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For John Runstedtler. Dad, you were my first teacher in critical thinking. I hope you’re relaxing in heaven.

For Gus, my miracle child. You’ve already taught me so much about life and love.










Foreword

Spencer Haywood

No one else saw fit to challenge the NBA’s four-year rule, not even the late, great Wilt Chamberlain. He had left college early, but he went with the Globetrotters for a year, and then he came into the NBA. I asked him, “Why didn’t you just challenge it?” And he said, “I wasn’t as stupid as you.”

I went through serious racism in Silver City, Mississippi, as a kid growing up. When I left at age fifteen, I thought it was all behind me. Little did I know that my struggles were just beginning.

I went to the 1968 Summer Olympics in Mexico City, when other Black players did not go because they were boycotting or had already signed their pro contracts. At the time, people were saying, “Well, this is the kid that can save America.” I set a scoring record that lasted forty-four years. I was an Olympic hero. I felt very proud and very Americanized because I had climbed out of the cotton fields of Mississippi all the way to the Olympics.

I came back in fall 1968 ready to help rebuild the basketball program at the University of Detroit, where I had been recruited by the great Hall of Famer Dave DeBusschere. I went with the idea that Will Robinson, who had adopted and raised me, would become the head coach in my second year there. So I played hard. I was a first-team college All-American with Lew Alcindor (Kareem Abdul-Jabbar), Rick Mount, Pete Maravich, and Calvin Murphy. But Detroit came back and reneged on our deal, and said to Will, “What is [Haywood] going to do? He can’t transfer.” This was before the transfer portal or anything like that.

I was really hurt by the deception. I had performed: I put the program on the map, did everything, so I felt betrayed. But that was a light betrayal compared to what came next.

I knew the NBA was not open to me. They had a rule that you had to wait four years after your high school class had graduated before you could be drafted. Mike Storen of the ABA came after me, knowing my issues with the University of Detroit, and I said, “Yeah, I’ll be the first to leave college early.” I signed a contract with the ABA’s Denver Rockets, and it was a unique press conference because everybody—the NCAA and the University of Detroit—was threatening to sue. Mike said, “Well, looking at Spencer Haywood’s case, we would like to offer him this contract in the ABA as a sort of reparation.” And oh my God, everybody was like, “Oh no, he didn’t just say that ‘R word,’ reparation!”

Reparation is right. I went to the ABA to get my mother out of the cotton field because she was still picking cotton for two dollars per day. She was dragging a sack for all of her life, since she was five years old, and her back had gone pretty bad. I just wanted, before something serious happened, to get my mother out of that brutal work.

When I got to the ABA, I tore it up. I won Rookie of the Year, MVP of the All-Star Game, and league MVP. I went in to speak to the Ringsbys, the owners of the Rockets. They had said that if I performed well that season, they would consider redoing my contract. Denver had given me a $1.9 million deal, but I wasn’t going to receive the bulk of the money, $1.5 million, until I was between the ages of forty and sixty, providing that I would still be working for the Ringsbys’ trucking line.

I wanted to get the money outright. So I went in with my agent, Al Ross, and we said, “We need to correct this stuff.” And they said, “You get your Jew-ass lawyer out of here and take your nigger ass with you. We ain’t changing shit.” I was kind of shocked because here I was: I had saved the ABA and saved the Denver franchise. Yet they were looking at me like this, and I’m like, “Whoa, hello, Mississippi, hello, Silver City.”

At the time, the Seattle Supersonics were a new NBA expansion team. The owner, Sam Schulman, was revolutionary in his own way. He said, “Hell, I got dibs on Spencer Haywood, and I’m going to sign him, and I’m going to let him play this year.” And I was like, “Yeah, let’s do this,” not knowing that once I stepped on the floor, the announcer would say, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have an illegal player on the floor, and this game is being played under protest.” And it went on like that, and then I got a court injunction to play. Fans threw their Coke bottles at me, taunted me.

This was a real battle with the whole of American basketball, with the soul of the NBA and the NCAA. Because what was going to keep those college players from trying to make some money and get a career? They could get a hamburger for their work, but not much else. And there was also a racial angle to it because most players who wanted to enter the NBA at that time were Black and could show hardship.

And then we maneuvered our way through the district court and on into the Supreme Court, and that’s where they handed down that decision. We took down the four-year rule. I thought it was the most exciting and special thing that had ever happened to me because I just wanted to play basketball and make a little money for my mother to get out of the cotton field.

It was a monumental case. The ABA grew because you had young players like Julius Erving, George Gervin, and George McGinnis who said, “Well, Spencer did this. I can go to the ABA and get into the League.” So their opportunities grew from my case. The NBA also grew. They had a bigger pool of prime players to pull from. And the players who were already in the NBA, the old heads, they wanted more money, so they used my salary benchmark to get more money. All of these people benefited from this one poor little guy from Silver City, Mississippi.

At the time, I didn’t know the greatness of it all. Because hell, I was in the middle of it. You’re carrying this load. You don’t really reflect on it. You’re just doing the work.

I once had dinner with Thurgood Marshall in Baltimore. He said, “You’re going to catch hell, son.” And I knew I would catch hell because Curt Flood, who challenged Major League Baseball’s reserve system, had to leave the country. Muhammad Ali was ostracized and banned from boxing for refusing to fight in the Vietnam War.

I pushed so much down. I pushed everything down. Seattle traded me to the Knicks in 1975. So I went to New York, where I didn’t actually want to go because all of my family and friends were in Seattle. But then I found love with Iman, so I wrapped myself into that. But then the announcers and everybody said all kinds of stuff about me: “He’s in love. He can’t even play strong enough anymore.” I was lonely. I was beat down. I had to be fighting all of this period. And then when I was traded to the Los Angeles Lakers, that’s when it really hit. The mental-health piece of it just tore me apart because there I was with the Hollywood people, and everybody was doing coke and freebasing. And I fell into that trap, and I didn’t understand that my mental state was just so bad and that I had so much pain from all this hurt.

Then the Lakers said, “Well, in order for you to receive your contract, you’ve got to go to Italy,” and I was like, “Motherfucker.” But the Italians loved me up, and they kind of got me whole again. I was working my way back, but my marriage and family were suffering because I was gone. And I not only had my wife, Iman, and my kid to look after; I was also supporting her two sisters, Nadia and Idil, who had fled Somalia because of the political situation. So I just had a lot of stuff on me, man.

When I went to the Washington Bullets, all of those great people gave me some love, and I had a great season. But right after that, Iman was in an automobile accident in New York, so I couldn’t stay. I just said, “I quit basketball,” and I came home to take care of my family.

And then when I got ready to come back to the NBA, they brought me to Detroit. Everybody was excited in Detroit, but the Pistons gave me one day of practice and they said, “No, we got from high up that you can’t come back into the league.” I was depressed and suicidal, and that’s when Iman was like, “You’ve got to get some mental help.”

I went to my first therapy session. So here I’m talking to my therapist about private shit that I haven’t talked to anybody about: how I felt going through all of that drama with the Supreme Court and how every time I walked out on the floor, somebody was fucking with me. I got a chance to let all of that go.

I don’t think the players today understand the sacrifices I made. I have been begging the Players Association to help me get proper recognition. The NBA has the Larry Bird Rule. They’ve got the Oscar Robinson Rule, but they refuse to have the Spencer Haywood Rule, which 90 percent of the players are under, including the current president of the union, Andre Iguodala. He’s there because of my rule. So no, they don’t know. The fans don’t know. The owners don’t know.

Now I focus on helping others. My proudest accomplishment with the National Basketball Retired Players Association (NBRPA) has been getting us health insurance. Speaking with the young players and saying, “Hey, man, we don’t have health insurance. And a lot of our old guys are dying.” Chris Paul, Steph Curry, LeBron James, Kevin Durant, and all of those guys said, “Well, shit. We can have the same health insurance for you that we have.” It has been a blessing to see guys like Nate Archibald, who was dying, get the heart transplant he needed.

But retired WNBA players don’t have health insurance. That’s why I’m back on the board of the NBRPA fighting for this again for the women. They’re having families, but they don’t have health insurance. And they are members of our association. So I’ve got to do this.

I also have this dream of building a retirement center here in Las Vegas for NBA, ABA, and WNBA players who have fallen on hard times. I asked the Players Association to pay into a fund so that I can build this center. I’ve been working with Roseman University here because it’s a medical school with all of the help that our players need.

I’ve had so much help from others over the years, so I have so much gratitude. I’m not a mad person. I have no regrets, no anger, no resentment against anybody. I just keep it real, man.

—Spencer Haywood, February 2024, on the eve of the 2024 NBA All-Star Weekend in Las Vegas, Nevada









Introduction

“NBA and Cocaine: Nothing to Snort At,” declared the Los Angeles Times headline wryly. “There are no reliable figures on the use of cocaine by players,” Times staff writer Chris Cobbs admitted, “but estimates by people in the game range from 40 to 75%, with perhaps as many as 10% getting high with freebase.”1

When that story ran in August 1980, the National Basketball Association (NBA) appeared to be a league in crisis. And given that around 75 percent of the league’s players were African American, it appeared to be a Black crisis. Cobbs’s exposé came in the wake of the well-publicized drug arrests of several Black players for possession of minor quantities of cocaine. Not only had game attendance and television ratings dipped in recent years, but now professional basketball seemed to be on the verge of a cocaine epidemic. This was a public relations nightmare for a majority-Black league that white sports fans already perceived as being violent, criminal, and out of control.

Black ballplayers’ use of cocaine—an expensive drug typically associated with white celebrities, jet-setters, and professionals—was yet another reminder of their undeserved fortune. At a time when the rest of the United States was still reeling from a decade of stagflation and economic recession, NBA players had become some of the highest paid professional athletes in the world. Many of them, Cobbs noted, came from “unstable families in inner-city ghettoes” and could not seem to handle their sudden wealth. Also, as one anonymous source told Cobbs, “The players are so street-smart, their sophistication is just below that of a hardened convict. They know every angle on how to get women and drugs. They are so far ahead of the security men it’s unbelievable. They know every hustle.” The chaos in the NBA seemed to mirror the chaos, crime, and violence in the streets of American cities. In both cases, young Black men were to blame. For his reporting, Cobbs won the Investigative Series award from the Basketball Writers’ Association of America.2

Although rife with rumor and speculation, Cobbs’s exposé has, for the most part, been accepted uncritically as emblematic of the supposed decline of professional basketball throughout the 1970s. As the oft-repeated narrative goes, Black players had brought their immaturity, selfishness, drug abuse, violence, and criminality—a very microcosm of America’s “urban crisis”—to the NBA. They lacked character and morality, and it showed not only in how they conducted themselves off the court but also in how they played basketball. They had imported their aggressive, flashy, individualistic, and above-the-rim style from the playgrounds of Black neighborhoods to the pro game. A once honorable and disciplined white game of teamwork and set plays had devolved into anarchy. As African American players came to dominate professional basketball over the course of the seventies, their bad behavior had tarnished its reputation, and their exorbitant salary demands had pushed it to the brink of financial ruin.3

Yet rather than revealing the truth of the NBA’s so-called Dark Ages, Cobbs’s sensationalistic story throws into relief the fault lines of a decade-long struggle over the future of the sport—one that intersected with broader racial politics. This dynamic tended to pit the white basketball establishment (team owners, front-office executives, coaches, sportswriters) and the pro game’s still majority-white fan base against its increasingly Black labor force—a labor force that came of age amid urban rebellions from Watts to Baltimore, the rise of the Black Power movement, and the numerous protests and boycotts that made up the “revolt of the Black athlete” in the late 1960s. With their racial consciousness forged in the heat of these battles, Black players found ways to extend the athletic revolt into the professional ranks, albeit with different goals and different strategies. In the years leading up to Cobbs’s account, they led the fight for free agency and a greater share of the profits. They introduced the moves and attitude of Black street basketball to the league. Above all, they demanded respect as professionals and as men—on their own terms. And they did this against the backdrop of continuing white resistance to racial integration. Alongside Black workers accused of unfairly capitalizing on affirmative action’s “racial quotas” and rising protests against the busing of Black children to white school districts, Black ballplayers also faced opposition to their own fight for racial justice.

As Black ball became a referendum on Black freedom, the pro game emerged as a kind of morality play about the shifting place of African Americans in US society—a site where the contours of Black citizenship and belonging in the post–civil rights era were rehashed and reshaped. The white-controlled business of professional basketball, much like the nation at large, had to reckon with rising Black demands for not just equality of opportunity but also equality of results. The supposed decline of pro basketball became a metaphor for the first decades of racial integration in America: the rules of the game had changed, allowing more Black people onto a formerly white playing field, and now they were ruining everything.

Despite such nostalgia about the game’s hallowed traditions and all of the hand-wringing over the seeming loss of fans, the NBA was the youngest and still the least popular of the US major professional sports leagues even into the early 1980s. Basketball had neither the cultural cachet of baseball, with its long history as America’s pastime, nor the near-religious fervor of football, with its embodiment of US manhood and militarism. The Canadian-born physical educator James Naismith first developed the game of basketball in the 1890s at the International Young Men’s Christian Association Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts. A middle-class, Progressive Era reformer, he designed the amateur sport to help manage the baser instincts of young immigrant/migrant working-class men in America’s growing cities and to socialize them in the discipline and mores of industrial capitalism. Regardless of Naismith’s intentions, working people on both sides of the color line made basketball their own, and rough play, brawls, and professional games became part of the ever-evolving sport. Up until the late 1940s, professional basketball remained a largely regional and small-town sport, composed of competing circuits and numerous independent barnstorming teams. With no central institution or league running pro ball in the first half of the twentieth century, no formal color line existed. Instead, the game followed the local rules of race in different parts of the country.4

This all began to change in 1949, after the formation of the National Basketball Association as the result of a merger of the Basketball Association of America and the National Basketball League. Contrary to popular NBA lore, this was by no means a peaceful merger. Ownership groups in the two rival leagues had battled it out in the late 1940s, but they eventually came together to avoid mutual destruction and collectively assert control over the game. They hoped to take advantage of the post–World War II economic boom and the expansion of consumer culture. Over the next few decades, advances in technology, from television to commercial air travel, helped the league begin its pursuit of a national footprint. The NBA desired to cement its control and construct a monopoly over the pro game. It also wanted to enter the big time. It pushed its franchises to relocate from small towns to major metropolitan areas. It favored the use of white players and enacted strict measures of control over how they entered the league and whom they could play for, which kept them underpaid and disempowered.5

Despite the NBA’s current-day reputation as a politically progressive league dominated by Black athletes and defined by urban Black culture, its embrace of African Americans, whether as players, coaches, executives, or fans, was slow and hesitant, if not downright reluctant. The first Black ballplayers entered the league in 1950, when the Boston Celtics drafted Charles “Chuck” Cooper and the Washington Capitols selected Earl Lloyd and Harold Hunter. Although Hunter was cut before he ever played a game, he was the first African American to sign an NBA contract. A few months later, the New York Knicks purchased the contract of Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton from the Harlem Globetrotters.6 The league’s approach to Black players was one of “controlled integration,” complete with an informal racial quota that restricted the number of African American players on any one team.7

NBA club owners chose men like Chuck Cooper as much for their unblemished reputations and diplomatic character as for their talent. Like other Black pioneers in the United States’ major professional sports leagues, Cooper and his generation faced blatant racism on and off the court, whether it was the anti-Black slurs of opposing players and fans or the refusal of service at southern establishments while on the road.8 Looking back on his career, Cooper recalled, “No black superstars were permitted in basketball then. White management couldn’t afford it because they knew white spectators wouldn’t put up with it. You had to sort of fit in, if you were going to get in, make your contributions in a subordinate role.”9 Cooper, Lloyd, and Clifton all played supporting roles on their respective teams, primarily as rebounders and defenders. The 1950s was also a time when all players, but especially Black players, were poorly compensated and were subject to the whims of white coaches, management, and team owners about everything from trades to exhibition schedules. In light of their precarious situation, Cooper’s generation endured the abuse in stoic defiance rather than challenging it publicly.10

The early fifties also marked the first stirrings of unionization in the league. Led by Boston Celtics point guard Bob Cousy, the National Basketball Players Association (NBPA) was, in its early days, largely the province of white stars, and its stance with the owners was conciliatory rather than antagonistic. The fledgling association drew up and delivered its first set of formal demands to the NBA in 1955; however, league president Maurice Podoloff blew them off for as long as he could. The NBPA forced his hand in 1957 by meeting with the American Guild of Variety Artists. Fearing that the players might affiliate with a larger, more established union, Podoloff organized a meeting between the NBPA and the team owners. In addition to granting a few minor concessions, the league’s board of governors recognized the NBPA as the formal body representing the players’ interests and agreed to meet with it once a year. Yet Podoloff’s evasion of more substantive issues, including a pension plan, continued.11

By the late 1950s, the NBA was a league on the verge of racial and labor transformation. Elgin Baylor and the next generation of African American pros arrived just as the civil rights movement was picking up steam, and they were no longer willing to suffer in silence while playing subordinate roles. As a rookie for the Minneapolis Lakers in 1958, Baylor became an instant star. The six-foot-five forward showed the league that Black players could be high scorers. He also showed that Black players were willing to flex their newfound star power against racial discrimination. In January 1959, when the Lakers arrived in Charleston, West Virginia, to play an exhibition game, Baylor and his African American teammates were denied accommodation at a local hotel. In a notable show of solidarity, Lakers coach John Kundla chose to move the entire squad to a Black hotel. Baylor was incensed but still on track to play the next day. But when a restaurant denied him service before the game, he could no longer stomach the indignity and refused to take the court. Although Baylor was not the first to take such a stand, his one-man strike in West Virginia pushed NBA owners to declare that they would no longer schedule games where Black players would be forced to experience the “embarrassment” of segregation. Franchises did not always follow through on that promise, but it was no longer acceptable to simply assume that African Americans would stay at separate hotels on the road.12

And Black players remained vulnerable in other ways. During the 1955‒1956 season, the Cincinnati Royals’ six-foot-seven forward Maurice Stokes became, in some respects, the NBA’s first major Black star. Stokes won Rookie of the Year and made the All-NBA Second Team three years in a row. Despite the promising start to his career, by March 1958 it was over. In an exhibition game against the Minneapolis Lakers, Stokes went up for a shot, got bumped in the air, and landed heavily on the floor. Game-day medical care for players was rudimentary in those days. Unconscious for three minutes, Stokes finally came to with the help of smelling salts. Less than fifteen minutes later, he was back in the game. Over the next few days, Stokes felt weak, lethargic, and nauseated—all now recognized as hallmarks of a possible head injury. However, he continued to travel and play through the discomfort, with no medical intervention on the part of the team. His decision to get on a plane from Detroit to Cincinnati almost killed him. Partway through the flight, he began bleeding out of his mouth and ears, vomiting, and convulsing. Incoherent and unable to speak, Stokes was rushed to St. Elizabeth’s Hospital upon arrival in Cincinnati, where doctors managed to stabilize him. However, his brain was severely damaged. Although he endured vigorous rehabilitation, he never fully recovered, and he died just twelve years later in 1970 at the age of thirty-six.13

NBA president Podoloff had been on that fateful flight and had witnessed Stokes’s near-death experience. But the league essentially washed its hands of the injured athlete and his mounting medical bills. The players stepped into the breach, raising more than $10,000 for Stokes from two exhibition games played in 1958. Over the next decade they continued to hold annual charity games, collecting around $750,000 for Stokes’s medical care. The NBA’s callous refusal to help their fallen brother had stoked the ire of the players. Black players, in particular, realized just how vulnerable and disposable they remained.14 Coupled with their experiences of being Jim Crowed, the league’s abandonment of Stokes in his time of need prompted African American players to become even more militant in their demands.

As more African Americans entered the league in the sixties, they joined the NBPA and began to reshape the goals and ethos of the organization. They brought the tenor and tactics of civil rights into the union with them, refusing to accept the status quo. “Playing conditions at that time just weren’t appropriate for a professional league,” Cincinnati Royals star guard Oscar Robertson recalled of the early 1960s. “Players didn’t have health insurance. We always stayed in second-class hotels. Teams refused to send their trainers on the road trips. Players didn’t get paid for preseason.”15 Meanwhile, Podoloff continued to brush off the NBPA’s calls for a pension. When a new NBA commissioner, J. Walter Kennedy, replaced Podoloff in 1963, the issue remained unresolved.16 When NBPA president Tommy Heinsohn requested a meeting with the team owners at the 1964 All-Star Game to discuss a pension plan, they predictably refused.

The players realized that they had to raise the stakes, so they chose the biggest stage to play on. Scheduled for prime time on ABC on January 14, the 1964 All-Star Game in Boston was critical to the team owners’ plans to catapult the NBA into the big time. On the line was a national television contract. If the game brought in good ratings, ABC would consider adding the NBA to its regular sports programming. Fed up with the years of stonewalling, the players were prepared to mount a boycott in order to get a signed deal for a pension.17

With the game scheduled to start at 9:00 p.m., all the players had gathered in one locker room, awaiting an update from Kennedy. At 8:25 the commissioner entered the room and sheepishly explained that there would be no signed agreement that night. However, he insisted that the owners had agreed to work out a pension plan with the players. They would just have to trust Kennedy at his word. With league executives and team owners banging on the door with threats and warnings about their future careers, the players discussed their next move. They continued to hold out until 8:50 p.m.—just ten minutes before the scheduled tip-off.18 At the very last minute, Kennedy returned and told them to have NBPA lawyer Larry Fleisher draw up a pension-plan proposal and send it to his office the next day. The players then voted to proceed with the game. A few months later the league got its television contract with ABC, and the players got their first pension plan. It was not the best deal, but it was a small victory. Retired players would receive a total of $20,000 over ten years, with the NBA and the union to share the cost of the plan.19

At the same time that the NBPA began to flex its muscles, the style of professional ball began to shift. The game had already become quicker and more spectator friendly because of the widening of the lane from six to twelve feet in 1951 and the introduction of the twenty-four-second shot clock in the 1954‒1955 season. These strategic rule changes coincided with the advent of players steeped in a Black hoops tradition that came of age under Jim Crow—from the establishment of the Black Fives to the rise of the Harlem Rens to the expansion of Black college ball to the exploding popularity of playground ball. With moves that made the game more aerial, aggressive, and improvisational, they introduced the NBA’s still largely white fan base to the exhilaration of slam dunks and the weightless artistry of hang time.20 For a league still struggling to find its footing next to the more established Major League Baseball (MLB) and National Football League (NFL), a league with relatively small television revenues whose popularity lagged behind that of National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) ball and the Harlem Globetrotters, this seemed like a potential recipe for profit. Yet Black players were both cheered and chastised for their innovation. White basketball purists decried their exuberant play as a contamination of Naismith’s hallowed vision, a corrupting influence, even though the game had always been a “dynamic, social, and embodied process of continual invention.”21 The inspired play of Elgin Baylor, Bill Russell, Wilt Chamberlain, and other African American stars may have offered a glimpse of pro basketball’s future, but the NBA of the 1960s remained a white-controlled league marketed to white spectators.

By the latter part of the decade, however, the league was reaching a racial tipping point. The emergence of the baby boomers and their countercultural rebellion, alongside the successes of the civil rights–Black Power era, helped usher in the increasing acceptance of Black entertainers and athletes on the national stage. Pro basketball, with its growing firmament of freewheeling African American stars, seemed poised to become the “sport of the seventies,” and optimistic sportswriters forecast its rapid expansion and increasing profitability. But there was nothing inevitable or easy about Black players’ rise to dominance in the NBA—nor was the league a breakout success. Pro basketball became emblematic of the seventies but not for the reasons that journalists had predicted. Instead, Black players’ various fights to reshape the professional game during this decade came to embody ongoing battles over race and labor beyond the sport. As the NBA worked to maintain its fraying monopoly and mechanisms of labor control, a new generation of African American players became a force to be reckoned with.

I came to this project as someone with a long-standing tie to the NBA. Back in the late 1990s I was a member of the Toronto Raptors Dance Pak (now known as the North Side Crew). I remain part of the Raptors’ extended family. We still keep in touch and have reunions on significant team anniversaries. They will forever be a part of my life. But as much as I love the league, my time with the Raptors also gave me a glimpse of the game’s enduring racial and labor struggles on the court, in the media, and behind the scenes.

Even from the vantage point of a dancer, it was hard to miss the league’s unspoken racial politics. In the early years, with Isiah Thomas as general manager and a shifting slate of owners, the Dance Pak had a surprising amount of freedom. We didn’t look like the typical NBA dance team. We were more urban athletic than sexy glamour. There was no fixation on weight. Paying homage to African American hip-hop culture, we wore coveralls, bandannas, and sequined jerseys, and we danced to the latest rap and R & B hits. Our team was made up of women and men of all different races and ethnicities.

After Thomas left and the team was later sold to Maple Leaf Sports & Entertainment (then owners of the Toronto Maple Leafs of the National Hockey League), things changed. As a group, the Dance Pak became skinnier, whiter, and blonder. Our outfits became tighter, smaller, shinier, and lower cut. Will Smith and Motown replaced Busta Rhymes and Biggie Smalls on the sound system. And when we moved to the newly built Air Canada Centre (now Scotiabank Arena) in 1999, it became even more apparent that we were performing for wealthy white season-ticket holders on the floor rather than the regular (often nonwhite) fans in the nosebleeds. In some respects this book has been more than two decades in the making—a way for me to make sense of what I became a part of in the late 1990s.

Now, as a scholar of African American history, I have turned my critical eye to our received wisdom about the supposedly apolitical nature of Black professional basketball players in the seventies. After writing Jack Johnson, Rebel Sojourner, a book about the first-ever Black world heavyweight champion—a man who challenged global white supremacy and Western imperialism in the early 1900s—I could not help but see these players as part of what sportswriter Howard Bryant calls “the Heritage,” the time-honored tradition of African American athletes amplifying the hopes and concerns of their people.22 Like Jack Johnson, they have also been misunderstood, overlooked for their political importance in the context of their time and for how their stories can inform our present struggles.

Although the men in this book won numerous battles, many of the issues they faced, both on and off the court, remain unresolved. I began this research just as star quarterback Colin Kaepernick was being blacklisted by the NFL for daring to take a knee during the national anthem, a peaceful gesture devised to protest police brutality and systemic anti-Blackness in the United States. Kaepernick’s demonstration came on the heels of an uptick in Black sporting activism that coalesced with the broader #BlackLivesMatter movement. In 2012 LeBron James and the Miami Heat took a pregame photo wearing hoodies in support of Trayvon Martin, the Black teenager gunned down by vigilante George Zimmerman in Florida. In 2014, after a New York City police officer choked African American Eric Garner to death, Black NBA and NFL players wore “I Can’t Breathe” on their warm-ups, demanding justice for Garner. In many respects, Black players’ hard-won battles for higher compensation and labor protections in the seventies opened up the space for this vibrant critique decades later. Although most of them were not out in their communities organizing protests against hyper-policing, endemic poverty, and other forms of structural racism, their battles against the white basketball establishment’s monopolistic control of the sport deserve recognition as a significant part of the enduring Black freedom struggle.

Contrary to how the NBA now markets itself and its history, the league was by no means an uncomplicated champion of African American advancement in this earlier moment. In an effort to discipline its majority-Black players, it frequently sought the support of white fans and the white-dominated sports media. It also worked in tandem with NCAA officials to control the flow of labor into the professional ranks. As in other aspects of US society, African American ballplayers had to fight for recognition and rights in the face of strong resistance. At the same time, they held an ambivalent position in Black America. They had both proximity and distance from their communities; they were role models yet not representative. They had a degree of power, but especially for those who were not stars, their grasp on economic and social mobility remained tenuous. They embodied the “double consciousness” of the Black male professional athlete in post–civil rights America.23 

Even though all of the major US professional leagues had desegregated by the 1970s, race still mattered. Black players’ growing dominance in professional basketball was hardly a racial panacea; it was a double-edged sword. As some of the most visible Black male professionals who had “made it” in white American society, they became icons of Black success for some and symbols of inherent Black inferiority for others. Although they challenged white authority and many became financially prosperous beyond their dreams, public debates about their “pathologies” often reinforced negative ideas about Black men and about Black culture and politics more broadly. With their relative fame, wealth, and clout, they became easy targets amid the economic hardships caused by seventies stagflation and deindustrialization, the violence of the “urban crisis,” the white backlash against the Black Power movement, the emergence of the “silent majority,” and the anti-Black politics of “law and order.” How team owners and league executives dealt with them, how the white media reported on them, and how white fans reacted to them sometimes reflected and often foreshadowed racialized policy debates outside of sport. Because they dared to push for the right to sell their talents on the free market and challenge the overwhelming whiteness of the basketball establishment, they were labeled as ungrateful, undisciplined, and even immoral. The idea of the “troublesome” Black basketball player came to define the decade.

That trouble, however, was ultimately “good trouble.” The 1970s were pivotal to the rise of the dazzling, star-laden NBA we know today, largely because of the efforts of African American players who challenged the status quo. They rejected the rigidity of the professional game, bringing with them masculine bravado, broken backboards, and Black joy personified. Black players also leveraged the existence of the NBA’s competing league, the American Basketball Association (ABA, 1967‒1976), and turned to legal strategies and union organizing in order to push for better salaries and benefits as well as more control over whom they played for and under what conditions. For African Americans in professional basketball, this was hardly a bleak decade: their growing prominence helped to usher in some of the first Black coaches, general managers, and even league executives. They took advantage of their increasing visibility in the media to express new forms of Black masculine identity and to weigh in on current affairs. In so doing, they demonstrated Black economic and cultural possibilities in the post–civil rights era.

Black Ball traces how these players, some household names, others more obscure, ultimately transformed professional basketball in this neglected yet crucial period. It moves from the antitrust lawsuits involving Connie Hawkins, Spencer Haywood, and Oscar Robertson and the NBPA, to the innovative playing style of Earl “the Pearl” Monroe and Julius “Dr. J” Erving, to the challenges facing outspoken and unapologetically Black players such as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Wali Jones, and finally to the emergence of African American front-office pioneers such as Wayne Embry and Simon Gourdine, who sought to change the NBA from within. These rapid developments bred racial resentments: white fans, league officials, and sportswriters blamed Black players’ supposed pathologies for the NBA’s declining fortunes, whether embodied by Kermit Washington’s infamous punch of Rudy Tomjanovich and the uptick in on-court violence or the overlapping “cocaine crisis” of the late 1970s involving the likes of Bernard King, Terry Furlow, and Eddie Johnson. Though sometimes disparaged and often disregarded, this earlier generation helped pave the way for the growth of the NBA as a global profit machine and cultural force. Without their skills, style, and savvy, there would be no Michael Jordan, Allen Iverson, LeBron James, or James Harden today.
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Battling Monopoly







Chapter 1

Exile

Connie Hawkins’s Long Journey to the NBA

There is a lot of disappointment… a lot of years wasted. Now I just want to prove what kind of player I am in the NBA and clear my name.

—Connie Hawkins, Life, 1969

In spring 1968, at the ripe age of twenty-six, the six-foot-eight African American power forward Cornelius “Connie” Hawkins took to the court for his first playoffs as a professional in the American Basketball Association (ABA). He had waited years to showcase his skills as a pro, but now he was the Pittsburgh Pipers’ breakout star and the fledgling league’s Most Valuable Player. After leading his team in a three-game rout of the Indiana Pacers, Hawkins, also known as “the Hawk,” prepared to play the Minnesota Muskies in the Eastern Division Finals. Although Pipers owner Gabe Rubin was counting on big playoff gates at the Civic Arena, located in the city’s Hill District, racial politics off the court intervened.

At 6:00 on the evening of April 4, civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. was shot on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. King was rushed to a nearby hospital but was pronounced dead about an hour later. That same night, as King’s life hung in the balance, the Pipers faced the Muskies at home, beating them 125‒117. It was a come-from-behind win, thanks in part to the Hawk’s 26 points.1

As news of King’s murder began to circulate, it sparked uprisings in more than a hundred cities across the United States, including Pittsburgh, where persistent racial inequality had created a tinderbox of Black grievances. Civil unrest—violence, vandalism, arson, and looting—erupted in the city’s impoverished African American neighborhoods, including the Hill District, Homewood, and the North Side (where Hawkins and his family lived). Over the next few days, around 3,650 National Guardsmen and 300 state troopers were deployed to restore order.

In the midst of this chaos, on April 6 the Pipers lost at home to the Muskies in front of a smattering of only the most intrepid spectators. By the time the unrest died down on April 11, one Pittsburgher was dead, 36 were injured, and around 1,000 were arrested. After winning the next two games in Minnesota, the Pipers returned home on April 14 for game 4, and Rubin hoped that ticket sales would rebound. Playing to the crowd, Hawkins “toyed around with some behind-the-back dribbles and one-handed pass-catching,” leading his team to a 114‒105 victory over the Muskies.2 The Pipers had clinched the Eastern Division title four games to one, but Rubin’s anticipated profits failed to materialize. In the aftermath of the uprising, white fans had stayed away from the Civic Arena, fearful for their safety.3 Although King’s tragic death had cast a pall over the series, it was not the first time that Hawkins found himself at the intersection of basketball and the Black freedom struggle.

Two years earlier, on November 3, 1966, Hawkins had little idea that his lawsuit against the NBA marked the beginning of a new chapter in professional basketball, one that would radically change the balance of power between team owners and players over the course of the next decade. His attorneys, David and Roslyn (Roz) Litman of Pittsburgh, had filed the $6 million treble-damage antitrust suit in the US District Court of Western Pennsylvania as a last resort. They had first met the quiet, lanky nineteen-year-old when he played for David’s brother’s team, the Pittsburgh Rens, in the short-lived American Basketball League (ABL). Since fall 1963, the Litmans’ successive letters to NBA commissioner Walter Kennedy and the individual NBA teams about their client’s eligibility to play starting in 1964 (the year his college class graduated) had fallen on deaf ears.4 First unjustly blacklisted by the NCAA and then by the NBA for his alleged ties to the 1961 college game-fixing scandal, Hawkins had bounced around professional basketball’s bush leagues in the 1960s. Despite his professed innocence, even the Eastern League, a haven for Black players overlooked by the NBA, wanted nothing to do with him, so he ended up playing a season in the ABL and then toured for four years with the Harlem Globetrotters.5

In May 1966, while Hawkins was in Europe with the Globetrotters, David Litman had stepped up the pressure with a face-to-face meeting with Commissioner Kennedy. It had gone badly. Kennedy made it clear that the league had no interest in investigating the veracity of the allegations against Hawkins. The next week, the Litmans received a letter from Kennedy. In it, the commissioner claimed that his hands were tied. Franchises made their own draft choices, and he had nothing to do with their lack of interest in the Hawk.6 Without any due process for Hawkins, the league had effectively shut out one of professional basketball’s top prospects of the decade. Known from his masterful summer-league play in New York City, Hawkins was touted as “a mixture of Bill Russell, Oscar Robertson and Elgin Baylor.”7

The Litmans decided that the time had come for their law firm to formally take on Hawkins as a client. The couple had long been involved in local civil rights and civil liberties cases as active members of the Pittsburgh branch of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Their partner Howard Specter joined Roz and David in building the case. Although the Litmans believed that Hawkins’s antitrust suit stood on solid legal ground, at the time there was little precedent to suggest that their strategy would succeed.8 The suit alleged that the NBA had conspired “to bar him from player membership” in the league.9 They hoped that suing the league and its teams for engaging in a group boycott of Hawkins as a restraint of trade and violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act would compensate him for his years of lost earnings and also open the door to a career in the NBA.

Hawkins did too. He was unemployed and out of money. Just a few months earlier, he had left the Globetrotters after impresario Abe Saperstein refused to put an escape clause in his contract that would allow him to leave on his own terms. Despite his years of playing, Hawkins and his extended family still lived in “a small, rundown three-story frame house” in the middle of the Black North Side neighborhood. With no income and emptied of savings, Hawkins had to borrow money to feed his family. What else could he do? He had no college degree. He had no training in anything other than basketball. Yet the NBA, the only real game in town, refused to give him a chance to play. “Connie has been hurt irreparably by the NBA’s blindness,” David Litman complained. “He’s never had an endorsement, he’s earning a fraction of what he’s worth and, with no widespread reputation, what kind of job opportunities do you think a person like him will have when he can’t play anymore?”10 Operating as a monopoly, the NBA was depriving Hawkins of his right to earn a living commensurate with his talent in his chosen profession. With the help of the Litmans, Hawkins readied himself for the fight of his life.

As the details of Hawkins’s case came to light, in large part thanks to the dogged reporting of journalist and biographer David Wolf, they exposed the myriad forms of manipulation and exploitation faced by young African American ballplayers, both on and off the court. His treatment by the white basketball establishment—the powers that be who controlled the NCAA and NBA—mirrored his treatment in the criminal-justice system. In the summer of 1960 the eighteen-year-old Hawkins had been playing on the courts in Manhattan Beach, Brooklyn, “when a tall man with dark, receding hair walked over and extended a hand that was almost as large as Connie’s.” Little did Hawkins realize that it was Jack Molinas, a former NBA player whom the league had effectively banned for life in 1954 for betting on games. Now a lawyer in New York City, the gregarious six-foot-six man “was the mastermind of a nationwide gambling ring that was in the process of paying 36 college players $70,000 to fix 43 games.” Molinas used the city’s playgrounds to meet vulnerable young players, particularly poor Black youths, for his game-fixing operation. But Hawkins knew nothing of Molinas’s shady dealings, past or present. To Hawkins, he was an older white fan who loved basketball and happened to pick up the tab at restaurants after tournament games. “I just thought Jack was a nice guy,” Hawkins later told Wolf. “He’d buy us food, drive us home from the beach or lend us his car. One time he told me he knew how hard it was for poor kids their first year at school and if I needed help or money, just let him know. He said he liked me.”11

Later that summer, Molinas had invited Hawkins and friend Roger Brown (another top African American college prospect from Brooklyn) to his law office. He gave them $10 each for transportation and dinner and introduced them to his client “Joey.” It all seemed harmless. Molinas and Brown left the room while Hawkins chatted with “Joey” about hoops. Hawkins thought nothing of the conversation. “Joe started talking about basketball: who was better Wilt or Russell? Then he asked did I know any good college players,” Hawkins recalled. No stranger to playground ball in New York City, Hawkins knew many college athletes. At the time, it was not uncommon for pros, collegians, and high schoolers to play each other in three-on-three games in the off-season. “I told him Wilky Gilmore of Colorado, Vinnie Brewer of Iowa State and some others.” Then “Joey” asked if Hawkins could introduce him to them, and Hawkins said, “Sure.” Hawkins thought “Joey” was just another rabid New York basketball fan—another white guy attempting to live vicariously through the athletic prowess of young Black ballplayers. However, “Joey” was Joe Hacken, “a Molinas lieutenant with nine bookmaking convictions.”12

Given the aggressive and corrupt college recruitment tactics that Hawkins experienced, his interactions with Molinas and Hacken would have seemed innocent, if not benign. By the time he met them, he was primed to expect that receiving cash and favors from white men was a normal part of being a talented Black basketball prospect. Hawkins had played for the Bedford-Stuyvesant powerhouse Boys High School with the goal of getting a scholarship to play NCAA ball. Even as a teenager, his talent was undeniable. “I can recall seeing Connie while still in high school play against a team of pros that included Wilt Chamberlain, and Connie held his own,” Harlem native and former Indiana Pacers point guard Jerry Harkness noted. “He was already as good as the pros when he was 16.”13 Heavily recruited by hundreds of colleges, Hawkins had scouts regularly slipping him cash and coaches promising him free clothes, plane tickets, and even a salary. Local promoters also slid him cash when he played in amateur tournaments. Hawkins had no qualms about taking the money. Everybody else was doing it, and he needed it. His father had left the family when he was just ten years old, leaving his mother to raise six children on her own. By his senior year at Boys High in 1960, Hawkins was six-foot-seven and recognized as one of the finest ballplayers to ever come out of the Big Apple.14

Even though he was weak academically, Hawkins went on to play college ball for the University of Iowa Hawkeyes. His time at Iowa involved more of the same white paternalism. Because of his poor scholastic record, he was not eligible for an athletic scholarship. Instead, Iowa admitted him on probation and arranged for him to pay his own way. An Iowa alumnus got him a job at a local filling station. Whether or not Hawkins actually had to show up to be paid is unclear, but this “job” provided for his tuition, books, room and board, and spending money. For its part, Iowa’s Athletic Department set him up with tutors and hoped for the best.15 Because freshmen were ineligible to play NCAA ball (the rule remained in place for basketball and football until 1972), the Hawk had a year to get his academics in order.

Hawkins returned to New York City for Christmas vacation in 1960. Excited to be back home and eager to show his old friends how well he was doing as an NCAA player, he blew through $200. Now he had no money to cover his dormitory fees for the upcoming semester. Desperate for cash, he remembered what Molinas had said to him back in the summer. He called Molinas and asked for a $200 loan. Molinas brought the money to Hawkins’s home the day before he went back to school. Shortly thereafter, Fred Hawkins, Connie’s older brother, repaid the loan on his behalf.16

Meanwhile, the New York County District Attorney’s office was closing in on Molinas’s gambling operation. In spring 1961, former collegiate player and schoolteacher David Budin admitted to arranging several fixed games as part of Molinas’s nationwide network. During his interrogation, perhaps hoping to take some of the heat off of himself, Budin implicated several NCAA players, including Hawkins and Brown. Although he gave no specifics about their alleged involvement, Budin reputedly said that Molinas had them “in the bag.”17

Hawkins became the DA’s next target. On April 27, 1961, Coach Sharm Scheuerman summoned the Hawk to Iowa’s fieldhouse. Detective Anthony Bernhard was there to question him about Molinas and the man he knew only as “Joey.” Hawkins seemed confused. He didn’t even appear to know what a “point spread” was. Still, Bernhard ordered the young player to come to New York to help with the investigation of Molinas’s gambling network. Bernhard promised Scheuerman that Hawkins would be back at school in three days. Three days turned into two weeks, throwing Hawkins’s life into chaos. Back in New York City, Hawkins was put under protective custody and forced to stay at the Prince George Hotel on East 28th Street with other NCAA players who were also part of the investigation. He was not allowed to call his mother, nor was he informed of his rights or offered legal counsel. Because he thought he would be in New York only for the weekend, he didn’t even have a change of clothes. Detectives questioned the teenager extensively. Despite being interrogated at least twenty times over a six-day period, Hawkins told a consistent story—one that did not implicate him in the scandal.18

Hawkins’s harrowing experience was not unlike those of other young Black men caught up in New York’s criminal-justice system in the early 1960s. Although President Richard Nixon’s federal War on Crime was still a few years away, by 1964 New York state anticrime laws, including the “stop-and-frisk” and “no-knock” bills, had codified the already disproportionate policing of African American neighborhoods. Hawkins’s ability to play ball offered no protection from harsh treatment. He and other Black youths bore the brunt of a system that increasingly “denied their innocence and presumed their criminality.”19

Finding himself increasingly isolated, exhausted, confused, and afraid, he decided to change his story. “They kept saying I’d go to jail if I lied,” Hawkins recounted. “Then they’d say they thought I was lying. So I thought I’d go to jail if I didn’t tell a different story. And I knew what they wanted me to say. They were always saying ‘Didn’t you get offered $500 for introducing players?’ I just decided I’d never get out if I kept telling the truth.”20 In subsequent interrogations over the next eight days and in front of a New York County grand jury on May 10, Hawkins falsely confessed to connecting gamblers with college players. Thanks to Hawkins’s testimony, Hacken was indicted. The DA’s office had hoped Hacken would then flip on Molinas, but Hacken pled guilty and kept his lips sealed.

New York district attorney Frank Hogan told the press that Hawkins was an “intermediary” in Molinas’s gambling ring, having “introduced Hacken to a number of college players.” Although Hawkins was never charged with anything, the Black freshman’s face was splashed all over the newspapers.21 The African American Philadelphia Tribune was saddened to hear that Hawkins and Brown “were involved on the fringes of this dirty, rotten, stinking business.” The Tribune lamented, “Gamblers have a way of getting to young, unsuspecting and susceptible athletes.”22 Crooks like Molinas trolled the
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Praise for Black Ball

“Long before the NBA became an international brand, and before Larry Bird, Magic Johnson, and Michael Jordan made it a national obsession, a generation of Black ball players helped transition the sport from a cultural wasteland to must-see spectacle. In Black Ball, Theresa Runstedtler brilliantly tells the story of men famous and not-so-famous, who through sheer innovation and an articulation of self-worth, transformed how the game would be played, how it would be watched, and ultimately how it would be valued.”

—Mark Anthony Neal, author of Black Ephemera: The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive

“Theresa Runstedtler’s Black Ball is great: deeply researched and foundational, a necessary reminder that the dunks and three-pointers, behind-the-back passes, and mid-air poetry everybody loves are the byproduct of an often-unwelcome player movement. The NBA is cool. The story of the Black players who transformed the game into what it is today is even cooler.”

—Howard Bryant, author of The Heritage: Black Athletes, a Divided America, and the Politics of Patriotism

“In the 1970s Black basketball players quite literally changed the game. But as Runstedtler shows in this superb book, not in the way we think. Black players had to fight on the court and in court—before judges and in the court of public opinion—to secure rights, dignity, fair treatment, and equitable pay. In the face of racist backlash, economic crisis, and corporate owners who treated players as chattel, these men brought energy, style, a new consciousness, and an imperative for justice. Compelling and beautifully written, Black Ball is further proof why Runstedtler is one of sport’s most perceptive and incisive historians.” 

—Robin D. G. Kelley, author of Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original

“In her brilliant book Black Ball, Runstedtler reminds us there was nothing inevitable about the NBA’s rise as ‘a global profit machine’ built around Black stars. She uncovers an overlooked but important history of how the league’s Black players challenged a white monopoly that controlled the sport. In a fascinating and sobering read, Runstedtler reconstructs a pivotal decade—the 1970s—a time when Black players, full of frustration and determination, redefined the NBA’s place in American culture. A must-read for anyone interested in basketball.”

—Johnny Smith, author of The Sons of Westwood: John Wooden, UCLA, and the Dynasty That Changed College Basketball 

“It was almost a Dickensian world. For many white traditionalists, professional basketball in the 1970s was the worst of times. Instead of earthbound, paint-by-number offensives, the game became a free-form, be-bop ballet played above the rim. Connie Hawkins, Spencer Haywood, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and other Black players took over the game and made it their own, thrilling a new generation of spectators. And following the lead of Oscar Robinson, they demanded more rights, greater diversity in coaching, and increased pay. Runstedtler brilliantly chronicles the decade that forever changed the game.” 

—Randy Roberts, coauthor of Blood Brothers: The Fatal Friendship Between Muhammad Ali and Malcolm X

“With Black Ball, Runstedtler isn’t so much rewriting history as reclaiming it. The 1970s were an utterly transformative incubation period for the development of the game we see today. It also was the first time the players had a taste of actual labor power. While the NBA portrays this period as a time that almost wrecked the league, Runstedtler gives us a far more nuanced and honest reading. This is a necessary—and antiracist—correction and should inspire more of us to re-examine the 1970s—a period of pain, but also progress.”

—Dave Zirin, sports editor, The Nation

“A half century before African American athletes became the vanguard of sport’s century awakening, a generation of players in the NBA picked up the torch lit by their predecessors during the 1960s. Runstedtler adeptly captures the complex sporting landscape of those times and the backlash these players endured. With panache and perspective, she explores a profoundly compelling story of unfairly reviled players who changed how the game was played and the power relations shaping it. Though often overlooked, this generation laid the foundation for basketball’s increasing cultural cachet, its rise as a global game, and its renewed commitment to social justice.” 

—Rob Ruck, professor of sport history, University of Pittsburgh, and author of Tropic of Football: The Long and Perilous Journey of Samoans to the NFL

“A wise, engaging, and frankly overdue survey of a crucial moment in sports history.… Black Ball is a timely read at a moment when professional athletes are more outspoken than ever on social issues, and when it’s clear that sports and society are inextricably linked.”

—Los Angeles Times

“An authoritative history of the personalities and politics of post–civil rights professional basketball.”

—Los Angeles Review of Books

“Black Ball pays respect to several key NBA players—Connie Hawkins, Spencer Haywood, Oscar Robertson, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar among them—who, in the supposedly apolitical 1970s, laid the essential economic and political groundwork upon which the modern, hugely successful NBA was built.… This low-key but important title fills some glaring gaps in the history of American sports, economics, race relations, and politics.”

—Booklist (starred review)

“The 1970s proved to be an era of impactful professional basketball that gave rise to the modern day NBA.… Utilizing meticulous research, Runstedtler describes key events that occurred then, such as the antitrust lawsuits of Connie Hawkins, Spencer Haywood, Oscar Robertson, and the players association; the introduction of the dazzling new style of Earl ‘The Pearl’ Monroe; and the advocacy for players by Black pioneers, such as Wayne Embry and Simon Gourdine, who challenged the NBA from within the front office.… This is an intriguing and insightful look at pro-basketball’s critical historical moments and players during the 1970s. It is highly recommended for all collections and should be considered a top purchase.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Engrossing account of professional basketball’s decades of transformation, focused on complex labor and racial politics and the roles of many compelling figures.… A strong, engaging look at a poignant, neglected aspect of pro sports.”

—Kirkus

“Runstedtler presents an alternate look at the NBA in the 1970s by highlighting the influx of Black talent that changed how professional basketball was played, challenged ownership, and otherwise paved the way for the modern league’s success.”

—Sports Business Journal

“A needed examination of the contributions of Black players to the NBA, with a focus on the stars of the game in the 1970s and how they ushered in change to the NBA in the face of racism and prejudice.”

—Men’s Health

“A must-read for today’s NBA fans.”

—Minnesota Spokesman Recorder
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