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HEAD                  STREETS LED TEENS AWAY FROM HIGH 
HOPES 
BY                    By MICHAEL CASEY, Staff Writer 
  KEYWORD-HIT 
       The broken trophy of a basketball player still sits on Maurice 
  Clancy's bedroom dresser, a bittersweet reminder of the day last summer 
  he was crowned one of Paterson's best young athletes. 
       He was part of the Real Hard Knocks, a group of neighborhood 
  friends who grew up playing basketball together and won the city's first 
  three-on-three tournament for youths under 18. 
       The victory turned the four into celebrities in the 4th Ward and 
  confirmed what many always had believed _ that Clancy, Dwayne Reid, 
  Antwon Sexton, and Levi Williamson had the natural talent to take them 
  far from their dissolving neighborhood. As a unit, their play held the 
  promise of the fullest of athletic dreams: high school stardom, college 
  scholarships, and the possibility of a National Basketball Association 
  career. 
       But today, the trophy, which cracked when it fell off the dresser, 
  symbolizes a tarnished dream. It stands for missed opportunities, unmet 
  expectations, a destiny dashed and derailed. 
       "All my dreams have been wasted," Clancy said, as he stood at Rosa 
  Parks Boulevard and Hamilton Avenue on a cold March evening. "I could 
  have gone on to play college basketball, could have gone to the pros . 
  . . Before I went to high school, the teachers said I needed a C average 
  to play basketball. I wish I would have listened." 
       This would have been their senior season on the Eastside High 
  School basketball team, a time to showcase their talents before cheering 
  fans and to consider scholarship offers from college basketball 
  powerhouses. 
       Instead, three of the teenagers are not allowed to attend Eastside 
  _ let alone play on the basketball team _ because of disciplinary 
  problems. And the fourth, Williamson, is in a Newark halfway house for 
  violating conditions of an alternative sentencing program almost two 
  years ago. 
       Many urban teens see basketball as a ticket out of troubled 
  neighborhoods. But the allure of the streets, absence of positive role 
  models, and trouble in school dashes many of those dreams. 
       For these four, it was parole violations, gang fights, weapons 
  possession, and in one case, drugs.  
       The closest most come to stardom is the rutted asphalt of the 
  Montgomery Park basketball courts or the crowded gym of a neighborhood 



  teen center. 
       Northeastern University's Center for the Study of Sport in Society 
  says a high school basketball player has a 1 in 10,000 shot at reaching 
  the NBA, and a college player has a 1 in 1,000 chance of making it. But 
  studies have found that half of teenage players expect to play in the 
  NBA, an illusion perpetuated by coaches, said Art Taylor, the center's 
  associate director. 
       "It makes me damn angry," Taylor said. "We've set up a system where 
  we use these kids. Pee-wee coaches, middle school coaches, and high 
  school coaches use them. The kids think they are in control because they 
  are shooting the hoops. What they don't realize is that everyone else is 
  manipulating them." 
       Dressed in hooded sweat shirts, oversize down coats, and baggy 
  jeans, the four strike a street-tough pose when they hang out with 
  friends on their perch at Hamilton Avenue. When they brag that they 
  could easily beat Eastside's varsity team, several admirers nod in 
  agreement. 
       "Only one person from Eastside would give us a problem and that is 
  Roger Alexander," Clancy boasted. Alexander is a basketball and football 
  star. 
       The four grew up amid the abandoned lots and rundown Victorian 
  houses in the 4th Ward, where teenagers hang out on street corners and 
  the economy is dominated by fast-food restaurants, bodegas, and liquor 
  stores. 
       It's a community of contrast. Vacant, trash-filled lots sit across 
  from tidy, two-bedroom homes protected by chain-link fences. Old women 
  sweep their sidewalks as youths nearby serve as lookouts for prospective 
  drug customers or patrolling police cars. 
       Along Rosa Parks Boulevard, a soul food restaurant, Bragg Funeral 
  Home, and Angie's Groceries thrive. But a few doors down, the boarded 
  windows of San Francisco Refrigeration and Porky's Delicatessen 
  illustrate the fragility of a neighborhood struggling to survive a tide 
  of despair. 
       The Real Hard Knocks is the gang that dominates Hamilton Avenue. 
  Clancy, Reid, Sexton, and Williamson joined in elementary school. They 
  say the gang has about 35 members and created a sense of neighborhood 
  pride. But the gang also rumbled frequently with rival gangs in the 
  Christopher Columbus and Alexander Hamilton housing projects, and some 
  members have admitted dealing drugs. 
       The four began playing basketball together at School 6. They played 
  football and other sports, but basketball was an obsession from the 
  moment they took to the court. 
       "He always had a basketball in his hands," said Reid's mother, 
  Linda. "It seems he was always out on somebody's court. He was always 
  dreaming of playing pro basketball and would say he would be the next 
  Michael Jordan." 



       Adults in the neighborhood say the dedication to basketball among 
  teenagers is not unusual. They say the court provides a place where 
  teens can escape the bleak reality of poverty, unemployment, or 
  dysfunctional families. 
       "It's therapeutic," said Kelvin Jackson, director of the Crossroads 
  Ministry Center in Paterson, which opens for basketball four days a 
  week. "Basketball allows these youngsters to deal with certain things in 
  their life, especially if they must go home to a drug-addicted family or 
  don't have a home." 
       The four caught the eye of coaches who liked their speed and quick 
  hands. None is taller than 6 feet, but School 6 Principal Joseph S. 
  Fulmore said they were among the best young players he had ever seen. As 
  eighth-graders, they led School 6 to the city school finals before 
  losing to School 4. 
       "You might look at a foursome that would come through every 10 
  years and that was the foursome," Fulmore said. "There was a bond . . . 
  When they were on the court, you could see their aggressiveness and 
  intensity and it was something that didn't come naturally in most young 
  people." 
       Alexander, the Eastside star, was the fifth player on that team. He 
  said his former teammates were as good as anyone at that level. "They 
  had the potential. They really did," said Alexander, one of the state's 
  top football recruits. "They were smart kids. I don't know what went 
  wrong." 
      Together, the four were the epitome of a well-rounded team. Friends 
  and coaches remember Williamson as a small point guard who orchestrated 
  plays. Reid was the best shooter. The muscular Clancy combined a tough 
  inside game with quickness outside. And Sexton provided leadership and 
  rebounding. 
        But when they entered Eastside, schoolwork took a back seat. They 
  got into fights and their grades slid to D's and F's. Only Clancy played 
  on the freshman basketball team. All four said they dropped out of 
  Eastside as sophomores or juniors. 
       Williamson, 19, was described by friends and elementary school 
  officials as a quiet student who rarely caused trouble. But they said he 
  frequently was late and struggled with his grades. 
       He said his troubles mounted during his sophomore year, when he 
  spent a month in the Passaic County Juvenile Detention Center in Haledon 
  after being arrested on a drug charge. Three months later, he was back 
  at the detention center after stealing a car, he said. 
       He never returned to school. More problems landed him in the Total 
  Lifestyle and Support Services, an alternative sentencing program in 
  Paterson. His attendance and behavior were perfect, but after two months 
  he said he didn't like it and dropped out. From there, he was sent to 
  the New Jersey Training School for Boys, near Jamesburg. He was 
  transferred to the Ogden Residential Group Center in Newark, where he 



  now is studying for his GED and playing basketball. His seven-month 
  sentence is due to end in June, he said. 
      Street violence also short-circuited the basketball dreams of 
  17-year-old Sexton. He entered high school on parole because of an 
  earlier assault and was kicked out of Eastside a few months into his 
  freshman year after an arrest on weapons charges. The youth, known on 
  the street as "Dog," spent a year at Jamesburg and was told he couldn't 
  return to Eastside. He hopes to complete studies for a GED in the coming 
  months, he said. 
       Reid, 18, entered high school intending to play sports. But he says 
  girls were more important to him than books, and his grades were 
  miserable from the beginning. He never achieved the 27.5 freshman 
  credits necessary to participate in sophomore athletics. 
       Things spun out of control last year when he got into a 
  gang-related fight and was kicked out of Eastside. He enrolled about six 
  months ago in a federal Job Corps program in Edison, where he was 
  studying for his GED and training for a job as an auto mechanic, only to 
  be kicked out in February for fighting. Reid said he now spends his time 
  with his girlfriend, who is expecting a baby in June. He said he hopes 
  to find work through the Job Corps. 
       Of the four, 18-year-old Maurice Clancy had the best shot at 
  playing high school basketball. His muscular build and keen shooting won 
  him a spot on the freshman team. But he recalls getting mostly D's and 
  F's during his sophomore year, skipping many classes, and being 
  suspended at least 10 times for disciplinary problems. He was barred 
  from playing sports. 
       Things got worse for "Molove," as he is known on the streets. 
  Despite better grades his junior year, he got involved in a gang fight 
  on school grounds. He was accused of hitting another youth with a bottle 
  _ which he denies _ and was sent to the juvenile center for a month. 
  Upon his release, he could not return to Eastside. He, too, is pursuing 
  his GED and doing about five hours a week of community service. 
       Friends and relatives say the four never applied the discipline in 
  the classroom that they exhibited on the court. 
       "He all of a sudden didn't care about going to school or 
  anything," Linda Reid said of her son Dwayne. "I kept reminding him of 
  his dream of playing basketball and that he had to get an education. But 
  he didn't make it."  
       She said peer pressure contributed to her son's problems. "He 
  didn't have a positive male figure in his life," she said. "I guess he 
  just wanted to fit in with someone so he started hanging around the 
  corner with the guys." 
       Reid agrees: "I was hard-headed and never heeded the advice of my 
  teachers. Now, I wish I had." 
       Fulmore, the School 6 principal, said the absence of positive male 
  role models makes things harder for many black teenage boys, who talk 



  about being the next Michael Jordan without understanding what it takes 
  to succeed in sports. 
       "So many of our talented African-American males know how to survive 
  on the street and they bring those same skills to the basketball 
  court," Fulmore said. "But when it comes to articulating themselves in 
  terms of books, the discipline is not there." 
       Fulmore pointed to Alexander as someone who had role models to 
  teach him the importance of self-discipline and responsibility. 
       "Something was instilled in him at an early age to care for his 
  younger siblings," he said. "All the way through school, he played big 
  brother or a fatherly role, making sure his younger brother and sister 
  would get home. There was something there that bonded him a little 
  closer in terms of family." 
       The 6-foot-3 Alexander said he learned from his mistakes. He says 
  he got poor grades in ninth grade, but credits Eastside's football 
  coaches and his grandmother, Carie, for showing him the importance of 
  education. 
       "They said, if I don't have the grades, I can be the best athlete 
  in the world and it won't matter," he said. "I turned it around. I felt 
  I had a chance to make myself better." 
       Donald Davis, Eastside's football coach and assistant basketball 
  coach, said athletes like Alexander are offered extra tutoring, study 
  hall time, and mentoring by senior athletes. But it is up to them to 
  take advantage of the opportunities. 
       "I consider it a matter of learning how to make correct choices," 
  said Davis, who compared losing gifted athletes to "losing part of your 
  family." 
       Northeastern University's Taylor said youth sports programs should 
  be designed to make the games fun and encourage relationships with 
  coaches who can guide youngsters as they grow. 
       In Paterson, teens say they need a community center, where they 
  could play ball and receive job training and counseling. 
       "It would keep people off the street," Clancy said. "A learning 
  center would also help. Some people out here say they don't know to how 
  to do math or write good." 
       One of the few resources available to teenagers is the Crossroads 
  Ministry Center at 511 E. 22nd St. Located in the renovated warehouse of 
  a ribbon factory, the thump of basketballs and clatter of air hockey 
  games fill the air. The center, sponsored by the Madison Avenue 
  Christian Reformed Church, offers twice-weekly teen nights for boys, a 
  night for girls, and adult basketball on Saturdays. 
      "No one else has anything for these kids," said Kelvin Jackson, 
  director of the center. "We're trying to bridge the gap with these 
  youngsters." 
       Matthew Clancy, who has been raising his son Maurice for the past 
  four years, said he has tried his best. 



       "I talked with him and tried to keep him in school and on the right 
  track," he said. "But I had a hard time . . . He just got with the wrong 
  crowd, and that got him thrown out of school." 
       Maurice Clancy and his teammates say they are not making excuses, 
  but are looking to a future that includes college or jobs. 
       "I'm going to get my GED, and then I want to go away to college," 
  Sexton said, adding that he dreams of attending the University of 
  Michigan. "I want to go somewhere far away that will keep me away from 
  the streets." 
       Through it all the dream remains _ they will make basketball a 
  career and return home as celebrities. Today, the game may be nothing 
  more than the subject of colorful boasts or something to pass the time 
  in an otherwise empty day. But like everywhere else, in Paterson's 4th 
  Ward, dreams die hard. 
      And in this dream, one tournament victory, one trophy still 
  represents a beginning, not an end. 
 
 
 
 
 


