


competition to become the first African-American team to win the Tennessee Secondary 
School Boys' State Basketball Tournament. 

Wallace averaged 19 rebounds and 12 points per game, earning the distinction of high school 
All-American. Valedictorian of his graduating class with a straight-A average, he was recruited 
by more than 80 colleges and universities. "He was the best player in the region with major 
college aspirations, and he was smart," observed Roy Neel in The Vanderbilt Hustler. Faced 
with a wealth of college options, Wallace weighed his choices carefully. "When I was looking at 
schools," he commented in The Vanderbilt Hustler, "I was interested in a good education and 
playing major college basketball. But when you're black and growing up in the South, there are 
just not many opportunities." 

Wallace expected to attend either a historically black college or a school in the North. "But then 
Vanderbilt came into the picture," he recalled. One of the country's top 20 universities, 
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a fight would only confirm negative stereotypes against black athletes. Instead, he played with 
renewed passion and skill to defeat his adversaries. As Hudson put it, Wallace "kept his mouth 
shut, played hard, sacrificed for Vanderbilt—and for black America." In his senior year, Wallace 
was chosen captain of the Vanderbilt varsity squad and was second-team All-SEC. He also 
received the SEC Sportsmanship Trophy, determined by league player vote, in 1970. 

Wallace was popular off the court as well. In fact, according to Brad Golder in The Vanderbilt 
Hustler, one of his professors described him as an "honorary white guy" on campus, and the 
senior class voted him "Bachelor of Ugliness," an award given to the most popular man in the 
graduating class. At the same time, however, Wallace felt extremely isolated. After his final 
game in 1970, according to Golder, he decided to go public about the pressures he had 
endured and, in an interview with a Nashville newspaper, said that "I don't have any faith at all 
that people who say 'Hi' to me are addressing me as a human being.'" Many Vanderbilt alumni 
resented this comment, and some went so far as to accuse Wallace of disloyalty to the 
university. As Hudson put it, "People wanted to paint his years at Vanderbilt as an 
uncomplicated success story [but] although it was against his nature to make waves, he 
believed it was time to set the record straight." 

In 2002, Wallace told Golder in The Vanderbilt Hustler that he doubted that he would choose to 
do it all over again. "I've realized too well how much it took," he commented. "I understand now 
the physical, psychological and emotional problems it caused." Lonely and threatened as 
Wallace felt during that period, however, he played a crucial role in desegregating college 
basketball. In 1970, the first season after Wallace graduated, the universities of Alabama, 
Florida, Georgia, and Kentucky created desegregated varsity teams; within the next decade, 
black athletes were routinely dominating SEC teams. 

Forged Successful Legal Career 
After earning a bachelor's degree in electrical engineering and engineering mathematics from 
Vanderbilt, Wallace played briefly in the minor league but chose not to pursue a professional 
basketball career. He took a job with the National Urban League, where he worked for future 
U.S. Secretary of Commerce Ron Brown, and then attended Columbia University's School of 
Law, where he was awarded the Charles Evans Hughes Fellowship. He earned his J.D. in 
1975. He worked in the U.S. Justice Department and taught at the University of Baltimore 
before joining the faculty at Washington College of Law at American University in Washington, 
D.C. 

Specializing in environmental law and in corporate law and finance, Wallace is active in 
several organizations, including the National Advisory Council for Environmental Policy and 
Technology, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, and the National Panel of Arbitrators. 
He also continues to give interviews about his experience as a pioneer in the desegregation in 
college sports. He and his wife, a Howard University professor, have one daughter. 

Though he retired from sports shortly after his college career, Wallace remains one of 
Vanderbilt University's most acclaimed athletes. In 1996 he was named one of five Silver 
Anniversary All-American team members by the National Association of Basketball Coaches. 
In 2003 he was inducted into the Tennessee Sports Hall of Fame, and in 2004 he represented 
Vanderbilt as an "SEC Living Legend" honoree at the SEC Basketball Tournament in Atlanta. 
Also that year, Vanderbilt retired his basketball jersey, making him only the third athlete in the 







Connie Hawkins was destined for basketball stardom until his career was unjustly derailed. But 
a new effort to honor him is complicated by one fact. He’s not the only legend in the 

neighborhood. 
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There are people in Bedford-Stuyvesant who still talk about a pickup basketball game that took 
place in the neighborhood back in the summer of 1958 or ’59. The details of the story largely 
depend “on which griot is telling it,” as one old-timer recently put it, but if the best version is to 
be believed, the game featured one of the most spectacular collections of athletic talent ever 
assembled on a patch of blacktop. 

The guys running up and down the court in Brooklyn that day supposedly included Bob 
Gibson, one of the greatest pitchers in the history of baseball; Jim Brown, arguably the greatest 
running back of all time; and the future basketball Hall of Famers Larry Brown, Lenny 
Wilkens and Oscar Robertson. 

And a 16-year-old named Connie Hawkins. 

Hawkins was a local high school player, maybe the best in the city. As the story goes, he went 
head-to-head with Robertson, who had just won a national scoring title at the University of 
Cincinnati. The college star was visiting friends in New York that summer. “I drove up there 
and stayed for two weeks,” he recently recalled. “I was just having fun.” 

Robertson now says he didn’t play in Brooklyn, but the neighborhood’s oral historians insist 
otherwise. As they tell it, his appearance at St. Andrew’s Playground on Kingston Avenue — or 
Kingston Park, as most people called it — sent tremors of excitement through the streets. “Cars 
would come along, and people would stop at the light and say, ‘You’ll never believe what’s 
going on,’” Ed Towns, a former congressman from the district, remembered. Soon kids were 





 
 

 
Connie Hawkins, whose career was hobbled by false gambling allegations, guards Walt Frazier 
in a 1973 game. The coach Larry Brown called Hawkins “simply the greatest individual player” 
he had ever seen.  Credit...John 



In April 1970, still hobbled by a serious knee injury he'd sustained the year before, he led his 
new teammates to the seventh game of a playoff series against the dominant Lakers. But his 
prime was behind him. Some suspected that the punishing conditions of life in second-class 
leagues had aged him beyond his 28 years. 

Although his portrait now hangs in the Basketball Hall of Fame, there’s no telling how much 
more he would have accomplished, and how much money he might have earned, if the N.B.A. 
had allowed him an opportunity to clear his name from the start. His grandson, Shawn 
Hawkins, who grew up in a tough housing project in Pittsburgh, said Connie Hawkins left 
relatives no inheritance. “He should have been able to advance the whole family,” he said. “He 
should have been able to take a lot of people with him, but he was shortchanged himself.” 

According to the younger Mr. Hawkins, the N.B.A., which has been highlighting its history this 
year in honor of its 75th anniversary, has never officially acknowledged any wrongdoing or 
offered Connie Hawkins or his family an apology. A spokesman for the league replied, “We 
don’t know enough about the case to comment and would need to first research any files we 
may have on league litigation from the 1960s.” 

34*52$'$6#'-$'+2#-$7'8.9()$/9#/, Mr. Mcdougal began the process of trying to get the 





The disciples of Sonny Lewis can say the same thing. “I don’t know who St. Andrew was, or 
what he did to become a saint,” Samantha Lewis said the other day, waving a hand at the 
plaque bearing his name. “But I know that Sonny Lewis was the saint of Brooklyn.” 
 

 


