
[image: Cover: On Her Game: Caitlin Clark and the Revolution in Women’s Sports, by Christine Brennan. USA Today Columnist and Bestselling Author of Inside Edge.]



[image: On Her Game: Caitlin Clark and the Revolution in Women’s Sports, by Christine Brennan. Scribner. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




For Helena, my favorite athlete, and Peter, my favorite robotics engineer





2024 Indiana Fever Roster





	Name

	#

	Position

	Height

	Weight

	Birthdate

	College/Home Country





	Grace Berger

	34

	Guard

	6'0"

	160

	06/03/1999

	Indiana/USA




	Aliyah Boston

	7

	Center

	6'5"

	220

	12/11/2001

	South Carolina/USA




	Caitlin Clark

	22

	Guard

	6'0"

	152

	01/22/2002

	Iowa/USA




	Damiris Dantas

	12

	Forward

	6'3"

	214

	11/17/1992

	Brazil




	Temi Fagbenle

	14

	Forward

	6'4"

	180

	09/08/1992

	USC/United Kingdom




	Lexie Hull

	10

	Guard

	6'1"

	155

	09/13/1999

	Stanford/USA




	Kelsey Mitchell

	0

	Guard

	5'8"

	160

	11/12/1995

	Ohio State/USA




	Katie Lou Samuelson

	33

	Forward

	6'3"

	163

	06/13/1997

	Connecticut/USA




	Victaria Saxton

	5

	Forward

	6'2"

	181

	11/10/1999

	South Carolina/USA




	NaLyssa Smith

	1

	Forward

	6'4"

	185

	08/08/2000

	Baylor/USA




	Kristy Wallace

	3

	Guard

	5'11"

	157

	01/03/1996

	Baylor/Australia




	Erica Wheeler

	17

	Guard

	5'7"

	143

	05/02/1991

	Rutgers/USA












Introduction

Like many of you, I was introduced to Caitlin Clark by a stunning three-point shot.

It was February 26, 2023, and I was watching an ESPN broadcast of the Indiana–Iowa women’s basketball game on my iPad in my kitchen in Washington, DC. I wasn’t watching the game to see Clark. All three of my siblings graduated from Indiana, as did a niece and brother-in-law, and the Hoosiers were having a terrific season, so I was watching to see this good team my family loved.

Of course I had heard about Clark, but I hadn’t particularly followed her. I missed much of her freshman year in 2020–21, a year marred by COVID-19 and, for me, a year of preparation for the postponed Tokyo Olympics, which had been moved to the summer of 2021. I certainly was aware of her exploits and had seen highlights of her play during her sophomore year, including a few clips on social media of a monster shooting night at Michigan while I was in Beijing covering the 2022 Winter Olympics, but by no means had I focused on her.

In fact, after her sophomore year, on June 23, 2022, Title IX celebrated its fiftieth anniversary. I wrote 5,000 words for USA Today that day on the huge impact the law that opened the floodgates for girls and women to play sports has had on our nation. I told the inspiring stories of Billie Jean King and the 1999 US women’s soccer team, and I wrote about girls like me who played sports at a time when gyms were empty because no one cared about our games except our moms and dads.

Five thousand words. Not one was either Caitlin or Clark. How quickly things can change in sports, and in our culture.



So now it was Clark’s junior year at Iowa, and I was watching Indiana play, and the Hoosiers had just taken the lead, 85–83, with 1.5 seconds left. Iowa was inbounding the ball, and everyone knew the pass was going to Clark. She broke free. Her defender slipped. The ball was in her hands beyond the three-point arc. Clark launched a wild shot from a ridiculous position, off-balance, left leg askew. It was crazy and almost laughable. There was no way on earth something like that could go in—until it did.

The announcers yelled. The home crowd in Iowa City erupted. Clark had won the game, 86–85. She joyously ran off the court and tore through the photographers and camerapeople sitting on the end line to reach the stands behind the basket, where she was swallowed up by her jubilant teammates.

I’ve been fortunate to play sports my entire life, and cover sports for more than 40 years around the world, which means I’ve seen a lot, but I couldn’t take my eyes off this. I watched all the replays ESPN showed, then happened upon a few on social media and watched them again. The Indiana alums in the family did the same. How could they not? As we texted, I commiserated with them over the loss even as I was shaking my head. What had we just watched?

What happened next has become part of the lore and legend of American sports. Clark led Iowa into the NCAA Tournament, and pretty soon into the Final Four. On Friday night, March 31, friends I hadn’t heard from in months—male friends, sports-loving guys—were texting, asking if I was covering the Iowa–South Carolina game at the Final Four in Dallas, or, if not, was I watching? No man had ever asked me questions like this before about women’s basketball.

Although I’ve covered quite a few Women’s Final Fours over the years, I wasn’t in Dallas for that one because I was preparing to cover the Masters golf tournament. But yes, I was watching. Of course I was watching.

Clark scored 41 points to upset defending national champion South Carolina, 77–73, and take her underdog Iowa team to the finals against LSU. I started to wonder: When had we ever seen a female athlete quite like this, especially in a team sport?

In addition to her once-in-a-generation—perhaps once-in-a-lifetime—talent, Clark was assisted in her ascendance by timely developments in the NCAA. She was now in her third year of four playing college ball at Iowa, with her games regularly being shown on national television—on the networks, on cable channels, or on streaming services. There was no one-and-done on the women’s side as there was on the men’s—women didn’t play just their freshman year and bolt to the pros—meaning Clark’s staying power allowed audiences the opportunity to get to know her, while the top male college players disappeared quickly to the NBA. Social media, of course, gave us a window into Clark’s life, making her all the more accessible. And there was the new power of NIL: name, image, and likeness. By the time Clark was done with college, she reportedly had at least 11 NIL deals worth more than $3 million, including TV commercials such as her ubiquitous State Farm spots that made her even more recognizable.

Off to the national championship game Clark went, and what happened there set the stage for one of sports’ most fascinating new rivalries. As LSU built an insurmountable lead near the game’s end, Tigers star Angel Reese walked up to Clark, waving her hand in front of her own face in the “You can’t see me” gesture made famous by actor and professional wrestler John Cena, mocking a move Clark had made in Iowa’s Elite Eight game a week earlier with Louisville, although not to an opponent, as many thought, but just to her own bench, as we later found out.

Reese also pointed to her fourth finger, indicating where her NCAA championship ring would go. Clark ignored her, but the nation did not, and an important conversation ensued about what we expect from female athletes, and about race, since Clark is white and Reese is Black.

It’s rare for me to be on a national news show talking about women’s team sports, but this story was different, so I traveled to New York to be on the CNN set Monday morning to discuss it—to talk about women’s basketball rather than the men’s basketball championship game coming up that evening. I was back on CNN again that night. Same subject: women’s hoops. Some thought the back-and-forth was terrible for women’s sports, that we weren’t focusing on the athletes’ exceptional play, but rather on their behavior. I thought it was terrific. Women’s sports are always about more than sports: the relative newness of our fandom, the explosion in national interest, how it all relates to the girl next door. This had it all.

Three days later, on Thursday morning, I was at the Masters. Tiger Woods was about to tee off at Augusta National Golf Club, but I wasn’t outside at the first tee. No, I was inside the press center, on an ABC News Live Zoom, still talking about Caitlin Clark and Angel Reese. With good reason: The TV viewership for the Iowa–LSU game was massive, 9.9 million, the largest audience to watch a women’s basketball game in nearly 40 years. Caitlin and Angel were quite a pairing.

Or were they? Was this really about both of them? The answer was yes, and no. Reese is a terrific rebounder and presence around the basket, as well as an intriguing personality and successful pitchwoman—and the defending national champion—but the 2023–24 women’s college basketball season was built around Clark, a highly visible and confident point guard with a foundational fan base ready and willing to tune in to anything she did, making her the driving force behind what would become the greatest days in the history of women’s team sports, and perhaps women’s sports as a whole.

While she was selling out arenas in the midst of her barnstorming run to break the NCAA Division I scoring record for both women and men, Clark was becoming one of the nation’s most famous athletes—perhaps the most famous. She appeared in multiple big-time commercials. Her games became must-see viewing across various broadcast and cable networks. Her interviews were polished and insightful. She signed autographs for boys and girls before and after games. Newspapers and news organizations were covering her in a way no female basketball player—no female team sport athlete—had ever been covered: wall to wall, every day, with respect, even reverence.

Yet I still had never interviewed her, never written a word about her, never met her. In fact, I finally saw Clark for the first time in person not with a press pass, but with a general admission ticket.

My family and I bought tickets to the Iowa game at the University of Maryland, in the DC suburbs, on Saturday night, February 3, 2024. Sitting among thousands of spectators far from press row, I watched Clark receive a pass, dribble once, and effortlessly launch a three-point shot from a jaw-dropping distance that we might exaggerate and call the parking lot. It went in. The game was 15 seconds old. I laughed out loud.

This wasn’t just sports. It was entertainment. Clark was the high-wire act at the circus. She was the diva at the opera. She was a show. She was the show. What in the world was she going to do next? A sellout crowd of 17,950 had packed the Xfinity Center not to see the game, per se, but to see her. That’s why my family was there. It was all about Clark. And she delivered. She made 7 three-pointers in all and finished with 38 points in a 93–85 Iowa victory.

Even people who weren’t there were affected, and impressed. Friends who were driving on the Beltway who had forgotten that Clark was in town saw the massive traffic jam for the university exit and figured there was some big entertainer performing on campus that night. They were not wrong.

I soon wrote my first column on Clark for USA Today, reporting on her prospects for the 2024 US Olympic women’s basketball team and on whether she would stick around for a fifth COVID year at Iowa or go pro.

Quickly, I found that while covering other sports stories in the course of my daily work, I was writing and talking more about Clark for my various media outlets. And why not? She had become a huge national story, the Iowa high school girl who never left home to go to college, now a coast-to-coast sensation drawing 4 million more people to watch the women’s NCAA championship game against South Carolina on April 7, 2024, than watched the men’s NCAA final the next night: 18.9 million to 14.8 million.

That’s a sentence I never thought I would write. Women’s college basketball being more popular than men’s college basketball? In 21st-century America? How was this possible?

The answer was Clark.



There was so much to tell. As I watched videos of this well-known personality walking through baggage claim at Dallas Fort Worth International Airport for a WNBA preseason game in early May, I checked with an NBA source to ask why the WNBA was allowing Clark, and all of the league’s players, to fly commercially. Within a few days, I broke the news that the WNBA would finally be instituting private charter flights for all 12 of its teams, a policy change that had come about because of Clark’s popularity and fame, and concerns for her safety. Charter flights should have come much sooner for all the WNBA players—especially after Brittney Griner’s unjust imprisonment in Vladimir Putin’s Russia—but Clark’s presence made it happen, basically over one May weekend.

A month later, I broke another story on a beat I’ve covered since 1984, the Olympics: the controversial news that Clark was not going to be given a spot on the 2024 US Olympic women’s basketball team.

As Clark was turning the page from college to the pros as the No. 1 pick in the 2024 WNBA Draft by the Indiana Fever, I was fascinated by the possibilities that this new young star would offer to a league I’ve covered since 1999, whether it be for Lifetime TV, USA Today, CNN, or ABC News. My overriding thought was that the WNBA, so often ignored and even scoffed at by the male-dominated mainstream sports media, deserved this moment, deserved this attention, deserved her.

But then I began to see signs of just how unprepared the WNBA was for Clark’s arrival, and how some in the league wanted to minimize her impact, even predicting her failure. Basketball is a physical game, and rookies in all sports often get a rude welcome, but there were some truly jarring reactions to Clark’s arrival from some of the biggest names in the women’s game. This was especially surprising considering how many new fans Clark was bringing to a league that desperately needed them, illustrating the possibilities of the old adage “a rising tide lifts all boats.”

What was going on? Was this because Clark is white and straight in a league that is 74 percent Black or mixed-race, with a sizable gay population? Was it because she played at Iowa rather than one of women’s basketball’s blue bloods—schools like UConn, South Carolina, Notre Dame, and Stanford? Was it because the WNBA did so little to help its players understand what was about to happen when Clark entered the league? Was it because of her eight-year, $28 million Nike shoe deal, as reported by The Wall Street Journal, when established Black stars had never received that kind of a contract? Was it jealousy? Was it all of the above?

Questions abounded. I moderated a panel called “The Caitlin Clark Effect and the Future of Women’s Sports” at the University of Maryland’s Shirley Povich Center for Sports Journalism on March 26, 2024, with sports editors Roxanna Scott of USA Today and Jason Murray of The Washington Post, as well as longtime WNBA player and assistant coach LaToya Sanders and 1999 US soccer star Briana Scurry. All four are people of color. As we talked about the issues involving Clark’s star power, I asked this question: “If everything about Caitlin Clark is the same, except her skin color, if she is Black instead of white, how would this story be different?” The answers touched on issues of race and racism, TV ratings and national interest, but everyone agreed that a Black woman would not be getting the same kind of attention that Clark was receiving.

As all these issues surrounded Clark upon her arrival in the WNBA, she surprised the naysayers by becoming every bit the sports and cultural star in the pros that she was in college: breaking records, winning awards, filling massive arenas, attracting historic TV viewership, and continuing to be a role model for thousands, probably millions, of girls and boys in the United States, and in other nations as well. She handled every question and controversy, manufactured or real, with respect, dignity, and a level of maturity that went well beyond her 22 years. She seemed to be 22 going on 40, or 50.



This book came about quickly. As fascinated as I was with the story of Caitlin Clark, and what it meant for women’s sports and our culture, I wasn’t planning to write a book about it until a July 10 Zoom conversation with Scribner editor Rick Horgan. The next day, we had a deal. A week later, I flew to Paris to cover the 2024 Summer Olympic Games. I came back in mid-August. I was home in Washington, DC, for three days, then flew to Indianapolis.

For the next six weeks, I was on the road with Clark and the Indiana Fever. I covered games, practices, and press conferences. I interviewed players, coaches, administrators, and fans. I asked questions of a lot of people—including Clark, of course. Sometimes the questions I asked were more newsworthy than others. When the WNBA players association wanted to ban me in late September for asking a question and a follow-up of the Connecticut Sun’s DiJonai Carrington—two questions I would ask any athlete, male or female, anytime, to give them a chance to clear the air on a controversial topic—the players’ action revealed just how unprepared they were for the new national scrutiny the league was receiving.

Just to be clear, that attempt failed. I was not prevented from covering the WNBA.

That unusual incident should not for a moment distract from what this book is about. This is a story about a groundbreaking, historic, immensely popular, but also at times controversial cultural figure, made for the moment, and how she is dramatically altering one of the last great bastions of male superiority: sports. It’s about her talent, her intelligence, her competitiveness, her sense of humor, and her sense of responsibility, especially toward young girls who love sports.

It’s a remarkable story, one I truly did not think I’d see in my lifetime, which makes it all the more interesting to tell.






CHAPTER ONE A Dad and His Daughter

The father read the tweet and didn’t particularly like it. Many dads might have shrugged it off, but not this one.

The Big Ten Network had sent out a promotional graphic showing the logos of all the various schools playing in the Big Ten/ACC Challenge, a kaleidoscope of letters and symbols and school colors:


The B1G/ACC Challenge is set. How many wins for the good guys do you see? It’s on, @accnetwork. [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.]



The father who was about to type a short reply on Twitter the afternoon of October 30, 2020, was, like so many millions of dads in America, a father with an athletic daughter, a girl dad. Because of that, he looked at the tweet and noticed what millions of sports fans never would: that no one from the Big Ten Network had bothered to make the distinction that they were referring to men’s basketball and had not mentioned the women’s game.

The tweet was about the men’s version of the basketball challenge between the Big Ten and the ACC, but that was left unsaid, as it almost always was, because to the Big Ten Network it was a foregone conclusion that an adjective wasn’t necessary in the biggest of big-time men’s sports, which Big Ten and ACC basketball certainly was.

That didn’t mean it should be that way, so the father typed a simple reply: “… hmmm. What about the women’s teams? WBB matters too.”

He then sent his words out into the world, which instantly became attached to the Big Ten Network’s original tweet. No one liked his post. No one retweeted it that day, or the next, or the next. On that October day, this father’s words went unnoticed.

The name of the man who decided to tweet because he thought women’s basketball deserved better was Brent Clark.

His daughter would soon be starting her freshman season in the Big Ten.

Her name was Caitlin. She would not go unnoticed.



Caitlin Clark was in the eighth grade, she was on a basketball court, and she was in trouble. She was playing with and against a court full of older girls at an AAU basketball tournament in Hampton, Virginia, and she was trapped in the backcourt, in a corner, and out of any reasonable options. Playing “up” two years on All Iowa Attack coach Dickson Jensen’s sophomore team because she already was so good, she was cornered by two defenders and no one from her team was coming to help. More than 100 college coaches were in the gym, watching, recruiting, peering into the future.

Stymied, young Caitlin Clark pictured one way out of the mess she was in. She decided to pass the ball to the only person she could. Herself. With one quick motion, she bounced the ball between the legs of one of her defenders, then pushed her way through both of the players guarding her and grabbed the ball again.

“She caught her own pass,” Jensen said, still marveling at the moment nearly a decade after it happened. “Then she was off and running down the court.”

The two girls defending her were not off and running down the court. “They were kind of frozen, still standing in the corner, guarding a shadow,” he said. “Caitlin was there one second and gone the next. It was like they were guarding a ghost.”

Jensen doesn’t remember how the possession ended—if Clark scored, even if his team scored. That’s because he wasn’t watching. “I turned around to my coaches,” he said, “and was like, ‘Did we all just see what we just saw?’ I turned my head and missed whatever happened.”

All these years later, he still smiles at the moment. “It was phenomenal. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. I mean, from an eighth-grade girl, just tremendous. And everybody’s watching, the whole place was like, ‘Okay, this kid, this kid’s insane.’ That’s just instinct, that’s desire, that’s wanting to win, that’s creativity, all these things that are making Caitlin so different than any other player we’ve ever seen in the women’s game.”

And the best part? “It was a legal basketball play.”



A year later, magic happened again. In an AAU game against a highly regarded team from Philadelphia, All Iowa Attack was down by 11 points with 1:10 remaining in the game. In other words, the game was over. Clark was now a ninth-grader playing up again, this time with Attack’s 17-year-olds. Miraculously, they went on a wild 13–0 run in the final 70 seconds.

All 13 points were scored by Clark.

“There were 2 three-balls, both deep bombs, and she got fouled on both and made the shots, so that’s eight points,” Jensen said. “And another three-ball for 11. And a layup. And we win the game to get to the Final Four at Nike nationals.

“Everybody in the gym is just like, ‘What happened?’ Caitlin was not looking for her teammates one ounce in that last run. She said, ‘I’m taking this over. I’m gonna win the game because if we lose, we’re gone, right? So I’m not gonna lose.’ And so, that was her mindset. And in my mind, as a coach, I’m like, ‘You go, girl.’ I didn’t say a word. I’m just watching it unfold, because you just don’t see that kind of stuff. There’s a look in her eye. There’s a way that she goes about it, just really, really strong.”



Much of this could have been predicted from the goings-on in gym class and recess a few years earlier in West Des Moines, Iowa.

A call from the elementary school, Saint Francis of Assisi Catholic School, came to the Clark home. Caitlin had been too competitive in gym class. Again. Recess also was an adventure—playing with the boys, keeping up, or more likely even beating them, in everything they did. “I don’t want anyone to be better than me,” she says now with a sly smile.

She appears to have been born with that mindset. Young Caitlin played anything and everything: soccer, tennis, softball, volleyball, track and field, golf, and, of course, basketball. She was good at all of it. Had she not turned her full-time focus to basketball as a high school junior, soccer could have been her sport. As a freshman at Dowling Catholic High School, she scored 26 goals in only six games (she missed a good portion of the season while representing the United States at an international basketball under-16 championship in Argentina), becoming the only freshman to be named first-team all-state, according to The Des Moines Register.

Clark credits her soccer experience with making her a better passer on the basketball court. “I think soccer helped me a lot in reading angles and understanding angles.”

Despite spending all this time playing sports and traveling to games, Clark also was a strong student, becoming a member of the National Honor Society and making the Presidential Honor Roll. During the many times that her sports achievements are drawing raves, Clark tries to sneak in a mention that her mother, in particular, is proud of her academic record too.



Clark was five when she told her parents she wanted to play basketball, but there were no teams in the area for girls that young, so she joined a boys team her father was coaching. Soon Clark was taking over games with her impressive early skills. This was an adjustment for the boys she was playing against.

Iowa men’s basketball player Payton Sandfort was in the same league and remembers losing to Clark’s team in the semifinals of a tournament in the first or second grade.

“I was like, ‘Oh my gosh, is this what all girls are like?’ ”

Caitlin continued to play basketball against the boys until the fifth or sixth grade, quite a bit longer than most girls, Jensen said. “At that age, fifth grade, sixth grade, the boys really can be bigger and stronger. What did that mean for her? It just helped her to advance quicker. She was pretty similar size-wise to the boys, but little boys are quicker and faster, and they’re a little tougher and a little meaner. We need the speed, we need the quickness, we need the competitiveness, we need the toughness, and you can do that all against boys.”



Clark was born into a world of sports. Her father, Brent, played basketball and baseball at Iowa’s Simpson College and is a member of the Division III school’s athletics hall of fame. Her mother, Anne Nizzi-Clark, also grew up in a sports-loving home; her father is former Dowling Catholic football coach Bob Nizzi.

Caitlin has two brothers, one older, one younger. Blake Clark, who grew up to play football at Iowa State, is two years older than her. She wanted to do everything Blake did, and being Caitlin Clark, she often could. Colin Clark, who participated in track and field and basketball, is three years younger.

When Blake had the training wheels taken off his bike, Caitlin protested to her parents that she wanted hers taken off, too, so off they came. She immediately began racing around the family driveway, a bit precariously, on two wheels.

Like millions of other American homes, that driveway was a centerpiece of the Clark kids’ sports life. It had a basketball hoop, but one thing it didn’t have, because of the way it was slanted, was a full three-point line. Clearly, that had to be rectified, so the Clarks removed some grass and added more concrete to take care of the problem.

Caitlin not only couldn’t get enough of playing sports, she also spent hours watching them. “I grew up loving every kind of sport, watching whatever it was that was on TV,” she said. Going to high school games when she was little was a dream for her. She had the gear, too, whether it was a miniature Iowa Hawkeyes football uniform, complete with helmet, matching Kansas City Chiefs shorts and shirt, or a pink Peyton Manning Indianapolis Colts jersey. Most important, unlike some families even to this day, she had parents who encouraged and wanted their daughter to play sports just like her brothers.

Clark calls her father “my rock and my person, definitely, about basketball and about sports, that’s just kind of a love that we shared together.”

But they have different personalities, she said. “As competitive and as fiery as I am, my dad isn’t that way. He’s just very chill, very relaxed. It was never like ‘You have to do this’ or ‘You have to do that.’ He was just a very supportive dad in whatever I wanted to do, so that’s something I’ve been forever grateful for.”



For generations, our culture had a name for girls like Caitlin Clark:

Tomboy.

This wasn’t necessarily a compliment. Sporty girls were once anomalies in their neighborhoods. While they ran off to play baseball with the boys, the other girls played with their Barbies or played “dress up” in their mother’s closet. This happened for decades in America. Some parents were fine with it, perfectly comfortable having a tomboy in the house. Others, not so much. Some truly wondered if we as a society should be encouraging girls to play sports.

Caitlin Clark’s timing was impeccable; she was a competitive girl at the moment the nation was most ready for it. She was born January 22, 2002, just two and a half years after one of the seminal moments not just in women’s sports history, but all of American sports, the 1999 Women’s World Cup soccer tournament.

On July 10, 1999, a beautiful, sun-splashed day in Southern California, the Rose Bowl was filled with 90,185 fans, with 40 million more watching on television, as the United States and China battled to a scoreless tie through regulation and two overtimes before the US won the World Cup final on penalty kicks. US hero Brandi Chastain and her teammates made the covers of Time, Newsweek, People, and Sports Illustrated in the following week, the first and only time that has happened with any news story.

The nation fell in love with what it had created 27 years after the signing of Title IX: strong female athletes, tall and broad-shouldered, aggressive and undaunted, dressed in baggy shorts and shirts, with tall socks and cleats. For decades, Americans had cheered for female athletes in tennis dresses, figure skating sequins, gymnastics leotards, and swimming suits. But the 1999 soccer team led by Mia Hamm, Briana Scurry, and Chastain, among others, didn’t look anything like those heroines from other eras. It was raw athleticism that Americans fell for that summer of ’99. It was the girl next door we’d all seen in our neighborhoods, coming back from a game with a grass-stained jersey and scuffed-up knees, now all grown up.

Less than three years later, along came Caitlin Clark. What does that mean? For a family like the Clarks, probably not all that much. The Clark kids were going to play sports no matter what, the sons and the daughter. But how the nation would view an utterly fearless, confident, and driven girl playing sports was changing. A level of acceptance existed that had not been there before.

Parents, especially fathers, were all in for their daughters’ sports in a way that hadn’t happened a generation or two earlier. The coaching was better. The opportunities were greater. The competition was fiercer. The skill was so much more advanced. Everyone was invested. Girls born at the beginning of the 21st century were getting the absolute best of Title IX.



When Clark was in the third grade, she listed her goals, in order, for a school project labeled “Future Dreams”:


	Be in the WNBA

	To live in a huge mansion

	To have three or four kids

	To get married

	To own a restaurant

	To win the lottery

	To be in a basketball movie

	To be strong

	To go on a basketball scholarship

	To travel across the whole world

	To meet Maya Moore

	To have two Bernese Mountain dogs



The drive from the Clark home in West Des Moines, Iowa, to the Target Center in downtown Minneapolis is around 3 hours and 45 minutes, making the Minnesota Lynx the closest WNBA team to Caitlin as she grew up. It was there, in 2012, that 10-year-old Clark was able to check #11 off her list.

“It was my first WNBA game,” Clark said. “They were playing the Seattle Storm. There was some sort of promotional thing going on where you were able to stay after the game and the team had some sort of Q and A, I can’t remember exactly what it was, but Maya was a part of it. I don’t think I was necessarily supposed to be there. My dad had called the ticket office. If you know my dad, he does everything last minute. So we drove up to Minnesota, got to the hotel, and then he decided to buy tickets to the game.

“And the person at the box office was like, yeah, do you want to come and watch court time? Like, where you can’t really get in unless you have a special pass? So, I remember I was sitting courtside and got to watch all the players work out, and I took a picture with some of the players, so that was really cool for me.”

That alone would have been made it a thrilling trip, but there was more. “After the game, I got to stay and listen to a Q and A. I didn’t have a Sharpie, and obviously, I was at the age where I didn’t have a phone, and I kind of just ran away from my dad because I wanted to meet the players. And I just ran up to [Moore], and I just gave her a hug. There’s no documentation of that moment, but obviously, in my brain, that was one of the most pivotal moments of, probably, my entire basketball career. And obviously, as a young girl and loving sports, that meant the world to me. I didn’t get an autograph. I didn’t get a picture. I got a hug, which is probably a lot better than both of those.”



This illustrated another advancement for Clark’s generation of girls growing up playing sports. They had actual female sports role models, dozens of role models to pick from, to watch on TV, to read about in magazines, in books, in the newspaper, online. For generations of girls coming before Clark, there had been a handful of top tennis players, and Olympians, and the occasional golfer, but no major women’s professional team sport stars playing locally day in and day out for a full season—because there were no major women’s professional team sports. The role models for girls in the ’60s, ’70s, ’80s, and even the ’90s were in individual sports, they played sparingly, and they almost never came to your town.

For Clark, role models were plentiful. The list started with Moore, but it didn’t end there. Clark had other favorites: Lindsay Whalen, Rebekkah Brunson, Seimone Augustus, and Sylvia Fowles, all of them playing for the Lynx. “I obviously loved that team,” Clark said. The first player she met and also took a picture with was Augustus, who at that time held the WNBA rookie scoring record—one that would last until the kid in the photo came along and broke it in 2024. “I got my picture with her on my dad’s little phone,” Clark said. “It was maybe a BlackBerry back in the day or something like that. It hardly worked, but I vividly remember it. It was the first WNBA player I ever met.”

Clark praised them all as players—and more. “They were really good, so they were easy to root for. They played the game the right way, but also all of them were really good people too.”

She said that from the perspective of her parents, “Those are the type of people you want your young daughter to idolize… just the passion and the joy that you could always see [Moore] play with—she always had a smile, she was competitive, she was fiery, but she was just a solid basketball player. And then, obviously, a solid individual, and even though you have to know her on a personal level to be able to understand that, I think that’s, like, the main reason why I loved her so much.”

What Clark is to thousands of American girls now, Moore and Mia Hamm were to her. “I remember doing those projects in grade school, I would do it on Mia Hamm,” she said on a New York Yankees broadcast. “I remember dressing up as her in, like, second grade. So, it’s cool to kind of be in that position now.”

Clark often credits her parents for her sense of perspective, which can come in handy now and then, or literally all the time. “I bet on myself and I always believed in myself,” she told Good Morning America. “My parents always instilled confidence in me. They never told me I couldn’t achieve something, but also, I worked really hard for it…. I earned it. I deserved it. Nothing was ever given to me.”



Competition lurked everywhere for young Caitlin Clark. Halloween wasn’t just a chance to dress in a costume, ring doorbells, tell a joke (those were the rules in her neighborhood), and score some candy. It was a contest to be played—and won.

“I was worried about beating everybody I was trick-or-treating with to the next house,” Clark said. “I was worried about getting the full-size candy bars and being the first to knock on the door.”

As she uttered those words, she smiled broadly. “I know that’s super surprising.”

The way she ran from house to house, it was a workout. “I was in a full sweat at trick or treat. I came home, I had to go straight to the shower before I counted my candy because all that mattered is that I got first. I got first every year at the amount of candy I had. I was the first to the door. I had the best costume. I just dominated trick or treat.”





CHAPTER TWO “If You Build It, She Will Come”

Millions of girls and women have played sports in America. A few have become superstars: Serena Williams, Simone Biles, and Katie Ledecky most recently come to mind. But each of those women, and others like them, were in the public eye for quite a few years and competed around the world, wearing the red, white, and blue of the United States in high-profile international events like the Olympic Games.

No female athlete has ever come on the scene so quickly, and dominated it so completely, while wearing her college colors, then the uniform of a WNBA team, as Caitlin Clark.

Why? Out of the millions, why her?

The answers are numerous, but they can begin to be found on the rolling plains of the American heartland, just west of the Mississippi River. In particular, the state of Iowa, with as rich a tradition of encouraging and welcoming young female athletes to play sports as any state in the land.



Caitlin Clark was sitting on the edge of her theater-style seat in the front row of the University of Iowa’s women’s basketball meeting room, tightly gripping the booklet that had just been handed to her. It was September 2022, the beginning of her junior year, the season she would become a household name across the nation. It also was just three months past the fiftieth anniversary of Title IX, the law that directed schools to give girls and women the chance to play sports.

There are 37 words in what is officially known as “Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972”:


“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.”



That’s it. That’s the whole thing. Every girl and woman you watch playing sports in your neighborhood, in your school system, in college, in the pros, in the Olympics, is there, playing that sport, because of those 37 words and the national mindset they created.

For years, Title IX was ignored by many, including high schools and colleges that most definitely were receiving federal financial assistance, which is basically every school, even private schools. Football coaches and athletic directors at our biggest athletic universities scoffed at it.

Women’s teams began to spring up, but not without a fight. Some men were dragged kicking and screaming into this time of long-awaited opportunity for girls and women. One was legendary University of Michigan football coach Bo Schembechler, who wrote a letter to Michigan athletic director Don Canham on May 1, 1975, saying that a request by female athletes at the school to receive the same varsity “Block M” letter as male athletes would “minimize the value of the M in the eyes of not only our [football] players but the public who place such a high value on it.”

Furthermore, Schembechler said if women did receive the same letter M as his football players, he would “petition to change the award for football, rather than give identical awards for football and women’s sports.”

Years later, I was interviewing Schembechler and asked him about it. He apologized.

“What was I thinking?” he said with a laugh.

What he was thinking was what most men were thinking when Title IX began, especially men in athletic departments at colleges around the country, particularly those steeped in football. They saw Title IX as a threat to their sports, as a way to diminish men’s sports. They didn’t see it for what it really was: the chance for this nation to give the other 50 percent of its population the opportunity to learn how to win, and, even more important, learn how to lose at a young age; to teach girls and women about teamwork, sportsmanship, leadership, and physical fitness.

According to a 2015 survey by EY—the accounting firm Ernst and Young—and ESPNW, 94 percent of women in the C-suites of American companies played sports as they were growing up. Yet, for generations, we were telling girls and women, “No, you cannot learn these life lessons.”

What on earth were we thinking?



Title IX was the reason Clark and her teammates were in their meeting room for a special presentation on that September day in 2022. Amy Wilson, the NCAA’s managing director of the office of inclusion, had been asked by Iowa coach Lisa Bluder to speak to her team about the law that made it possible for Clark and her teammates to play basketball at Iowa, to receive full scholarships and charter flights and top-notch coaching, and to have the wonderful lives they had as Division I female athletes in the 21st century.

Young women who play sports often know very little about Title IX, mostly because our schools don’t teach them about it, but that wasn’t going to be the case at Iowa. Bluder made sure of that. Wilson received her PhD at Iowa in 2013, working under Dr. Christine Grant, who became Iowa’s first women’s athletic director in 1973. Grant was a dear friend of both Bluder’s and Wilson’s, so it was natural for Bluder to call on Wilson to come back to Iowa City.

After Wilson handed out her report, titled The State of Women in College Sports, she spoke for 20 minutes. The way Clark and her teammates kept eye contact struck her.

“You know when you have a room and when you don’t,” Wilson said, remembering the moment. “I felt their intense interest.” Wilson then answered questions from Bluder for another 10 minutes or so before the players adjourned for practice.

On her way out of the room, Clark approached Wilson. “I really learned a lot, thank you,” she told her. They shook hands and Clark went out to the court.

“What athlete does that?” Wilson asked herself. She gives presentations on Title IX around the country, some more successful than others. This one had been a delight.



One hundred years ago, when very few American girls played sports, something extraordinary was happening in Iowa. Of course it was. Something magical always seems to be happening there. In the movies, brooding dreamer Ray Kinsella met long-gone baseball legends who had returned to play ball in his Dyersville cornfield in the iconic Field of Dreams.

“Is this heaven?” asks Shoeless Joe Jackson, back from the dead.

“No,” Kinsella says, “it’s Iowa.”

When mythical Ray hears a voice telling him, “If you build it, he will come,” it might as well have been the voice of the very real leaders of Iowa girls’ basketball from decades ago.

They built it, and the girls came. “If you build it, she will come.”



“The farm girl would get her chores done so she could go play basketball, and they’d have hoops in the hay lofts, and when the high school girls’ team would make it to state, the town would shut down, and they would all be at the state basketball tournament. The winters in Iowa—it was girls’ basketball that would get you through it.”

The brand of basketball Caitlin Clark’s college coach, Lisa Bluder, was describing doesn’t exist today. But because it did exist as long as 100 years ago, and it existed in a state that has never had men’s major-league professional sports—other than the brief run of the Waterloo Hawks in the National Basketball League and then the NBA from 1948 to 1950—a precedent was established. If our girls are playing basketball, those long-ago Iowans said, we’ll support, respect, and adore them as we do our boys, perhaps even more.

Does this devotion to girls playing basketball sound familiar to anyone now? “The seeds were being planted for Caitlin Clark all the way back then,” said Dr. Peg Burke, an Iowa professor and colleague of Christine Grant’s for decades.

This was Iowa’s 6x6 girls’ basketball. Three girls on each team played offense on one half of the court and three played defense on the other half. The other team had the same configuration. No one could cross the half-court line, mostly because of fears at that time that girls didn’t have the fitness and stamina to play full-court basketball. Maybe they’d never be able to have children if they ran the length of the court. Or perhaps they didn’t want girls to perspire. Who knew? Only two dribbles were allowed before a player had to pass or shoot. Forwards were the only players allowed to shoot. Guards could play only defense. The games often were offensive masterpieces, with teams regularly scoring over 100 points. In 1987, high school senior Jan Jensen, who would later go on to coach with Bluder at Iowa, then succeed her, averaged a stunning 66 points per game. It all was so popular that the state tournament drew thousands to Des Moines each year.

Bluder grew up in Marion, Iowa, outside Cedar Rapids, and played 6x6 basketball for Linn-Mar High School. She was a forward, meaning she played solely on offense. Her team at Linn-Mar in the mid- to late 1970s was “good, but not great,” never making it into the 16-team state tournament. “It still burns me to this day,” she said. “It does, it honestly does, it gets to me.”

As with Indiana boys’ basketball, celebrated in the movie Hoosiers, there was just one state girls’ tournament back then, no matter the size of the school. And if the teams didn’t make the tournament as players, they went as spectators. “Every year, every girls’ basketball team would go to the state tournament because that’s something you would dream about, being a part of it,” Bluder said.

Brenda Frese, the University of Maryland head coach who led the Terrapins to the 2006 NCAA title, was nine years behind Bluder, growing up in Cedar Rapids. She played 6x6 through eighth grade before her school switched to 5x5 in the mid-1980s, nearly a decade ahead of the statewide decision to end 6x6 in 1993. “I remember the crowds that would go out and support the girls’ game,” Frese said. “You had half-court basketball, 6x6, it didn’t have the speed and the entertainment value that the women’s game has now, yet the fans in Iowa would still support it.”



But let’s get back to that rule that astounds us today: Girls weren’t allowed to run full-court.

“This is so silly now,” Bluder said, “but I do remember working so hard that you’d get to that half-court line and you’d bend over and catch your breath because you were so out of breath as the other team played. We’d just be standing there at the half-court line while the other side was on offense and defense, and I laugh now to think that we really got tired playing this game.”

When Bluder was in high school, a survey was sent around asking about the possibility of switching to 5x5. The winds in women’s sports were shifting, and Iowa was an outlier. The 6x6 game allowed girls to play either offense or defense, but not both. This wasn’t exactly enticing to women’s college coaches around the nation whose teams were playing the 5x5 game. As the level of competition rose and the stakes grew higher in the college game, it was the rare coach who would take a chance and recruit a girl who had played only 6x6 her entire life, never having run the length of the court or learned both offense and defense. If the goal was to continue their athletic careers in college, Iowa girls were playing the wrong game in high school.

The change to 5x5 happened after Bluder left high school, but because she was a forward, meaning she had been able to hone her shooting skills throughout her high school career, she received a half scholarship to play at the University of Northern Iowa.

But those girls across the state who were the guards, who only played defense? They usually weren’t so lucky, because, as Bluder said, “They didn’t know how to shoot the ball.”



When Dr. Christine Grant settled behind her desk in her new office in Iowa City as the University of Iowa women’s athletic director in 1973, she knew the fight for women’s equality in sports wasn’t going to be easy. She knew this because Title IX was so new, having just been signed by President Richard Nixon a year earlier. She also knew this because of where her office was located in Iowa’s women’s gymnasium.

In the kitchen.

Iowa’s president at the time, Willard “Sandy” Boyd, had just elevated 12 women’s club sports to varsity status. Grant called that move “astonishing” in an interview we did in 2012. “We had no place to put people for a brand-new varsity program, and they had to put me somewhere, so I ended up literally in the kitchen. I had a desk, but I also had a stove and a sink. Occasionally, one of the secretaries would call and say, ‘Christine, would you put on my soup, please?’ and I did.”

Grant’s budget for that first year was $3,000. “That was for everything,” she said. “There were no coaches’ salaries. We got time off from some of our other responsibilities to coach.”

The now-varsity female athletes didn’t have it so great either. “Literally, we had one set
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