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Preface

The noted sports historian
and humorist Burt Sugar once said that if something in sports
happened before 1979, before the start of ESPN in the United
States, it didn’t happen. Burt might as well have been talking
about the National Basketball Association. The NBA’s history
seemingly started somewhere between the entrance of Larry Bird and
Magic Johnson into the league in the late 1970s and David Stern
assuming the job of NBA Commissioner on February 1,
1984.

There is very little that Stern’s NBA has in
common with the National Basketball League and the Basketball
Association of America-the two leagues which formed the NBA in
1949. The NBA doesn’t pay much attention to the National Basketball
League side of the family. Officially the NBA started as the BAA or
Basketball Association of America and convinced National Basketball
League owners to leave the established league and join the BAA. The
BAA owners wanted the NBL’s talent which was better than theirs.
The NBA officially “started” in 1946 according to league history.
The NBL began operations nine years earlier. In 2013, five NBA
teams claimed NBL histories, the Atlanta Hawks, the Detroit
Pistons, the Los Angeles Lakers, the Philadelphia 76ers and the
Sacramento Kings. The National Basketball League isn’t even
recognized at the NBA’s website. Nor is the second American
Basketball League. Yet, those two leagues produced more teams that
won BAA/NBA titles in the league’s first decade than original BAA
teams. The Basketball U section of the league’s website starts with
Bill Russell and Wilt Chamberlain, the two centers who entered the
league after George Mikan dominated the league. Russell cited Mikan
as his idol yet there is very little on Mikan who played in the NBL
and was the man that BAA owners wanted in their league. In the
legends section, Mikan and a whole generation of stars are
forgotten. The NBA history starts roughly at the time ESPN comes
into being in 1979.


You can find the NBA City Restaurant and the
NYC Store on the website. But good luck finding out about the NBL,
and the various leagues that were called the American Basketball
League.

The NBA’s story is one of rags to riches.
Teams came and went; players stopped over and played for a little
while before getting on with their lives. By the 1950s, there were
the big markets (New York, Philadelphia and Boston), two mid-sized
markets, (Minneapolis-St. Paul and St. Louis) and the small markets
(Fort Wayne, Indiana, Rochester, New York, Syracuse, New York) are
looking for sports acceptance.

Chasing television dollars would spell the
end of the small markets and would change the NBA--eventually. The
NBA owners played a game wherever there was a court, whether that
was at the Boston Garden, Madison Square Garden in New York or at a
local high school gym. If a local promoter had the money to stage
an NBA game in the 1950s and into the 1960s, there would be a NBA
game at a local high school gym. The league depended upon Abe
Saperstein’s Harlem Globetrotters to be part of the show with teams
playing doubleheaders with the Globetrotters providing the
entertainment in the opening game. The Globetrotters brought people
and their money to the arena; NBA teams didn’t back in the
1950s.

There were two challenges to the NBA’s claim
of being the best basketball league in the world during the 1960s.
The American Basketball League and the American Basketball
Association. Both leagues would have a profound influence on not
only basketball but the sports world. The American Basketball
League was George Steinbrenner’s introduction to professional
sports ownership. Steinbrenner failed with his Cleveland Pipers ABL
team but he would re-emerge in 1973 as a minority owner of Major
League Baseball’s New York Yankees.

The financially poor American Basketball
Association changed the entire basketball culture and what you see
today at an NBA game is the remnants of a league that was
underpublicized, never nationally televised ABA. The David
Stern-NBA co-opted or “borrowed” the best of the ABA, the
three-point play, the entertainment driven All-Star Game and the
marketing of the marquee players. And along the way in 1976, took
the ABA’s best players who in many cases were better than the NBA’s
best. It was the second time in the annuals of the NBA that the
league got talent that was better than they had hired. The BAA took
the National Basketball League’s best talent and co-opted some of
the league’s best features like the college draft and artificial
caps on salaries. It can be argued that the BAA/NBA had the money
but not the creativity to drive pro basketball.

The “Stern” NBA of today is a product of
predatory owners who beat the rival leagues and took the best the
rivals had and made it their own. They beat the NBL, the ABL, Abe
Saperstein and the Harlem Globetrotters, Saperstein’s ABL and the
ABA. The National Basketball League was a better circuit
talent-wise; the NBA depended on Abe Saperstein and his Harlem
Globetrotters franchise to make money for the pro basketball
circuit in the 1950s. Saperstein’s ABL, though a failure, would
change some basketball fundamentals in 1961 and 1962. The American
Basketball Association altered the very structure and foundation of
the industry called the National Basketball Association over a
nine-year-period from 1967 to 1976.

The ABA mimicked the NBA of the 1950s in many
ways. Franchises came and went, games were played wherever an owner
could find a promoter who wanted a basketball game who had a
hardwood court and there was no real national TV contract.

The NBA somehow survived as a 22 and 23 team
entity until the mid-1980s despite many fiscal calamities.

This book ends on February 1, 1984 for a
reason. David Stern took office as commissioner on that day and
that is the dividing line between the modern day NBA and the old
days. Today’s NBA is a corporate entity with a worldwide reach, but
the ground for Stern and his present day owners was cleared by the
people who told me their stories and the struggles of pro
basketball in the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Those men
and women are mostly forgotten in today’s “NBA Entertainment”
mindset. Today’s game is more show business than contests with the
stars known by one name, LeBron, Kobe, or a nickname Shaq.

But sometimes, the NBA should really look at
the roots of the game. Without the pioneers, David Stern is just
another New York City lawyer.


Evan Weiner, April 2013.

 


 


>>>Chapter 1 –
The Evolution of a Game Into an Industry

 


 


It's hard to imagine
Maurice Podoloff, Walter Kennedy or Larry O'Brien discussing the
latest rap album that an NBA player made, or authorizing a deal
with a German phone company to become the NBA's official telephone
in that country. Or signing a deal with companies in the United
Kingdom to outfit athletic organizations with officially licensed
NBA clothing. Or opening up a theme restaurant in a Florida resort
or running a Fifth Avenue store in Manhattan. Or operating a
women's basketball league and a development league or running the
US Olympic Basketball program, which technically is not part of the
NBA. Or getting more than 180 countries to run NBA Games and TV
programming. Or staging pre-season games in Europe and China on an
annual basis. Or having one day where all 30 first round draft
choices hold court with reporters while taking their pictures for
basketball cards during a July day in Tarrytown, New York. Or
devising a strategy to get India on board in the ongoing
globalization of basketball. Or begging local elected officials for
hundreds of millions of dollars to construct new arenas which are
more about selling products than selling a game. Or planning a
European division or making sure both pre-season and regular season
games are scheduled in Europe or China.

 


Podoloff didn’t have
American cities facing off against each other for a franchise. A
bidding war for a Basketball Association of America or a National
Basketball League franchise between a city’s mayor in Sacramento
and a hedge fund operator in Seattle with more than a half billion
dollars on the table and hundreds of millions more to construct an
arena would have been a laughable notion in 1946.

 


In 2013, a team founded as
the semi-pro Rochester (New York) Seagrams in 1923, was worth more
than a half billion dollars to an owner either in Sacramento,
California or Seattle, Washington. Cities want the NBA. In 1946,
basketball teams played wherever someone would put down a court and
put up money.



David Stern the fourth Commissioner of this league, that was
started by eastern United States-based hockey owners looking to
make money at arena's they operated back in the 1940s by filling
their dates with a cheap event, is overseeing an empire that is
more than just five guys playing ball against five other guys.
David Stern is in charge of a global business that happens to
feature an athletic event.



The NBA is entertainment; in fact its marketing arm is called NBA
Entertainment. The league stages concerts at its store on Fifth
Avenue, is utilizing the latest in technology and features arenas
that include that are totally wired with every seat offering an
Internet package and business centers where people can get their
work done while attending a game. The league pioneered webcasting,
has produced political fundraisers, and has enormous political
clout in the United States from city hall to the Congress.



On the TV side, sure just about every game is telecast but there is
more. One player, Kevin Garnett tried to develop a TV show with FOX
on the life of an NBA player in Minnesota. It failed. Players
dabble on the side making albums like Allan Iverson and Shaquille
O'Neal. In fact, O'Neal tried his hand at acting but the movies
were largely forgettable. Others have recorded albums.



Of course, at one time, everyone wanted to be like Mike or just
maybe, it must be the shoes. Podoloff never had Michael Jordan but
Stern did. Podoloff did desire the best basketball player of the
era, George Mikan, but didn’t have him. Mikan was in the other
league and eventually Podoloff and his owners got their man but it
took a while.



The NBA started officially, according to NBA in 1946 when the
Basketball Association of American debut on November 1 when the New
York Knicks played the Toronto Huskies in Maple Leaf Gardens. The
existing National Basketball League was a Midwest based competitor
and through a series of deals, teams jumped from the NBL to the
BAA. By 1949, the BAA captured all of the strong NBL teams and
renamed itself the NBA.

 


After World War II, the
NBL had big plans for the future. The war took a toll on the league
and at one point only four teams were active. The league was
looking for owners willing to put up $1,500 to buy a franchise and
looking for alliances with other leagues. A league the NBL didn’t
recognize as a potential partner—the newly formed Basketball
Association of America—would ultimately destroy the nine year old
circuit.



A New York Knickerbockers player, Ossie Schectman scored the first
two points in NBA history, but Schectman was largely forgotten for
years. Now he is an answer to a trivia question.



"It was a day before the rest of the league was supposed to open,"
said the original Knicks forward. "The players today are so much
more talented and taller than we were. It's a different game except
for the size of the ball. That's remained the same.



"Toronto, being hockey oriented, one of the amusing things up there
was that when the game started at that time we had the center jump.
The fans referred to it as the face off, thinking hockey all the
time. Of course, it's a different story today and Canada has
progressed so much in basketball these days. They set the floor
over the ice because the Maple Leafs had a hockey game the
following night and I guess the only way they made sure they had
the ice for the following night was to put the floor right over the
ice.



"It wasn't that bad and the climate outside was pretty cold and as
a result there wasn't much condensation on the floor. The first
game in NBA history and I have the honor of scoring the first two
points in NBA history. Nothing was made of it until many years
later when the 5,000,000 point was scored in the NBA. They
publicized that."



Before there was an NBL, BAA or a NBA, players barnstormed, and
teams like the Original Celtics, Buffalo Germans and the
Renaissance played wherever there was space for ten players and two
baskets. There were dozens upon dozens of leagues, including a
number of National Basketball Leagues. The only NBL that lasted for
any amount of time started in 1937 and eventually merged operations
with the BAA.



The game of basketball is relatively new. It was invented in 1891
by Dr. James Naismith, a Canadian who was an instructor at a YMCA
in Springfield, Massachusetts looking to provide additional
recreation for people. By 1895, a backboard was introduced to
prevent fans from interfering with play. Three years later,
following the leads of baseball and football, basketball goes pro
as the first National Basketball League is created with teams in
New Jersey and Pennsylvania.



It would not be until 1914 that NCAA, Amateur Athletic Union and
YMCA rules are standardized. The first "major" league, the American
Basketball League comes into existence in 1925. The ABL signed
players to exclusive contracts and had franchises
in Baltimore, Brooklyn, Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Fort
Wayne, Philadelphia, Rochester and Washington. The American
Basketball League would disband in 1931, partially a victim of the
Great Depression.

 


In 1932, organizers
started the National Basketball League in the Midwest. The league
failed after lasting one year.



A different American Basketball League was organized in 1933 and
lasted until 1953. The legendary Philadelphia SPHA or Philadelphia
Hebrews were a part of that league which was mostly based in the
Northeastern part of the United States.



In 1937, the next "major league", the National Basketball League
was created. This league was the first moderately successful
basketball organization and today, the Atlanta (Tri Cities
Blackhawks) Hawks, Detroit (Fort Wayne) Pistons, Los Angeles
(Minneapolis) Lakers, Philadelphia (Syracuse Nationals) 76ers and
Sacramento (Rochester Royals) Kings can trace their histories to
the NBL. The NBL had players such as George Mikan, Jim Pollard,
Dolph Schayes, Bob Davies and Red Holtzman. It was Mikan that the
eastern team owners coveted for their league. The NBL seemingly was
set up by General Electric, Goodyear and Firestone as an outlet for
corporate teams for their employees in the Midwest United States.
The Akron, Ohio, Goodyear Wingfoots won the NBL’s first
championship followed in 1938. The Akron-Ohio based Firestone
Non-Skids took the 1939 and 1940 titles. The 1937-38 team in Fort
Wayne was known as the Fort Wayne General Electrics. Teams were
named after cars, The Toledo Jim White Chevrolets, car parts, the
Fort Wayne Zollner Pistons, clothes stores, the Richmond King
Clothiers, grocers, the Indianapolis Kautskys (a team that played
in the first NBL in 1932 had a player named John Wooten who would
later gain fame as a college coach at the University of
California-Los Angeles) and tires, the Goodyears and the Firestone
Non-Skids.





"In 1938, I joined the Warren, Pennsylvania (the Warren Penns) team
and they were in the National Basketball League," said Buddy
Jeannette, a star of the late 1930s and early 40s. Jeannette played
in Sheboygan, Fort Wayne and Baltimore for the National Basketball
League, the American Basketball League and the Basketball
Association of America and was part of five championships. He was
elected Most Valuable Player four times.



"That was the runner up to the NBA. What was it like? I guess in
those days, the guys in the East, they had an eastern league, would
play for five or ten bucks a game. Honey Russell used to play for
nothing.



"When I played, we traveled in a 1928 Pierce Arrow. We had the
whole team in there. We had the bucket seats. Sure I traveled. I'll
say I traveled. You don't know what it’s like playing pro ball
until you travel from Fond du Lac, Wisconsin to Sheboygan,
Wisconsin without lights. Oh brother!



"The lights went out in the car. What the hell? They had good roads
up there. Boy oh boy without lights. It's a lucky thing we had a
big moon that night."



Jeannette didn't play in an organized league at one point in his
early career and joined a barnstorming team. He got to know the
eastern United States as well as anybody could just playing
basketball.



"I'll tell you. One year we played on this (East) side of the
Mississippi. We played in every state but the two Carolinas and
Florida. Abe Saperstein, the guy who owned the Globetrotters, he
booked us. We'd play all week and we'd call in and get the bookings
for the next week on Sunday.



"That year we had a 1942 Town and Country Chrysler. A station
wagon. We had six players that was enough. One game we played in
West Virginia against a West Virginia team and a couple of the guys
came down with the flu. They went off to the restrooms. We'd play
three guys on five, four guys on five, sure we won."



Jennette ended up in the BAA with the Baltimore Bullets in 1947 as
a player-coach staying there for four years. He coached in both the
NBA and ABA. Jennette’s Bullets won the 1948 BAA championship in
the team’s first season in the BAA after playing in the American
Basketball League for three years.

 


The ABL had the backing of
financially struggling National Football League owners in the
1925-1931. The league reformed in 1933 and lasted until 1955 with
teams coming and going. The Jennette-led Bullets franchise was the
only ABL team to join the BAA.



The NBA of today bears no resemblance to the BAA or NBL or ABL of
post-World War II except Boston, and the New York Knicks are still
in their original cities. The players make millions. When the
league started, playing in the NBL or the BAA was strictly a second
job and something to do for fun. No one made a large salary
including Jerry Fleishman who lived in New York but played with the
first league champions, the Philadelphia Warriors by night.



"It was not a real big deal," said Fleishman talking about the
first league championship. "In Philadelphia they recognized it. We
had a great ballplayer with us by the name of Jumping Joe Fulks. In
the playoffs we went all the way and we beat the Chicago Stags.
Eddie Gottlieb was our coach. He was terrific."



Gottlieb would not recognize the NBA of today. He was the coach,
owner, trainer, popcorn salesman for the Warriors and the NBA
schedule maker. Today computers do the schedule and teams routinely
fly charter or own their own airplanes from city to city. Half time
entertainment is choreographed by professionals in dancing, music
and pyro techniques. In 1949, the Boston Celtics player Tony
Lavelli provided halftime entertainment by playing the
accordion.



"Eddie ran the league, he was the schedule maker and he and Abe
Saperstein of the Harlem Globetrotters started the league. In fact,
in order to get people come to our games in Philadelphia, we'd have
the Globetrotters play the first game and we'd play the second
game," said Fleishman. "We played in the Arena which held 8,000
people, then we played at the Palestra which was part of the
University of Pennsylvania and Convention Hall.



"We went around to different places when they were available. At
the arena, they sometimes had the Ice Capades there and sometimes
they would put the boards over the ice and we would slip on our
behind there."

 


The Basketball Association
of America was conceived by northeast United States arena owners
who were looking to fill dates at their arenas. The BAA sold
franchises for a thousand dollars each and set a $40,000 limit on
team spending. The lords of the BAA also decided on four 12 minute
quarters and would start its season a month earlier than the
National Basketball League. BAA owners could not name their teams
after companies which also set it apart from the NBL.



Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, New York, Philadelphia,
Pittsburgh, Providence. St. Louis, Toronto and Washington were the
charter BAA members. Cleveland, Detroit, Pittsburgh and Toronto
dropped out after the first season. The BAA added the Baltimore
Bullets in 1947; the Baltimore team had been playing in the
American Basketball League. The BAA added Fort Wayne, Indianapolis,
Minneapolis and Rochester in 1948. Providence dropped out after the
1948-49 season.

 


In 1949, when the NBL and
BAA became one, Syracuse, Denver, Anderson, Tri-Cities, Sheboygan
and Waterloo were added to the league but for four them of the
franchises, it would not for long. Anderson, Sheboygan and Waterloo
would return to the renamed National Professional Basketball League
in 1950-51 and would retain their players who were in the NBA the
previous year. Denver would just fold along with Chicago. Mike
Uline in Washington threw in the towel after 35 games. The NBA was
down to just 10 teams.

 


Minneapolis Lakers coach
John Kundla in 1995, 46 years after the BAA-NBL merger, said the
merger was the death knell for small cities that had “big league”
aspirations.

 


“The NBA practically threw
out everybody out of the small cities.” Kundla said. “Mikan was the
one who brought major league basketball and major league baseball
to Minneapolis. George Mikan brought fame to Minneapolis.”



The Buffalo Bisons/Tri-City Blackhawks franchise today lives on as
the Atlanta Hawks. The Blackhawks played in where Moline, Rock
Island, Illinois and Davenport, Iowa met on the Mississippi River.
The team's first NBA coach was Roger Potter, who was soon replaced
by Red Auerbach. The Anderson Duffey Packers in the playoffs beat
the team and Auerbach departed for Boston. Tri-City became
Tri-Cities and left for Milwaukee after the 1951 season, shortened
the team name to Hawks and named another Hall of Fame coach named
Red, Red Holtzman did the team didn't enjoy any on court or
financial success and moved to St. Louis after the 1954-55
season.



"It was rough going. Some teams came in the league, some went out,"
Fleishman recalled while pointed out that we had a day job in his
hometown, New York. "Chicago went out. When Chicago went out, Bob
Cousy went to Boston luckily. Max Zaslofksy went to New York; we
got one of the Whiz Kids, Andy Phillip. Actually, Red Auerbach
didn't want Cousy because he was an untried rookie. It turned out
to be the best thing for him."



In that first year, the Warriors picked up Ralph Kaplowitz from the
Knicks and that turned out to be a great deal for Fleishman as he
gained a fellow New York to Philadelphia and back commuter.



"Its 90 miles in 90 minutes," said Fleishman of his game day
preparation. "Ralph Kaplowitz and I, and we would meet Artie
Hillhouse in Newark and go all the way through. Ninety miles in 90
minutes and we'd get off at the 30th Street Station and go to the
ballgame and back. That's how we commuted. We'd live in New York,
however some nights we stay over at the Broadwood Hotel."



Today the Philadelphia 76ers players stay at five star hotels, get
meal allowances and have contract guarantees. Back when the league
started, Gottlieb controlled two teams, the Warriors and the SPHA
or the South Philadelphia Hebrew Association. Whoever made the
Warriors went to the BAA and the rest stayed with the other team
that would eventually become Red Klotz's Washington Generals, the
foils of the Harlem Globetrotters.



Even in those days, the NBA was looking for other ways of
generating interest and added revenues.



"It was all interrelated and Gottlieb ran the whole shebang,"
Fleishman said. "He was known fondly as the Mogul and did a
wonderful job. He was an unbelievable man. We played the Globbies
once in the preseason."



David Stern's NBA is made up of smoke and mirrors, lasers and loud
music, dunks and ballet. Its cell phones at courtside, luxury boxes
with waiter service and wired seats, arenas with wide concourses
for customers to buy merchandise and in-arena restaurants and food
courts.



Maurice Podoloff's NBA was the Harlem Globetrotters vs. the
Washington Generals first games and the home team against an
opponent as the night cap along with double headers at Madison
Square Garden featuring four teams.



"We had doubleheaders just to get the people into the Garden," said
Fleishman of those days. In fact the Knicks didn't even play a full
schedule of games at the Garden as they also used an armory as a
home court. Today, if the Knicks are good, the waiting list for a
Knick ticket is long and the team, when if it is good, can sell out
for years.  "One day the Warriors played the Boston Celtics
and the Knicks played the Fort Wayne Zollner Pistons named after
Fred Zollner the owner.



"We used to play in a high school in Fort Wayne and if you went
into the stands after a lay up, you'd come out chewed up"



Fleishman was also a part of the Eastern Basketball League which
was a weekend minor league. He played for Scranton on Saturday and
Sunday and was in business the rest of the week.



Fleishman's NBA stories are pretty much the same as other league
pioneers. The BAA and the NBL were rag tag collection of teams that
were poorly financed and made moves based on finances not
talent.

 


“In the first couple of
years, nobody knew whether this thing was going to last,” said
Ralph Kaplowitz who played in the BAA’s first game as a member of
the 1946-47 Knicks. “As you look back, all the teams really had
trouble, as a matter of fact a couple of the teams dropped out
after the first year.”

 


Kaplowitz was sold to
Philadelphia in the middle of January 1947.

 


“I was fortunate because I
was instrumental in helping the team win the World’s Championship
at that time with Joe Fulks, Howie Dallmar, George Senesky, Angelo
Musi and Jerry Fleishman. We had a great team.”

 


The Philadelphia Warriors
may have been the best team in the BAA and the BAA may have had the
big cities but the NBL had the talent and one talent in particular,
George Mikan. The BAA wanted Mikan in its league and to get him
they had to entice the Minneapolis Lakers to leave the NBL.
Podoloff and his owners looked at the Minneapolis team and saw an
opportunity to make money.

 


“I was probably part of it
because the BAA was getting started at the time and the old league
was the National League and they (the BAA) went in and took four of
the top teams,” said Mikan. “I was with the Chicago American Gears
and then I was drafted by the Lakers and played with them before
the merger. The merger came in 1949.”

 


Saperstein’s Harlem
Globetrotters franchise was bigger than either the BAA or the NBL.
In 1940, the Globetrotters won the Chicago Herald American
newspaper sponsored World Professional Basketball Tournament
championship. American basketball teams from around the United
States were invited to take part in the Chicago championship. The
Globetrotters brand was well known and marketable.

 


The BAA and NBL needed the
Harlem Globetrotters and on February 19, 1948, Saperstein’s Harlem
Globetrotters took on the National Basketball League’s Minneapolis
Lakers in the first game of a doubleheader at Chicago Stadium. The
Basketball Association of America’s New York Knicks and Chicago
Stags played what was thought to be the “main” game but the 17,823
fans who attended the game wanted to see the Globbies and the
Lakers. The Lakers weren’t in the BAA, so it was just an
“exhibition game” that featured Goose Tatum and Marquis Haynes. The
Lakers had Mikan. George Mikan started out his career with the
Chicago American Gears of the Professional Basketball League of
America in 1947-48. The league never made it past November 12,
1947. The 16-team PBLA folded and Lakers ended up with the big guy
from DePaul University.

 


The first
Lakers-Globetrotters match up was still on the mind of the
Minneapolis coach in 1947 John Kundla decades later. He was still
smarting over the 61-59 Globetrotters win.

 


“The first two games they
beat us,” said Kundla. “I will tell you, I am not making excuses
but (Jim) Pollard didn’t play in the first game and I think Don
Carlson didn’t play in the second game, but what happened too was
that Abe Saperstein had both of his officials. Another thing, Jim
Pollard mentioned it to me, it was an exhibition game. We didn’t
get a cent for it. Like Jim Pollard said, we didn’t even get a cup
of coffee for it.

 


“I didn’t mean anything;
it was sort of a resting fun game. But when they beat us twice in a
row, we had pride and they never beat us again. And I will tell
why, Max Winter, our general manager, said when we were going to
play them a third time said, Abe you have one of your officials and
the NBA will have one of our officials and we didn’t have any
trouble with them since.”

 


The Lakers-Globetrotters
games were pretty devoid of the Globetrotters stock and trade fancy
dribbling and wise cracks except for one routine at the end of one
of the games which still bothered Kundla.

 


“No they didn’t except
Marques Haynes dribbled once in a while,” the Hall of Fame coach
said. “He dribbled for the last part of part of the (second) game
when they had a four or five point lead for a little while. When he
got to Minneapolis (on March 14, 1949), we had the biggest crowd
ever there, Slater Martin did the same thing, he repaid him for
that dribbling.”

 


The Globetrotters beat the
Lakers for a second time on February 28, 1949 before 20,046 people
at Chicago Stadium. The 49-45 win would be the last time the
Globetrotters would beat the Lakers.

 


A healthy Lakers team
defeated the Globetrotters 68-53 two weeks later.

 


“Yeah, we had a little
pride, because we won the championship the first two years too,”
said Kundla on finally beating the Globetrotters. “We weren’t going
to take that anymore. After the humiliation, they started playing
ball. I think the last game we played (January 3, 1958) Abe
Saperstein left the Chicago Stadium and disappeared for two
days.

 


Bobby Wanzer was the
10th pick overall by the
Rochester Royals in the 1948 BAA draft. He was older than most
first year players being 27 years old but had been in the Marines
during World War II and then went to Seton Hall University. Wanzer
just wanted to play some ball and then get on with his life.
Instead he ended up playing nine years in Rochester and only quit
because of a knee injury at the age of 36. He was a player-coach
with Rochester and coached with the Cincinnati Royals. He became a
basketball lifer until he was 40 which was totally
unexpected.

 


“A lot of us came out of
the service and we figured we play a few years and then go to work.
But it beat working. We all loved the game and probably would have
played it for nothing,” Wanzer said. “Coming out of the service,
you missed three years out of your life or four. It was just great
to be able to play ball.”

 


Wanzer was joining a
Rochester Royals squad that had just left the National Basketball
League along with Minneapolis, Fort Wayne and Indianapolis to
joining the Basketball Association of America. Wanzer thought the
National league was the stronger of the two “major” professional
leagues at the time and the shift of the four franchises probably
saved the BAA.

 


Rochester’s Les Harrison
brought athletes to Rochester, his collection included baseball
players Del Rice and Chuck Connors and an eventual Pro Football
Hall of Famer, Otto Graham who led the Cleveland Browns to
championships in both the All American Football Conference and the
National Football League. Graham is the answer to a trivia
question. He is the only athlete to win “major league”
championships in basketball with the 1945-46 Royals and the 1946
Cleveland Browns of the AAFC in the same calendar year.

 


The NBL was not a fulltime
enterprise. Graham ended up with the
Browns and quarterbacked Paul Brown's championship squad. Graham
became a football superstar and one of football’s highest paid
performers, something that was no going to happen in Rochester
playing basketball.



"We won the championship in all four years there," said Graham. "We
played in the championship game six straight years in the NFL and
won three of the six there.

I went to college on a basketball scholarship. I didn't even play
football I played intramural football," he said. I played with the
Royals the season before the All American Football Conference had
started. My teammates were Del Rice, Chuck Connors, the Rifleman of
TV fame (both of whom also played Major League Baseball Bob Davies,
Red Holtzman, Fuzzy Levane and we won the championship.



"I think I'm the only guy to have played on a championship
basketball team and football team in the same year (1946). I played
in Fort Wayne, Indiana and in fact they did dominate professional
basketball at that time. We knocked them off. It was fun. But
basketball took up too much time and I couldn't play football and
basketball both, so I stuck with football.



"The NBL was the best league in the world. The Browns hadn't
started yet and the Browns and the All American Football Conference
didn't start until the fall of 1946. So I had nothing to do at that
time, so after I started football, it overlapped with basketball
and I didn't go back."

 


Both Wanzer and Graham
agreed. The NBL caliber of ball was better than the
BAA.



“Actually our league (the
NBL) had the best teams,” Wanzer explained. “Us, Fort Wayne,
Minneapolis, that was the savior.”

 


Rochester had been a
strong basketball outpost. The Rochester Seagrams basketball team
was one of the strongest independent operations in the United
States and the team barnstormed the nation. The Seagrams became the
Pros and the team was asked to join the National Basketball League
in 1946 after the end of World War II. The team was renamed in
Royals in a name the team contest and won the NBL Pennant in
1946-47. The Royals took home another flag in 1947-48 but lost a
playoff game to Chicago and went home. The following season, the
Royals finished with the best record in the NBL but lost to George
Mikan and the Minneapolis Lakers in the NBL Finals three games to
one.

 


The Royals and Lakers were
BAA powerhouses. The Royals were 45-15 in 1948-49 but the team’s
playing facility, the Edgerton Park Arena was strictly third rate
and possibly dangerous for opposing players finishing lay ups. If
the arena’s side doors were open, the player might have ended up in
his uniform in the parking lot freezing during a cold and snowy
Rochester winter.

 


“It was a regulation court
but there was very little space between the end of the court and
the swinging doors, you can run right out and end up in the snow,”
Wanzer laughed. “You were lucky if it didn’t lock on you, you were
out in the snow. The arena was a little way from the lake (Ontario)
but it wasn’t the coldest building.”

 


Wanzer’s Royals did win a
BAA championship despite the presence of Mikan in the league. The
Royals beat the New
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