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			CHAPTER ONE

			One Man Stood Alone

			July 15, 1936

			

			New York City

			It was another scorching-hot day in New York, but that didn’t stop thousands of people from crowding the docks along the Hudson River.

			The scene looked and sounded like the Fourth of July. Bands played patriotic tunes as men, women, and children on both sides of the Hudson cheered and waved small American flags. Even the SS Manhattan was dressed for the occasion, with its red hull, white superstructure, and red, white, and blue funnels. Planes circled overhead, and, out on the water, boats sounded their horns and shot streams of water high into the air in celebration.

			As far away as Kansas and California, families gathered around their radios, listening to announcers describe the festivities. At twelve noon, more than four hundred American athletes, coaches, officials, family members, and journalists would set sail on a nine-day journey to Germany for the greatest spectacle in the world, the eleventh Olympic Games.

			
				
					[image: To the tune of blaring bands, tooting whistles of river craft and cheers of assorted thousands of well-wishers, the American Olympic squad sails on the S. S. Manhattan (shown leaving Pier 60) for Europe and the Olympic games at Berlin. Some 334 athletes are aboard! (New York Daily News)]
				

				
					With members of the U.S. Olympic team aboard, the New York City skyline in the distance and thousands of fans cheering from the shore, the SS Manhattan sets off for Germany on July 15, 1936. (New York Daily News)

				
			
			But first, there was much to behold at Pier 60.

			An African American man gave out homemade good-luck charms to the athletes as they boarded the ship, but he didn’t even bother to hand one to the great black track star from Ohio State, Jesse Owens, telling onlookers that Owens wouldn’t need any luck in Berlin.

			Up on deck, a group of female athletes—there were a record number of them on this U.S. Olympic team—gathered in two rows for a photo. One woman called out, “We’re going to bring home the bacon, aren’t we, girls?!” and her teammates let out a big cheer.

			And who was that sprinting up the gangplank onto the boat? It was Willard Schmidt, all six foot nine of him, a skinny Nebraska farm boy who was the last man added to the U.S. Olympic basketball team. He hurried on board so nobody could stop him. Just being on this ship and on this team felt like such an improbable dream he was afraid somebody would pinch him and it would all be over.

			Next came Schmidt’s USA Basketball teammates, including five more players from the Globe Refiners, his amateur team in McPherson, Kansas; seven from the Universals of Los Angeles; and one college player from the University of Washington. The Olympic team had been assembled by merging the two best amateur teams in the country (along with the one college player) after a qualifying tournament in New York where the Universals came in first and the Refiners second. The men who followed Schmidt onto the ship included Frank “Frankenstein” Lubin, a hulking six-foot-seven center; assistant coach Gene Johnson, stylishly dressed and talkative as usual; and his soft-spoken brother, Francis, a star of the team. Along, too, came Sam Balter from LA, and his buddies, Art Mollner, Carl Shy, and Carl Knowles. Lumbering aboard came big “College Joe” Fortenberry, the gentle giant from Happy, Texas. Tex Gibbons boarded the ship with one arm in a sling, while center Ralph Bishop from Washington, the only college player on the team, chatted with nine fellow UW Huskies, young men who would compete in a highly anticipated rowing event in Berlin. Rounding out the group were head coach Jimmy Needles, in desperate need of coffee (he drank twenty-five cups a day), along with Jack Ragland, Duane Swanson, Donald Piper, and Bill Wheatley.

			The names of these men have been forgotten, but they were an important and historic group: 1936 marked basketball’s debut as an official Olympic sport, and this was the first-ever United States Olympic basketball team. Decades later, the U.S. Olympic basketball team would be dubbed the Dream Team, and a new collection of superstars would command the world’s attention at the Summer Olympics every four years. But for Oscar Robertson and Jerry West to win Olympic gold in 1960, for Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, and Larry Bird to win in 1992, or for Kobe Bryant, LeBron James, and Kevin Durant to taste gold more recently, there had to be this bunch of no-names walking up the plank at Pier 60 in 1936.

			As the SS Manhattan pushed back just past noon, fans tossed their caps into the air; some even threw them in the river. Bill Wheatley looked out at thousands of cheering New Yorkers and considered how far he’d come as a basketball player. He’d been cut from his college team. The coach told him he was no good. Now he was sailing to Europe to play the game he loved on the world’s largest stage.

			The ship pushed farther away, and the scene at the pier began to thin out, people clutching their flags and heading back home and to work.

			But pacing along the shore was a man who seemed out of place, different from the thousands who surrounded him. He walked silently, carrying a sign. It was an odd sign; the letters weren’t all that neatly written. And its message was startling. BOYCOTT NAZI GERMANY, LAND OF DARKNESS. BOYCOTT HITLER. KEEP AMERICA FREE. FIGHT FOR RACE TOLERANCE, DEMOCRACY AND PEACE. I SPENT 10 MONTHS IN A NAZI JAIL FOR DEFENDING THESE PRINCIPLES.

			Boycott? It was too late now. The SS Manhattan had left Pier 60 and was on its way toward the Statue of Liberty and the Atlantic Ocean.

			The people listening at home had turned off their radios. In seventeen days, the Olympics would begin with elaborate opening ceremonies broadcast from Berlin. The solitary protest of the courageous man with the sign, Richard Roiderer, would be long forgotten by then.

			But maybe people should have paid closer attention. The man who stood alone understood there was more to this Olympics than met the eye. In Adolf Hitler’s Berlin, all was not as it seemed.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			A Sinister Façade

			As the Americans on board the SS Manhattan watched the New York City skyline fade into the distance, four thousand miles ahead of them the finishing touches were applied to a city receiving an extreme makeover.

			Berlin had never looked better than it did in July 1936. It was as if the seven-hundred-year-old German capital had transformed into the world’s largest movie set, a bright and shiny, picture-perfect fantasyland where every blade of grass was manicured, every smile permanently affixed and gleaming. A New York Times reporter called the massive undertaking a “civic clean-up unequaled in history.”
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					The streets of Berlin were clean and colorful in the summer of 1936. Visitors from around the world were impressed by the flowers, flags, and helpful guides. But the pretty scenes were all for show, obscuring an ugly truth about Hitler’s Germany. Just up the road at Sachsenhausen, the Nazis were torturing political prisoners. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration)

				
			
			There were big projects impossible to miss: dirt and grime washed away from centuries-old buildings, a subway line extending to the new 110,000-seat Olympic Stadium, fifty-foot banners lining downtown streets like a multicolored bamboo forest, geraniums and fuchsias hanging from every windowsill along the main thoroughfares, and waltzes blaring from new outdoor speakers.

			There were smaller touches, too. One American journalist noticed the carpet at his favorite neighborhood café had been replaced, as had the upholstery on the chairs. Vacant shops were suddenly alive with temporary new tenants. The air was filled with the smell of fresh paint.

			The makeover applied to people, too. Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, a small, clubfooted thirty-eight-year-old with slicked-back hair and enormous influence, issued a command to Berlin’s citizens through Der Angriff, the Nazi newspaper he had founded. “We must be more charming than the Parisians, easier-going than the Viennese, livelier than the Romans, more cosmopolitan than Londoners, and more practical than New Yorkers.”

			Police officers exchanged their imposing military-style uniforms for a gentler look, complete with delicate white gloves. Maids, waiters, and waitresses at posh hotels like the Adler, Excelsior, and Eden learned handy English phrases so they could cheerfully communicate with guests. Tour guides on street corners wore miniature flags on their jacket lapels to indicate which languages they spoke. Even train conductors were hospitable. Can I open your window to make you more comfortable, ma’am?

			But like a temporary movie set, this was all just a façade; it was for show, and it would disappear as soon as the Olympic guests went home. There was something sinister afoot. The flowers, the flags, the smiling faces—they weren’t there to reveal the city’s best self. They were meant to distract from terrible things happening behind the scenes.

			Germany was now three years into the rule of dictator Adolf Hitler. His Nazi party had come to power in 1933 in the throes of the devastating global economic crisis known as the Great Depression, appealing to many Germans with calculated messages related to jobs, food, hatred of Jewish people, and rabid nationalism, which is not to be confused with patriotism. While patriotism can be defined as a healthy love for one’s country, nationalists draw harsh distinctions between “us and them,” implying the superiority of one group of people over all others. Truth and morality are cast aside in such a society; all that matters is advancing the cause of the favored group.
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					Adolf Hitler is one of the most evil figures in the history of the world. His fascist, nationalist, and anti-Semitic regime ruled Germany from 1933–1945. In a state built on propaganda, the truth was the first casualty. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, Unknown Provenance)

				
			
			A vicious anti-Semitism, an illogical hatred of Jewish people that dated back centuries, was at the heart of Nazi doctrine. Though Jewish people made up less than one percent of the German population, the Nazis blamed Jewish people as the source of all the country’s—and the world’s—problems. In the autobiography he published before gaining power, Mein Kampf, Hitler called for the complete removal of Jewish people from Germany, and he was well on the way, already by 1936 having stripped Jewish people of political, economic, and legal rights—even of German citizenship. This was a classic fascist state—an oppressive, authoritarian government where political opposition of any kind was forbidden and individual liberty was an evil. People either served the interest of the Nazi state or were deemed disposable. Germans were told what to think and how to behave, and any deviations were subject to severe punishment.

			On the eve of the 1936 Olympics, the Nazis weren’t yet herding Jewish people into concentration camps in large numbers. The camps operated more like political prisons, meant to intimidate and silence opponents of Hitler’s evil regime, no matter their religion. It was no coincidence the number of inmates in these prisons was rising as the world turned its attention to Germany for the Olympics. If the people who dared to speak out against Hitler were locked away, who could hear their protests?

			Which is why for those who knew better, it was easy to see through the smoke screen of Berlin’s happy transformation in the summer of 1936; they recognized it as just another manifestation of the Nazis’ total control of German society. The jazz musicians the Nazis considered degenerate were again allowed in the cafés, and the same books Nazis had tossed into bonfires three years earlier were now restocked on the shelves of Berlin’s bookstores, but none of this represented any change in the Nazis’ philosophy and none of it would last beyond August. It was a coordinated effort—directed from the highest levels of government and carried out by the most ordinary citizens—meant to fool international Olympic visitors into believing the negative reports they’d heard about Hitler’s Germany might not be accurate. For the Nazis, creating confusion about the truth was a victory.
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					The Nazis were anti-intellectual cowards who opposed freedom of thought, freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and freedom of religion, to name a few. On May 10, 1933, they staged book burnings of texts they deemed threatening to their bigoted worldview. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of National Archives)

				
			
			In a culture like this, one had to wonder if even the smiles were genuine. The Nazis declared a national “week of laughter” in mid-July, stating that “the coming eight days will be days of jollity and cheerfulness . . . None should miss this chance.” In other words: be happy, or else!

			Smiles in the daytime, tears in the darkness. In the middle of the night of July 16, police rousted Berlin’s Romani citizens (sometimes derogatorily referred to as gypsies) from their sleep, herding six hundred men, women, and children off to a camp next to a sewage dump fifteen miles from the Olympic Stadium and out of sight of international visitors. For these families, this night of uncertainty and fear just ahead of the Olympics was the first step on a road of terror that would lead to their deaths in concentration camps. More than 1,400 homeless people were picked up off the streets, too, not to be fed or clothed, but to be imprisoned.

			About twenty miles northwest of Berlin, near the town of Oranienburg, on the same day the U.S. Olympic team marched aboard the SS Manhattan, brutal Nazi guards forced political prisoners to clear a pine forest and begin constructing a new concentration camp known as Sachsenhausen. These prisoners weren’t criminals as we understand the word in a free society. They hadn’t hurt anyone or stolen anything. Rather, they were ordinary people who disagreed with the Nazis and were torn from their homes and families simply for their beliefs. They found themselves living a nightmare, kicked, whipped, tortured, beaten, and starved, one daily humiliation after another. The camp’s medic was so twisted he became known as Dr. Gruesome.
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					A prisoner at the Sachsenhausen concentration camp chops wood under forced labor conditions. While the Nazis would eventually use the concentration camp system to murder millions of Jewish people, initially they operated more as political prisons, locking away opponents of the Hitler regime under inhumane conditions. (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of National Archives)

				
			
			By the end of 1936, more than 1,600 inmates suffered under these conditions at Sachsenhausen, and thousands more were on the way. As the world’s attention turned toward Germany for the Olympics, Nazi brutality escalated rather than subsided. Total concentration camp populations doubled from 3,800 in the summer of 1935 to 7,746 by the end of 1937. By 1938, it wasn’t primarily political opponents who filled the camps, but Jewish people. And by the time Allied forces defeated the Nazis in World War II in 1945, Hitler’s twelve-year reign of anti-Semitic violence had resulted in the murder of more than six million Jewish men, women, and children.

			In the summer of 1936, when citizens of the world were mesmerized by an Olympic fantasy—the elaborate, colorful, and deceptive stage the Nazis built in Berlin—they would have been better served investigating the reality—dismal, dark, and violent—just up the road in Sachsenhausen. “The concentration camps,” wrote one historian, “embodied the spirit of Nazism like no other institution.”

			Not everyone was fooled by the Nazis’ big lie. In St. Louis, Missouri, Rabbi Ferdinand Isserman understood exactly what was happening. He warned his congregation not to be conned by the images coming out of Berlin, especially the reports of a beautiful, modern city and its citizens acting as one. Hitler’s brand of harmony, he said, was nothing for Americans to admire.

			“It is the unity enforced by cannon and not by conviction,” he warned, “by fear and not by faith, by terror and not by truth.”

			Aboard the SS Manhattan, the U.S. basketball team was headed to one of the most barbaric places on the planet.

			But the basketball players did not give this much thought. Instead, they were excited about sailing to Europe and the chance to win a gold medal, and they knew one very important figure would be there to see them play. It wasn’t Adolf Hitler, but a man who had dedicated his life to the principles of sportsmanship and fair play. The first Olympic basketball tournament would be the crowning achievement in the remarkable and quirky life of this seventy-four-year-old college professor, an orphaned former lumberjack from Almonte, Ontario.

			He was the inventor of basketball, and his name was James Naismith.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Inventing a Game

			December 20, 1891

			

			Springfield, Massachusetts

			Outside his bedroom window, snow fell silently in the night, another New England blizzard blanketing the landscape in white. Inside, by lamplight, James Naismith sat alone at his desk, forty-five years before the Berlin Olympics and just moments away from making history. Of course, Naismith didn’t know that yet. Instead, he was frustrated. He hadn’t solved the problem he’d worked on for two weeks, and time was running out. Either he figured it out before he fell asleep or he didn’t; he’d be a success or a failure in the morning, and every passing second reminded him of this.

			Naismith was thirty years old, a strong and sincere man—a devout one, too, intent on bringing young men closer to God through the ministry of athletics.

			As a student in a new “Psychology of Play” course at the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, where he studied and taught, Naismith had accepted a challenge from the director of the school’s physical education program, Luther Gulick, to develop a new game, something to keep restless students occupied inside the gymnasium during the winter months. Two instructors had tried and failed at this assignment, run off by an unruly, hostile bunch of students who hated gymnastics, calisthenics, and marching in circles. Naismith made an offhand comment to Gulick that he could come up with a new game, and Gulick surprised him by replying, “Okay, fine, do it.”
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					James Naismith arrived at the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, intent on using the power of sports to bring young men closer to God. He accepted a challenge to create a game that would keep students busy during the cold winter months—we call his invention basketball. (Springfield College Archives & Special Collections)

				
			
			At first, Naismith tried to bring outdoor games inside. But football and lacrosse weren’t well suited to the tiny gymnasium in the Armory Building. Too many injuries, too much broken equipment. Indoor soccer created the same problems. He tried safer diversions, kids’ games like tag and leapfrog. But the students in this class were all in their twenties and thirties, older men on the way to managing YMCAs around the world. This wasn’t elementary school recess.

			Naismith regrouped. He knew he wanted a game that required an all-around athlete, one that was easy to learn but difficult to master, a team game, possible to play in any gymnasium. He wanted to eliminate rough play; a key breakthrough was the idea that a player could not run with the ball but must pass it to advance down the court (in the earliest days of basketball, there was no dribbling). He wanted a game that used a large, light ball, and not much other equipment. Slowly the contours of a new game began to form in his mind. The last problem to solve, the one that kept him up late, concerned how the players would score. Specifically, how the goal should be situated. And then, on this cold December night, his mind flashed back to his boyhood days in rural Ontario, Canada, to the blacksmith’s shop in Bennie’s Corners where he and his buddies congregated, watching the blacksmith at work while they played in the yard nearby. The boys called one of their favorite games Duck on a Rock. The object was to knock a stone off a much larger boulder. Kids would throw rocks at the stone sitting on the boulder, and if they failed, they’d have to scoop up their rock and return to base before they were tagged by the player designated as the guard. Over time, Naismith and his friends learned that a high-arching toss of their stone worked better than more of a straight baseball-style throw.

			That was it! Naismith’s new game required a toss with a high arc. The goal would be located high off the ground, parallel to the floor.

			James Naismith put down his pencil and went to bed content on December 20, 1891. That night he became the first human being ever to play this new game, if only in his dreams.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Do Good and Be Pure

			James Naismith was the right person in the right place at the right time. If it hadn’t been for the tragedies, accidents, hard work, good fortune, and unconventional decisions that led him to Springfield, there would be no game of basketball today. It’s not as if the sport existed in the earth’s crust, just waiting for someone to discover it. Instead, it sprang from the mind of a man whose life experiences all came together to create a new idea. Here’s how it happened.

			From age nine, Naismith grew up without his parents. It was his mother, Margaret, he missed most, a heavy sorrow he felt each day. When the pain overwhelmed him, he would run across the fields of his maternal grandmother’s farm, slip into the barn, and climb into a grain bin where his mom had played as a child. This is where he felt closest to her. He would sit in the bin and sob, and when the tears dried, he would speak, telling his mother about everything happening in his life. He knew she could hear him.

			James remembered the last time he saw his mother, days before his ninth birthday in the late fall of 1870. She stood in the doorway, waving goodbye to her three children, Annie, James, and little Robbie, after shooing them out the door toward her brother William’s horse-drawn sleigh. James’s father was sick with typhoid fever, a deadly disease ravaging the town. Concerned for his niece and nephews, William told Margaret he was coming to pick up the kids while Margaret cared for her ailing husband. But John Naismith died, and then Margaret succumbed to the disease on November 6, the same day James turned nine and Annie turned twelve. Birthdays always remained a bittersweet occasion for James Naismith.

			With his parents gone, Naismith and his siblings moved in with their grandmother. But she died two years later, and the kids were left in the hands of their uncle Peter, a bachelor and lumberjack in his midtwenties. Annie ran the home, which meant cooking, cleaning, and sewing. James walked three miles to school each morning, and when he wasn’t studying, he was in the fields and forests, chopping down trees, sawing logs, and driving teams of horses. At age fifteen, he dropped out of school and went to work full time, drawn to the physical exertion, the outdoor life, and the paydays. There was no coddling from Uncle Peter or the lumberjacks. And if he tried to fit in with the older guys, that meant more than just wearing heavy boots. It meant foul language and drinking. Both in large quantities. One day, James was downing whiskey at a local tavern when a man asked him if he was the son of Margaret Young. Yes, he said, drink in hand. “She’d turn over in her grave to see ye,” the stranger replied.

			The encounter was life-changing for young Naismith. He left the bar and walked home, heading straight for the grain bin, where he made a promise to his mother: she’d never be ashamed of him again.

			At age twenty, he returned to high school, earning his diploma in just two years. Then it was on to McGill University in Montreal, where Uncle Peter paid James’s tuition in exchange for summer work on the farm. At first, James was so intent on focusing on his academics that he refused to become involved in extracurricular activities. But then two classmates showed up at his dorm room and urged him to join them in the gymnasium.

			McGill was one of the first universities in North America to offer a physical education program, and the allure of athletics was too strong for Naismith to resist. He didn’t just show up at the gym, he excelled in everything he tried—football, lacrosse, soccer, wrestling, and rugby—earning awards for his athletic achievements. When he graduated in 1887 and enrolled at nearby Presbyterian College to earn his master’s in divinity, Naismith remained a fixture on the McGill campus, even running the gymnasium when the director died. As a student at Presbyterian, Naismith occasionally preached on Sundays. One morning he stood at the pulpit and delivered a sermon with two black eyes earned in a rough-and-tumble football game. Naismith was living a bold and unconventional life. Many in the church considered athletics to be the devil’s work, pulling young men away from more worthwhile pursuits
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