner city than about basketball. The young men
who are his players are so overwhelmed with the disfunctional nature of their family lives
combined with the violence of the streets that O'Brien's controlled environment becomes
something of a safe haven. This is their way out. But even when they make it out, they struggle
because they have become accustomed to his constant oversight.The book ends with the
bizarre situation of O'Brien stepping down as the coach and then wanting his job back. It that
sense the book ends in an unsatisfactory manner. But, in another sense, it's the perfect ending
in that there are no easy solutions at Charlestown.”

Carmen N Rivera Detrés, “THE ASSIST. The Assist: Hoops, Hope, and the Game of Their Lives

  
  
I BOUGHT THIS BOOK BECAUSE JACK O'BRIEN WAS MY SON'S COACH IN SALEM. MA;
BY THE 1980'S. HE IS THE BEST AND MOST CARING TEACHER I HAVE EVER MET IN MY
LIFE. HE USED TO WRITE LETTERS TO ME,(I WAS IN PR BY THAT TIME) TO LET ME
KNOW ABOUT MY KIDS IMPROVEMENT EVERY SINGLE WEEK. HE REALLY CARED FOR
THEM AS A FATHER DOES FOR HIS OWN. I HAVEN'T SEEING MR.O'BRIEN FOR MANY
YEARS, BUT THIS BOOK'S AUTHOR MADE IT POSSIBLE FOR ME TO KNOW ABOUT ALL
THE GREAT THINGS HE KEPT DOING FOR BOSTON'S KIDS AFTER MY KIDS LEFT THE
STATE.I AM REALLY VERY GREATFUL TO THE AUTHOR OF THIS BOOK AND TO
AMAZON.COM FOR MAKING IT POSSIBLE FOR ME TO KNOW ABOUT THE ACTUAL
WHEREABOUTS OF MR O'BRIEN.I REALLY ENJOYED READING THE BOOK VERY MUCH. I
AM ONE OF THOSE GREATFUL PARENTS, AND THE LEIBOWITZ KIDS ARE TODAY WHAT



GOD HELPED THEM TO BE, BECAUSE MR O'BRIEN WAS THERE WHEN THEY NEEDED
HIM THE MOST. I HEARTFULLY RECOMMEND THIS BOOK, AND WISH EVERY TEACHER,
NOT ONLY EVERY COACH, COULD BUY AND READ THIS BOOK AND FOLLOW COACH
O'BRIEN'S EXAMPLE. WHEN I CAME TO MA. TO VISIT MY CHILDREN, HE PICKED ME UP
AT THE AIRPORT, TOOK ME TO SEE MY KIDS, AND HELPING THEM OUT AS HE USUALLY
DID. HE IS ONE OF A KIND.”

John McLaughlin, “a good book. A brutally honest look at the world of an inner city high school
through the eyes of the basketball team. From the dysfunctional shool system, lack of parental
role models, and the impact of the overworked legal system. it is all here. This is an enlightening
look at the sacrifice and dedication of a high school coach and the overwhelming odds he must
face. I have read many high school basketball books, and this ranks right up there. Great job by
first time author Neil Swidey.”

P. Anthony Michaelson, “A story of a coach with a heart for his kids. If you like basketball, the
dedication of a coach to push his kids from the hard streets of Boston to college on a basketball
scholarships, this is a book for you. Well written and personal by a coach with a heart and kids
with help to succeed despite the roadblocks in their lives.”

John F. Durocher, “On par with "A Season on the Brink". This is the high school equivalent to "A
Season on the Brink". You are there in the locker room, halls of Charlestown high and streets of
Boston as Coach O'Brien takes these young men under his wing to try and do more than win
basketball games. The impact and downside of busing and how it changed the dynamic of
Boston City schools is another interesting dimension. If you are a Bostonian or Hoops fan its a
must read.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Great condition”

Bruce J Jones, “Page-Turner. Hard to believe this was Swidey's first book--relentlessly
compelling, a page-turner with multiple levels for multiple readers.”

Roy E. Cloudburst, “Local Topic that encapsulates regional and national issues. Swidey, a truly
embedded journalist, follows the daily lives of a Charlestown, Mass. basketball team - with
particular attention dedicated to their coach - Mr. O'Brien. The book, as noted by others, is
much more than another story about basketball. In the background, his book provides
atmospherics on the racial tensions that have impacted Mass. for the last several decades. At
the forefroent, this non-fictional account reveals the inter-workings of a small community. In
Charlestown, elements of academic bureaucracies interact with high school athletics, and these
bed partners marry, or sometimes divorce, with community norms and regional policies and
protocols. Swidey reveals that one man, Coach O'Brien, has dedicated his life to understanding



the aforementioned societal system and makes it work to the advantage of his under-
appreciated and largely African American basketball squad. Coach O'Brien, an Irish Catholic, is
no ordinary coach or man. His passion for Charlestown's basketball players extends well
beyond the basketball court - and deeply penetrates his players' personal, professional and
academic lives. Swidey also explains the life stories of several basketball players, but pays
particular attention to "Hood" and Ridley, the co-captains of the Charlestown basketball team.
They come of age under the tutelage of Coach O'Brien and illustrate both the best and worst of
their community. O'brien, however, transcends his community and leads his team through
personal, academic, and basketball trials and tribulations. His struggles are eloquently captured
by Swidey and used in a fashion that highlight and expose nuances and complexities in our
society that we, as Americans, are yet to fully understand. The ending of this work it not
necessarily happy or sad, but very realistic and relevant to our lives in the 2000's. The topical
order of the book, however, left some room for improvement. The narrative jumped from one
Swidey character to the next and slowed down the story at some points in the work. Other than
this minor distraction, the work provided an insightful and raw account of the American
landscape in New England.”

The book by Neil Swidey has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 32 people have provided feedback.
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