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		EVERLASTING

		July 26, 1976

		Montreal Forum, Quebec, Canada

		Summer Olympics

		The locker room shook with music, women singing along with the Natalie Cole tape blasting from the small speakers in the corner.

		
			THIS will be . . . an everlasting love

			THIS will be . . . the one I’ve waited for

		

		Someone turned off the tape player, and the room grew quieter. The only thing breaking the silence was the muffled murmur of thousands of spectators from around the world who had traveled to Canada for the eighteenth Olympic Games.

		American basketball coach Billie Moore stood before her players in the bowels of the famed Montreal Forum, just minutes before her team was to play Czechoslovakia in a game to determine the winner of the silver medal. The women in front of her would go on to become some of the most legendary names in the history of the sport, but at this moment they were still largely unknown.[1] For people who paid attention to women’s basketball, it was a surprise this team had even made it to Montreal, let alone that it was in position to earn medals in the first women’s Olympic basketball tournament ever played. The United States had placed a dismal eighth at the World Championships in Colombia a year earlier, only qualifying for the Olympics in a last-minute tournament for also-rans just two weeks before the opening ceremony. Heading into the Olympics, one sportswriter declared that the only positive thing anyone could say about US women’s basketball in the past was that it wasn’t the most inept program in the world. “Maybe the second or third worst,” he wrote, “but not the worst.”

		A basketball coach must choose her words carefully in a pregame speech—just enough motivation, not too much pressure. As she scanned the room, locking eyes with the veteran co-captain from rural Tennessee, the brash young redhead from Long Island, and the quietly determined Black center from the Mississippi Delta, Moore sensed her players could handle a message that had been on her mind ever since the team’s training camp in Warrensburg, Missouri, six weeks earlier.

		The coach had confidence in this group, and though she didn’t think much about politics, she understood the moment in time in which this team existed. In the summer of 1976, women were demanding rights and opportunities all over the world. The United States had just celebrated its bicentennial on July 4, a time for Americans to ponder whether all citizens were truly free.

		Moore knew this game was an important stepping-stone on the journey to equality. Pat, Lusia, Annie, Nancy L., Nancy D., Mary Anne, Sue, Juliene, Charlotte, Cindy, Trish, and Gail wouldn’t just be playing for themselves but also for the women before them who had been denied opportunities. They would be playing for the little girls who yearned to hoop, and generations of athletes yet to be born.

		Rather than calm her players’ nerves by telling them to remember this was just another game, no different than any they’d played before, Billie Moore laid it all on the line.

		“Win this game,” she told her team, “and it will change women’s sports in this country for the next twenty-five years.”
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				The inaugural ballers of 1976. Kneeling (left to right): Nancy Lieberman, Trish Roberts, Sue Rojcewicz, Juliene Simpson, Ann Meyers, Charlotte Lewis.

				Standing (left to right): manager Jeanne Rowlands, trainer Gail Weldon, Gail Marquis, Cindy Brogdon, Lusia Harris, Nancy Dunkle, Mary Anne O’Connor, Pat Head, head coach Billie Moore, assistant coach Sue Gunter. (Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame)
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		BEGINNINGS

		December 1891

		Springfield, Massachusetts

		The young women, schoolteachers at Buckingham Grade School, were out for their daily walk to lunch when they heard a commotion coming from the gymnasium at the International YMCA Training School.[1]

		The teachers opened the door, peered down at the hardwood gym floor below, and gasped at the strangest sight: two teams of men heaving a soccer ball toward an elevated peach basket. These women were the first “fans” ever to witness the brand-new sport of basketball. While James Naismith, a thirty-year-old instructor from Canada, invented his new game as a diversion to keep the all-male student body in Springfield occupied during the snowy Massachusetts winter, women played and helped popularize the sport from the very beginning. It would take eighty-five years for the Olympics to include a women’s basketball tournament, but that wasn’t because the sport was new to women.

		As word of Naismith’s invention spread across Springfield, curious spectators crowded the elevated running track that hovered ten feet above the gym floor. The teachers came every day, so mesmerized by the exciting new sport they often skipped lunch entirely. After two weeks of watching, they approached Naismith with a question: Could they play, too?

		“I don’t see why not,” he replied, arranging a time for them to have the gym all to themselves. Decades later, he wrote that he never forgot the sight of these women in their bustles and long dresses with leg-of-mutton sleeves. “In spite of these handicaps, the girls took the ball and began to shoot at the basket,” he wrote. “None of the other fundamentals were observed; often some girl got the ball and ran halfway across the floor to shoot at the basket.”

		After several weeks of practice, the teachers yearned to play against real competition. Small problem: no other women in town had ever played basketball. Eventually the wives and girlfriends of college faculty members volunteered, including Naismith’s future bride, Maude Sherman. Soon after this successful exhibition, Naismith recalled, “the game for girls began to spread almost as rapidly as the boys’ game.”

		A pivotal development took place in 1892 when a Lithuanian immigrant introduced herself to Naismith at a physical education conference in Connecticut. Senda Berenson had read about the new game and was thinking about introducing it at Smith College, the women’s college where she taught. Naismith encouraged her, sharing the news that women were playing the game in Springfield. Though team sports were “unheard of” at Smith, Berenson thought the game would improve her students’ physical fitness. Smith women, using wastebaskets as hoops, considered basketball “great fun” as soon as Berenson began teaching it, and the first official game was set for March 22, 1893, pitting first-year students against sophomores.

		Players dressed in blue bloomers, and no men were allowed in the gymnasium. Students decorated the bleachers with colorful streamers, green for the sophomores and lavender for the freshmen. With women in the stands belting out dueling class songs, it was time for tip-off. Berenson stood at center court, tossed the ball skyward, and promptly dislocated the shoulder of the sophomore team’s center, whose outstretched arm collided with Berenson’s on the jump ball. Undeterred, Berenson found a substitute and proceeded with the thirty-minute game, which was ultimately won by the sophomores, 5–4.

		As she worked to promote the game in the years that followed, Berenson—much like Naismith—valued basketball less for its competitive aspects and more as a source of exercise, fun, and teamwork. Perhaps because of the injury she caused in the first game, Berenson considered basketball a bit rough. She experimented with rule changes, dividing the court into three segments and requiring players to remain in their regions. She placed limits on dribbling, prevented players from stealing the ball from their opponents, and required players to wear their hair in feminine ribbons and braids.
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				No one was more influential in the development of women’s basketball than physical education instructor Senda Berenson of Smith College, a Lithuanian immigrant. (Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame)
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				Berenson developed special rules for women’s basketball to remove some of the perceived “roughness” of the game. Her version of the game gained nationwide traction in part due to the influence of the popular Spalding rule book. (Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame)

			
		
		Even with these concessions, at a time in American history when there were stifling restrictions on women in every aspect of life, Berenson understood the political statement made every time women stepped foot on the basketball court, drawing connections between athletics and equity in other areas of society.

		“One of the strong arguments in the economic world against giving women as high salaries as men for similar work is that women are more prone to illness than men,” she wrote, acknowledging a myth about female frailty if only to propose a way around it. “They need, therefore, all the more to develop health and endurance if they desire to become candidates for equal wages.”

		From its New England roots, the women’s game spread across the country. Cal and Stanford played the first intercollegiate game in 1896 at the San Francisco Armory in front of seven hundred women who “roared until the glass doors in the gun cases shivered at the noise,” and by 1897, physical education teacher Stella Vaughn had organized games for female students at Vanderbilt University in Nashville. The games were immensely popular—a boy from the Vanderbilt newspaper hid in the gymnasium’s shadows to file a secret report on the first game (which men were barred from attending), and at Stanford, when word reached campus by telegram that their team had beaten Cal 2–1, students celebrated wildly and met their heroines at the train station, marching proudly alongside them all the way back to campus.

		And how did Stanford’s faculty members react to the news?

		They promptly banned female students from competing in intercollegiate athletics.

		When Billie Moore’s team arrived in Montreal in the summer of 1976, they hadn’t just overcome a series of opponents on the basketball court to reach the game’s summit—they had climbed a mountain composed of nearly a century’s worth of misogyny and obstruction.
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		A LADY’S BUSINESS

		When Stanford faculty members responded to their women’s basketball team’s success in 1896 by banning further competition, it was among the first of many stops and starts for the sport, extending from those early games in Springfield all the way to Montreal eighty years later. For every advocate, there was a detractor. Every time the game grew, there was backlash.

		By the 1920s, as women increasingly entered the workforce and first-wave feminists secured the right for white women to vote—most Black women weren’t guaranteed suffrage until decades of courageous activism led to the Voting Rights Act of 1965—participation in athletics increased, too. High schools added basketball teams for girls, and the Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) held its first national tournament for women in 1926.[1] In Chicago, Izzy Channels led the all-Black Roamer Girls to six straight undefeated seasons in the 1920s while the Defender, the city’s Black newspaper, heavily covered the team’s exploits. Women’s basketball historians Pamela Grundy and Susan Shackelford write that for young women in the late 1800s, “ideas of proper womanhood had been governed by modesty and self-restraint. By the 1920s, the emphasis was on a vibrant, adventuresome personality.” For these women, female strength was a given: “Athletic competition seemed like fun, a fine place to channel youthful energy.”

		But by the end of the decade, backlash emerged. US First Lady Lou Hoover opposed the common practice of men’s and women’s basketball doubleheaders, leading a committee that concluded that women competing in athletic clothing in front of mixed crowds of men and women was inherently sexual in nature, noneducational, and unhealthy. Her solution was to ban women’s basketball altogether. She found allies in both female physical education teachers and male sportswriters. Many teachers favored friendly, cooperative play for all girls over competition between the talented few, and the writers preferred lipstick to layups. “It’s a lady’s business to look beautiful,” wrote New York sportswriter Paul Gallico in 1936, “and there are hardly any sports in which she seems able to do it.”

		At Delta State University in Mississippi that same year, Margaret Wade captained the school’s women’s basketball team. The next year, however, university officials dropped basketball, claiming the sport was “too strenuous” for women, even though they played by half-court rules and no player was allowed to dribble the ball more than two times. “We cried and burned our uniforms,” Wade recalled, “but there was nothing else we could do.” At Bennett College in Greensboro, North Carolina, the demise of women’s basketball took about a decade longer. Basketball games had become a focal point of social activity at the historically Black college in the 1930s and a welcome public leisure activity in the segregated South. And the team was highly skilled, deemed the best in the country in 1937 by the Chicago Defender. But by 1941, in the name of “refinement and respectability,” the program was disbanded, replaced with intramurals and noncompetitive “play days” with other institutions.

		Across the country, coaches and players fought back against the threats to the sport. When state athletic officials in Iowa attempted to scrap girls’ basketball, many coaches were livid. “Gentlemen,” said one coach, “if you attempt to do away with girls’ basketball in Iowa, you’ll be standing in the center of the track when the train runs over.” Girls’ coaches broke away from their male counterparts and formed their own athletic association, creating the most wildly popular state basketball tournament in the country. By 1947, they were selling forty thousand tickets to the tournament in Des Moines (a spectacle that to one sportswriter felt like “a state fair and a World Series rolled into one”), with fans from small towns forming automobile convoys up to six miles long, escorting victorious teams’ buses back home through farms and cornfields. “Basketball is the subject from morning until night; every one talks of it,” wrote one Iowa high school journalist, declaring that whenever a group of girls gathered together, “you can guess they are talking about basketball.”
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				A woman works on an airplane motor at the North American Aviation plant in California in 1942. (Library of Congress)

			
		
		Nationwide, the repression of the 1930s gave way to a rebirth in the 1940s as women entered the wartime workforce. If Rosie the Riveter could build an airplane, how could you keep her off the basketball court?[2] While many factories and munitions plants sponsored women’s basketball teams (such as Vultee Aircraft’s “Bomberettes”), AAU and professional barnstorming teams also gained popularity. Players began to attract attention from fans and sportswriters for their individual skills. Women’s basketball stars were born.
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				Nera White (top row, fourth from left) led the powerful Nashville Business College team to ten AAU national championships and was named an AAU All-American fifteen consecutive years in the 1950s and early ’60s. (Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame)

			
		
		Alline Banks, known as the “point-a-minute girl” in the 1940s, outscored Nashville Business College’s opponents all by herself in three consecutive AAU tournaments (once scoring 56 points in a national championship game) and earned All-American honors twelve years in a row. In the 1950s and ’60s, Nera White, also of Nashville Business College, led her teams to ten national championships and earned AAU All-American honors for fifteen consecutive seasons. White was said to have “built her muscles while plowing and lifting feed sacks.” She could do it all—hit a long-range jumper, finger-roll at the hoop, post up in the paint, float down the lane, knock down clutch shots, stifle her opponents defensively, even dish out some fierce trash talk.[3] Sue Gunter, Billie Moore’s assistant coach on the 1976 Olympic team, played with White in Nashville and called her the best player of all time.

		The barnstorming All-American Red Heads, a semipro team founded in 1936 to promote a chain of beauty shops in the Ozarks, drove tens of thousands of miles from town to town, playing—and beating—local men’s teams in church basements, ice rinks, and school gymnasiums, splitting ticket sales with their hosts. The Red Heads were extremely talented players, but they were forced to clown around to make their mostly male audiences comfortable with the idea of watching women play ball.[4] They dyed their hair bright red, performed mid-game tricks, participated in sexist skits (one called for a player to beg the ref to call “a very personal foul” after an opponent pinched her butt), and were paid next to nothing. “These girls love basketball so much they don’t care what they get paid,” absurdly claimed the team’s owner, a jarring example of the broader, chronic problem of the undervaluing of women’s labor in the United States.

		By the 1950s, as the country settled into post–World War II comfort and conservative social mores reinforced traditional gender roles, women’s basketball took another blow. Advertising, television programs, and women’s magazines portrayed the ideal mother of the era satisfying her family’s every need without complaint and looking immaculate doing it. These “genteel” housewives, write Grundy and Shackelford, pursued “their daily affairs with smiles, spotless outfits and practiced ease. Such ideals lay far removed from the heated, sweaty competition of high-level basketball. Within this formulation, the qualities essential to athletic success—speed, strength, aggressive determination—were cast not as human traits but specifically masculine ones. Male athletes fit neatly into this picture. Female athletes did not.”

		
			
				[image: UNITED STATES - MARCH 21:  Newtown High School cheerleaders take a time out during a game with Port Richmond High at Madison Square Garden.  (Photo by Tom Watson/NY Daily News Archive via Getty Images)]
			

			
				The “popular girls” of the mid-twentieth century were those who adhered to conventional standards of femininity, such as cheerleaders and beauty queens—not athletes. For a girl to play sports required an independent spirit, thick skin, and a love for the game. (Getty Images)

			
		
		The “popular girls” were cheerleaders, not ballplayers. By the 1960s, attendance at women’s AAU games plummeted, sponsorships dried up, teams folded, and talented players gave up their hoop dreams. Colleges dropped competitive teams and instead scheduled “play days” with other schools, with mixed-together teams of women from both schools playing friendly games followed by cookies and punch. Athletic women were often cruelly and homophobically labeled as “freaks.” As phenomenally talented as Nera White was, men mocked her voice and physical appearance.

		The casual sexism of the day was relentless in its ubiquity. In 1965, Sports Illustrated magazine sent a reporter to Provo, Utah, to write about the success of the Brigham Young University men’s basketball team. At a time when the magazine’s nearly all-male staff rarely wrote about the accomplishments of female athletes, the writer found one group of women—the BYU cheerleaders—worthy of his attention, practically drooling over his typewriter: “The swirl of brief blue skirts and flags and flashing teeth is so stunning that it frequently delays the half-time run on hamburger stands until after the teams resume play,” he wrote. “ ‘You know what this is?’ shouted one sportswriter who came to watch them play and stayed to see them dance. ‘All this is a big, wild, wonderful, gigantic peep show!’ ”

		Over and over, women and girls were told that appealing to men was all that mattered. But that mindset was about to be challenged in a manner that altered the course of American history.
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		PAGEANT PROTEST

		September 7, 1968

		Atlantic City, New Jersey

		One by one, women walked up to the trash can and tossed in “items of oppression” and “instruments of female torture”—girdles, bras, high-heeled shoes, mops, brooms, false eyelashes, curlers, copies of Cosmopolitan and Playboy magazines, and cans of hairspray.

		Busloads of women, mostly white and mostly from New York, had converged on the Atlantic City boardwalk to protest the Miss America beauty pageant taking place that night in the city’s oceanfront convention center. Passing out leaflets (NO MORE MISS AMERICA!) and carrying signs (CAN MAKEUP COVER THE WOUNDS OF OUR OPPRESSION?), the women sought to draw attention to what they called a degrading and dehumanizing event that symbolized broader cultural attitudes toward women.
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				Miss America Pageant protestors toss “items of oppression” into a “Freedom Trash Can” along the Atlantic City boardwalk on September 7, 1968. (Duke University Rubenstein Library, Alix Kate Shulman papers)

			
		
		The 1968 protest would be remembered as a pivotal moment in the public’s recognition of a broader women’s rights movement, the way Americans perceived women, and the way women viewed themselves. Members of the 1976 Olympic basketball team came of age in this era of great change and rising consciousness, watching women in all walks of life rebelling against the constraints of traditional gender roles and seeking the freedom to follow their individual interests.
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				A planning document from the files of Robin Morgan, chief organizer of the Miss America protest. (Sallie Bingham Center for Women’s History and Culture, Duke University, Robin Morgan papers)

			
		
		For Americans in the 1960s, the live, nationally televised beauty pageant was a cultural touchstone, drawing more viewers than any other TV event all year. But a growing number of detractors believed that the pageant and the values it exemplified pitted women against each other in a sexist and demeaning way, illustrating the manner in which American culture valued women more for their sex appeal and conformity than for their intelligence, skills, or personality.

		Comparing the pageant to a livestock auction, protestors, led by a group called the New York Radical Women, walked a live sheep down the boardwalk and held an impromptu ceremony for it, complete with sash and tiara. The scene attracted the attention they had hoped for—journalists showed up to interview and take photos of the protestors, spreading their message nationwide. Two protestors bought tickets to the pageant and took seats in the balcony. When the outgoing Miss America gave her farewell speech, they unfurled a bedsheet spray-painted with the words women’s liberation and shouted, “No more Miss America!” Police escorted the protestors from the convention center as Judith Ford, a blond, eighteen-year-old lifeguard, gymnast, and trampolinist from Belvidere, Illinois, accepted her crown.[1]

		Stories in the next morning’s newspapers diminished Ford’s athleticism and highlighted her measurements, the fact that she typically wore her skirts two to three inches above her knee, and her polite answers to questions such as “Are you a romantic girl?” (“It depends on whom I’m with”) and “Do blonds have more fun?” (“I’ve never been a brunette to compare it with”). Ford had competed with a fear that her talent, trampolining, would be judged “too masculine.” “Miss America,” she had been warned, “is not supposed to sweat.”
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				Judith Ford of Belvidere, Illinois, was named Miss America on the night of the protest. A trampolinist at the University of Southwestern Louisiana, Ford went on to become a PE teacher and basketball coach. (Wikimedia Commons)

			
		
		The protest received nearly as much coverage as Ford’s victory, vaulting the women’s liberation movement into the public consciousness and ushering in a new phase of feminist action in America. But it also revealed a persistent weakness in white feminists’ strategy: a propensity for ignoring, disregarding, or minimizing the concerns of their Black contemporaries and the wisdom of a long line of brilliant Black feminists throughout American history, not to mention their complete erasure of Indigenous women and other feminists of color.[2]

		When protest organizer Robin Morgan and her fellow New York Radical Women threw items into the trash can on the boardwalk, they sang “We Shall Not Be Used,” a play on the civil rights anthem “We Shall Overcome.” And among their criticisms of the pageant were the white standards of beauty at the heart of it. In the event’s forty-seven years, no Black contestant had ever been a finalist.

		But the Black press resented the white women’s appropriation of “We Shall Overcome,” especially since the New York Radical Women also opposed another beauty pageant taking place at the same time in Atlantic City, a Miss Black America contest intended to show that “black beauty is equal to that of the white woman.” For many Black Americans, this measure of self-determination, Black pride, and equity in a society that conspired in countless ways against all Black people took precedence over the white feminists’ concerns about male chauvinism.

		Still, Black women understood the foundational idea that “the personal is political” better than their white sisters. Surveys in the early 1970s revealed that Black women held more progressive positions on issues involving day care, education, equal pay, and equal work than white women did. And there was no doubt that women’s liberation advocates of all backgrounds were correct in their assessment of the inequities of American life and the second-class status of women.

		Well into the 1960s, American pop culture bombarded girls with the message that their highest calling was to get married and raise children while their husbands worked, made political decisions, and developed other interests outside the home. “A girl who gets as far as her junior year in college without having acquired a man,” reported Harper’s Magazine, “is thought to be in grave danger of becoming an old maid.”

		When women looked for work outside the home, their prospects were limited. Most were steered toward clerical roles in office settings, waitressing, or cleaning homes, while a more privileged few became teachers, nurses, or librarians. In 1960, women made up only 9 percent of American doctors and dentists, 3 percent of lawyers, and less than 1 percent of engineers. Employers discriminated based on gender without fear of legal reprisal, and airlines ran “executive flights” for businessmen that barred women passengers entirely.

		In 1960, a woman showed up at New York traffic court to pay her husband’s fine and was sent home by an angry judge, ordered to put on “appropriate clothes.” She had arrived at court in slacks and a blouse; he preferred a dress and heels.

		In a society where all this was considered normal, the idea of a woman or girl choosing to lace up a pair of sneakers and spend her time on the basketball court went completely against the grain. “It takes a bold individual,” said one successful female athlete, “to plunge aggressively into sports while much of society scorns her.”
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		LIES, EXPOSED

		In some ways, the march toward the Atlantic City boardwalk began in February of 1963, when writer Betty Friedan (who had been fired from a magazine writing position when she became pregnant) published The Feminine Mystique, a book that expressed many American women’s immense dissatisfaction with the idea that fulfillment could only come as a housewife and mother. By 1964, Friedan had sold more than a million copies of the culture-shifting book, reaching number one on the nonfiction bestseller list, and launching the “second wave” in the American feminist movement. While first-wave feminists had focused on earning women the right to vote, second-wave feminists highlighted issues related to gender and family roles, workplace inequities, and sexuality.
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				Betty Friedan’s landmark book The Feminine Mystique captured the mood of a generation of women and helped lead to a new wave of American feminism. Friedan cofounded the National Organization for Women and lobbied for the Equal Rights Amendment. (Wikimedia Commons)

			
		
		Writing from her perspective as a highly educated, white, suburban wife and mother, Friedan articulated the question that millions of women like her internalized in the years following World War II: Is this all there is? Women who worked outside the home were made to feel guilty about it; those who stayed home knew there was more to life than baking potatoes, ironing clothes, and raising children. What had become, she wrote, of the hopes and dreams they held when they were younger? Further, when society valued women only in terms of their relationship to men—wife, mother, sex object—many felt it was their own fault if they were unhappy with this arrangement, that they were wrong for wanting something more, for desiring to be defined by their own thoughts and deeds. As they read Friedan’s book, these women felt that at last they were understood and, equally important, discovered that they were not alone. The book was provocative, revolutionary, even subversive, exposing the deception that was the very foundation of America’s male-dominated culture.[1]

		“It meant that I and every other woman I knew had been living a lie, and all the doctors who treated us and the experts who studied us were perpetuating that lie, and our homes and schools and churches and politics and professions were built around that lie,” she wrote. “If women were really people—no more, no less—then all the things that kept them from being full people in our society would have to be changed. And women, once they broke through the feminine mystique and took themselves seriously as people, would see their place on a false pedestal, even their glorification as sexual objects, for the putdown it was.”

		By 1966, Friedan had cofounded the National Organization for Women (NOW), a moderate group of professional women who, among other things, called for the federal government to investigate sex discrimination cases in the workplace.[2] Friedan and her supporters believed that women could achieve equality only by joining the decision-making mainstream of American political, economic, and social life.

		But when younger, more progressive women joined the movement, they chafed at some of NOW’s messaging and goals, deeming its brand of feminism too accommodating. “We in this segment of the movement do not believe that the oppression of women will be ended by giving them a bigger piece of the pie as Betty Friedan would have it,” said one radical feminist. “We believe the pie itself is rotten.”[3]

		Despite differences in tactics and goals, Friedan’s followers and the more progressive feminists existed on the same continuum, and their aims pointed in the same direction: toward freedom from arbitrary oppression. In Friedan’s case, she believed that when women demanded the same rights and responsibilities as men and seats at the tables where decisions were made, it didn’t mean women wanted to be men—it meant they wanted to be human.

		In the case of women’s liberation, advocates sought to dismantle repressive gender definitions and to replace them with the freedom for individuals to make their own choices about the direction of their lives.

		Across the country, girls heard these calls for progress and freedom from older women, and though the feminists rarely mentioned sports, the message to the kids was clear.

		Teenage girls of the early 1970s, including the ones who would go on to represent the United States at the 1976 Olympics, believed they should have the ability to choose their own interests, to be what they wanted to be.

		Doctor, lawyer, teacher, politician, and even, perhaps, power forward or point guard.
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		ENTITLED

		In Mt. Horeb, Wisconsin, fourth grader Jane Burns collected classmates’ signatures in a spiral notebook to demand that her elementary school allow girls equal access to the gymnasium. The principal gave the girls Tuesdays.

		In Paducah, Kentucky, fourth grader Sharon Shields asked her teacher and her principal if the girls could play softball since the boys played baseball. Both women told her no. Sharon had been playing the sport with her family in the backyard since she was six, so the women’s rejection surprised her. “What are you going to do about it?” her grandmother asked, and Sharon went to work. She filled pillowcases up with sand, and her grandmother stitched them shut. Now she had bases. She asked her father how to organize a round-robin tournament, and she told her friends to ask for softball equipment for Christmas. By spring, the fourth-grade girls were ready for a tournament. On March 15, Sharon dragged a laundry bag stuffed with bats, balls, and her pillowcase bases to school. When it was time for recess, Sharon and her friends “stormed the field,” and the tournament began, Sharon grinning from ear to ear.

		Then her teacher called her over. Sharon knew she was in trouble.

		“Did you organize this? I told you girls don’t play softball.”

		Sharon admitted she was the instigator.

		“Well,” her teacher replied, “I guess you proved me wrong.”

		And the softball tournament continued.[1]

		Burns and Shields were just two girls of the post–World War II era poking at inequities that were obvious to them, but that most adults still defended. In a typical school of the 1960s and early ’70s, the era in which members of the 1976 women’s basketball team and their contemporaries grew up, boys and girls were separated in gym class, with boys learning how to play baseball, basketball, and football, while the girls practiced their cartwheels and somersaults.

		Moving up to middle school, the boys had access to varsity, junior varsity, and intramural teams in multiple sports, while the girls might have one team in one sport. Even at high schools where boys and girls both had varsity teams in several sports, there was glaring inequality. The boys would play in the nice, new gym, the girls in the old, decrepit one. Boys would play baseball on the school’s well-kept field; girls would have to walk over to a local park to play softball. Boys played tennis on the real courts, girls in the school parking lot, dodging cars. Boys’ teams had multiple coaches, girls’ teams just one—and that coach would be paid less, even though they did more because they had no help. Boys received new uniforms every year, girls passed theirs down from year to year, and used the same jerseys for both basketball and volleyball.

		At the college level in 1971, universities spent just 1 percent of their total athletic budgets on women’s sports, and the women’s teams that did exist in the early 1970s were forced to obey any request made by coaches of men’s teams. The women’s track team at the University of Illinois had scheduled a meet a year in advance, inviting teams from all over the country to participate. But then a week before the event, the men’s coach said he needed the track for a workout. The women’s meet was canceled. At Michigan State, the women’s swimming and diving team was forced to move its competition to a local pool after the men’s team demanded the university’s pool for practice. But the municipal pool was far too shallow, and the women divers suffered chipped teeth, scratches, and bruises.

		

		—

		But even with obvious athletic inequities and with the women’s rights movement gaining momentum, feminists largely operated in entirely separate spheres from female athletes, coaches, and physical education instructors. “Many feminists,” writes author Kelly Belanger, “saw . . . sports culture as . . . connected with all they found abhorrent in a patriarchal society that glorified competition, winning at all costs, and norms for masculinity rooted in ‘misogyny, homophobia, and violence.’ ” Meanwhile, many female athletes, coaches, and PE teachers resisted association with feminism. Already viewed with great skepticism by men who resented the presence of women in “their” space, the last thing these women needed was another reason to be labeled a “man-hater” or to have their sexuality questioned.

		But in 1970, a lawsuit concerned with ending discrimination against women in higher education, having absolutely nothing to do with sports, eventually led to the biggest game changer for women, and women’s athletics, in American history.

		It was a new law known as Title IX.

		

		—

		Bernice “Bunny” Sandler was a brilliant student, graduating with a psychology degree from Brooklyn College in 1948, a master’s from City College of New York in 1950, and a doctor of education degree from the University of Maryland in 1969.[2] She had taught part-time at Maryland for seven years and had applied for seven full-time faculty jobs there, and despite being highly qualified, she was turned down every time—all because of her gender. One time, her obituary noted, she was told she “came on too strong for a woman.” Another time she was told the department didn’t hire women because they missed too much work with sick children. Another time she was told she couldn’t possibly be serious about her career; she was likely just a bored housewife wanting out of the house.

		Sandler knew she wasn’t the only one experiencing such discrimination. She gathered stories from scores of other women about the injustices they had experienced in higher education, collecting thousands of pages of documentation detailing how they had been denied jobs, graduate school admissions, scholarships, and other benefits because of their gender. With this information in hand, she filed a class-action lawsuit against every university in the country, alleging a pattern of discrimination against women in violation of federal law.

		Sandler’s advocacy led to Congressional interest in developing the language that became known as Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972. She found Democratic supporters in the House of Representatives, including Martha Griffiths of Michigan, Edith Green of Oregon, and Patsy Mink of Hawaii, the first woman of color elected to Congress. In the Senate, Democrat Birch Bayh of Indiana led the charge, inspired by the experience of his wife, Marvella. She had been a straight-A high school student, class president, and president of Girls Nation. Yet when she applied to the University of Virginia, her application was rejected simply because of her gender.

		The bias these advocates unearthed was so obvious and widespread that legislation prohibiting gender-based discrimination in education sailed through Congress with little opposition. Title IX, signed by Republican president Richard Nixon, declared that “no person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.”

		
			
				[image: ]
			

			
				Representative Patsy Mink of Hawaii, the first woman of color elected to the US Congress, was one of the strongest advocates for the passage of Title IX. (Library of Congress)

			
		
		Because schools at all levels (and, by extension, their athletic departments) received federal money, these thirty-seven words were to change athletics history in the United States. But since the legislation made no specific mention of sports, most people in the sports world initially paid little attention to it, believing it had more to do with ending admissions and hiring quotas or enacting sexual harassment policies. Even outside of athletics, the new law appeared insignificant compared to the Equal Rights Amendment.

		The ERA, which had first been proposed as an amendment to the Constitution in 1923 and more recently had been the focus of Betty Friedan and NOW, extended far beyond education into every aspect of American life, declaring that “equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.” The ERA had advanced through Congress with bipartisan support between 1970 and 1972, but it needed ratification by thirty-eight state legislatures to become law. Ratification seemed but a formality, a “kind of feel-good celebration of women’s progress and the promise of even better things to come,” wrote author Gail Collins. But while ERA opponents succeeded in blocking its ratification, Title IX became the law of the land when President Nixon signed it on June 23, 1972.

		Upon Nixon’s signature, the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) still needed to solicit public comments and issue final recommendations on how—and when—the new law would be enforced. It was during this information-gathering period that an article in the June 11, 1973, issue of Sports Illustrated detailed the lousy status of sports for girls and women, focusing attention on Title IX’s potential impact on athletics. In The Feminine Mystique, Betty Friedan had made the bold claim that day-to-day life in America was based on the lie of male superiority; in this
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				[image: FILE - In this Sept. 20, 1973, file photo, . Billie Jean King waves to crowds at the Astrodome in Houston, Texas, as she is borne onto the crowd on a multi-colored throne carried by four men for her match with Bobby Riggs. The story of the early days of the tour and King's fight for equal prize money is chronicled in the movie "Battle of the Sexes," which opened nationwide on Friday. (AP Photo/File)]
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