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The man who changed college basketball died the other day 
at age 86.
Overstated.
No doubt.
But there’s little doubt that Howard Garfinkel, known to 
everyone inside the game as “Garf,″ was one of the sport’s 
all-time great kingmakers.
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He was one of the co-owners of the famed Five Star 
Basketball Camp in the Poconos, a sleepy little place where 
every summer in the last week of August many of the top 
schoolboy prospects would come for a week. To read Five 
Star’s alumni list is to look at some of the biggest names in 
the sport. Michael Jordan. Moses Malone. Patrick Ewing. 
Isiah Thomas. Alonzo Mourning. Vince Carter. LeBron 
James.
And that was just the players.
From Rick Pitino to Jim Valvano, and from Hubie Brown to 
Chuck Daly, Five Star was a breeding ground for some of 
the biggest coaching names in the game, as if it was some 
little fraternity where all the behind-the-scenes stuff took 
place. Who got jobs, and who didn’t. Who was on the fast 
track and who wasn’t. Who had juice and who didn’t.
Maybe it was this simple:

There were other summer basketball camps, and there was 
Five Star and it was run by Garf, this tall man with glasses 
and slicked-back black hair. This unique man who lived by 
himself in a Manhattan apartment, listened to show tunes, 
loved to gamble on anything that moved, and could tell you 
what great player lived in which cabin in a given year at his 
camp.
I went there once. It was in the late 1970s, and I was trying 
to get into the newspaper game after too many years of 
freelancing for too little money. Ewing was there that week, 
the basketball world and all its gold still off in the future. Garf 
was a writer’s dream, colorful, eccentric, a born storyteller, 



one of those people who could star in his own movie. 
Complete with a photographic memory.
And maybe most of all Garfinkel was a great character, right 
out of “Guys and Dolls,″ as New York as an egg cream at 
the Carnegie Deli on a rainy, late night. The word was his 
family used to own a store in the jewelry district. He seemed 
to speak out of the side of his mouth. He would sometimes 
pipe in Frank Sinatra and Judy Garland to wake up the 
campers, decades after their prime.
I remember one night in the mid-1980s at the Providence 
Civic Center, now the Dunkin’ Donuts Center. Pitino was 
coaching the Friars, Brendan Malone was coaching URI. 
Both had worked Garfinkel’s camp for years, were 
considered “Garf guys,″ in the inner precincts of the game.
“I own Rhode Island,″ Garf said, as he made his way out of 
the arena.
One of his acolytes was Bobby “Gonzo″ Gonzalez, the 
onetime Providence College assistant who went on to 
become the coach at Seton Hall, another “Garf guy.″

“I worked at the camp for 15 years and spoke at it for 10,″ 
he said. “I used to drive Garf around in a golf cart.″
Gonzalez was at a New York City hospital last week prior to 
Garfinkel’s passing, when it almost seemed like some old 
basketball reunion, all the guys from the old days, back 
before ESPN made them all household names and put big 
money in their pockets, Back before everything changed.
Pete Gillen also visited. And John Calipari, too. Bob Hurley 
Sr. visited. Mike Krzyzewski called. As if the old guard was 
checking in, all the guys who remembered the old days, 



back when going to Five Star and genuflecting in front of 
Garf was a summer ritual.
Garfinkel also used to write reports on prospective recruits, 
all with the flowery prose of someone who had grown up on 
the New York tabloids. One kid jumped so high he talked to 
God three times a quarter. Another kid may not make the 
bus, but he’ll make your team. Garf could turn a phrase.
And maybe most of all, he could help young guys get into 
the game.
No insignificant thing.
That is his enduring legacy, all the people he helped along 
the way, in a career that cut through the generations. But 
the game changed, of course. AAU is much more of a 
showcase than a one-week camp could ever be.

“He never changed, right to the end,″ said his longtime 
friend Tom Konchalski. “I went to see him in the hospital on 
Thursday and he was sitting up in bed, his Rolodex on his 
lap, talking on his cellphone. He was trying to get someone 
to sneak a pack of Marlboros into the hospital for him.″
Vintage Garf.
One of a kind.
And the last remnant of a basketball era that’s gone with the 
wind.
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