

CHAPTER ONE

THE ORIGINS AND EARLY DAYS OF AMERICAN BASKETBALL FROM ITS BIRTH THROUGH 1945

Modern fans often lack specific knowledge when it comes to the roots of basketball, its dusty background, and the names once familiar but now faded or forgotten. How did basketball get its start? What exactly are its roots? When and where did those roots first take hold?

It’s hard to imagine how different today’s game is from how it was as during its days of infancy. Today’s above-the-rim style play and the game’s laser-fast pace would have been as impossible for an early spectator of basketball to fathom as space exploration would have been to Christopher Columbus. This chapter will, in part, allow the reader to compare and contrast the sport from long ago to the way it has transformed to become the game it is today.

Now, should you happen to be one of those fans who isn’t savvy about those early days, and you find such ancient history to be boring, then naturally you can either skim through this chapter or skip it entirely. However, be aware of this, if you skip the chapter, you’ll miss out on some odd, fascinating, and entertaining items such as the following: What do peaches have to do with basketball’s formative years? When did basketball get introduced as an Olympic event? Why do the Los Angeles Lakers have that nickname when the entire county of Los Angeles certainly has quite a few reservoirs but fewer than two dozen lakes?


WHEN WAS BASKETBALL BORN?
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The sport was born way back in December 1891 when its first rules were published by the thirty-one-year-old Dr. James Naismith. That made this physical education professor and instructor at the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, the father of basketball.

His purpose was to come up with an entertaining indoor activity his gym classes could take part in during the inclement days of the harsh New England winters. The students easily tired of the usual exercises such as calisthenics and marching. He not only achieved his goal, but he also created a game (one he called Basket Ball—which once had the proposed name of Naismith Ball) that grew into the international game we know today.

The Official NBA Basketball Encyclopedia states, “Naismith thought that elevating the goals would promote finesse and agility over the brute strength associated with football.” Today there is an element of brute strength in the game to go along with sheer finesse.

At first basketball was played with a soccer ball. In 1894, soccer balls were replaced by a ball Naismith asked a company to produce for exclusive use in basketball—those were brown in color. Finally, in the late 1950s, a college coach named Tony Hinkle came up with the idea of making a ball that was more visible for everyone, and the orange basketball we know today was introduced.




WHO TOOK PART IN THE VERY FIRST BASKETBALL GAME?
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In a 1939 radio interview, Naismith related the story. “I called the boys to the gym, divided them up into teams of nine, and gave them a little soccer ball … and I told them the idea was to throw the ball into the opposing team’s peach basket. I blew the whistle, and the first game of basketball began.”

Sounds simple enough, but the first game those two teams played turned into a melee. A National Geographic article quoted Naismith as saying, “The boys began tackling, kicking and punching in the crunches; they ended up in a free for all in the middle of the gym floor before I could pull them apart.”

Naismith reeled off a list of injuries sustained in the fray, saying several players wound up with black eyes, one player got knocked out, and another had a dislocated shoulder. Like Dr. Frankenstein, he had to be thinking, What have I created? but when the students pleaded with him to allow them to have another game, he relented, but not before he devised additional rules to combat the turmoil.




WHAT WERE NAISMITH’S FIRST SET OF RULES?
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The rules, some of which have remained on the books forever, evolved as Naismith came up with what is referred to as the “original 13 rules of basketball.” The original list of the sacred rules was much sought after by collectors, selling for $4.3 million at a 2010 auction.

The rules are:


	The ball may be thrown in any direction with one or both hands.

	The ball may be batted in any direction with one or both hands (never with the fist).

	A player cannot run with the ball. The player must throw it from the spot on which he catches it, allowance to be made for a man who catches the ball running at a good speed if he tries to stop.

	The ball must be held in or between the hands; the arms or body must not be used for holding it.

	No shouldering, holding, pushing, tripping, or striking in any way the person of an opponent shall be allowed; the first infringement of this rule by any player shall count as a foul, the second shall disqualify him until the next goal is made, or, if there was evident intent to injure the person, for the whole of the game, no substitute allowed.

	A foul is striking at the ball with the fist, violations of rules 3, 4, and such as described in rule 5.

	If either side makes three consecutive fouls, it shall count as a goal for the opponents (consecutive means without the opponents in the meantime making a foul).

	A goal shall be made when the ball is thrown or batted from the grounds into the basket and stays there, providing those defending the goal do no touch or disturb the goal. If the ball rests on the edges, and the opponent moves the basket, it shall count as a goal.

	When the ball goes out of bounds, it shall be thrown into the field of play by the person first touching it. In case of dispute, the umpire shall throw it straight into the field. The thrower-in is allowed five seconds; if he holds it longer, it shall go to the opponent. If any side persists in delaying the game, the umpire shall call a foul on that side.

	The umpire shall be the judge of the men and shall note the fouls and notify the referee when three consecutive fouls have been made. He shall have power to disqualify men according to rule 5.

	The referee shall be the judge of the ball and shall decide when the ball is in play, in bounds, to which side it belongs, and shall keep the time. He shall decide when a goal has been made, and keep account of the goals with any other duties that are usually performed by a referee.

	The time shall be two 15-minute halves, with five minutes’ rest between.

	The side making the most goals in that time shall be declared the winner. In the case of a draw, the game may, by agreement of the captains, be continued until another goal is made.






HOW WERE THE FIRST BASKETS DIFFERENT FROM THOSE USED TODAY?
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The baskets originally used were, in fact, just that—peach baskets. Here’s how that played out: Naismith originally planned on using two square boxes as targets for players’ shots, so he asked a janitor to come up with those containers. However, the janitor returned with two peach baskets instead. Improvising, Naismith nailed the baskets to the railing of an elevated running track at the YMCA in Springfield, Massachusetts, with one on each side of the playing area. By chance, the railing was 10 feet off the ground.

Of course, the baskets had no opening in their bottom, which would allow the ball to fall back into play after each made basket. The solution was simple, but a bit tedious and certainly impractical in the long run. One person had to be stationed at each end of the balcony, waiting to pluck the ball out of the basket and return it to the players below. Soon the decision was made to make a relatively small hole in the bottom of the peach baskets, which helped a bit, but someone still had to use a dowel to poke the ball up and out of the basket after every bucket. Long ago, a jump ball took place after each made bucket.

Now, of course, a net dangles from a rim, and the ball can easily fall through the net, ready to be scooped up and put back into play.




WHEN DID THE FIRST OFFICIAL BASKETBALL GAME TAKE PLACE, ONE THAT WAS PLAYED IN FRONT OF SPECTATORS AS OPPOSED TO THE ONES HELD AMONG NAISMITH’S STUDENTS?
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National Geographic stated that the first public game was in a YMCA gym on March 12, 1892, pitting instructors against students. A reported two hundred fans were in attendance to witness the students easily dispatch the teachers by a score of 5–1 with each bucket being worth one point.

Back then, players took to a court that was about half the size of a current NBA court. It would be about five more years before the concept of playing five on a side became the standard.




HOW LONG DID IT TAKE FOR THE GAME TO CATCH ON AND SPREAD THROUGHOUT THE NATION?
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Not long at all—a matter of weeks. The word spread from school to school and YMCAs became the showcase for a rapidly growing number of games. The process was expedited when Naismith’s rules were published in a college magazine sent to numerous YMCAs throughout the nation. High schools followed and, according to National Geographic, “by 1905, basketball was officially recognized as a permanent winter sport.”

Furthermore, “In 1892, less than a year after Naismith created the sport, Smith College gymnastics instructor Senda Berenson introduced the game to women’s athletics.” While the identity of the two men’s teams involved in the first intercollegiate hoop game is in dispute, the first such women’s game occurred in 1896 when Stanford University and the University of California at Berkeley squared off.

That year also featured what is widely considered to be the first pro game, held in Trenton, New Jersey, when a team from that city rented a hall and charged admission. Each player wound up earning $15 on the night after splitting profits—each player, that is, except one. With one dollar left over after an even split, the team captain, Fred Cooper, was awarded the bonus, making him basketball’s first “highest-paid player.”




WHAT WAS THE FIRST LEAGUE OF PROFESSIONAL BASKETBALL PLAYERS?
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That league was the National Basketball League (the NBL) formed in August 1898, and it was made up of six teams in the Philadelphia vicinity. The league expanded two months later to eighteen teams, but it lasted only a short time. It was dissolved after five years, but the league would be reintroduced in 1937 with an entirely new support system, with Goodyear, Firestone, and General Electric corporations as the league owners.

The 1937 version of the NBL began with thirteen teams. According to the website NBAHoopsOnline.com, “The league began rather informally. Scheduling was left to the discretion of each of the teams, as long as the team played at least ten games and four of them were on the road … Games consisted either of four ten-minute quarters or three fifteen-minute periods. The choice was made by the home team. Some of the teams were independent, while others were owned by companies that also found jobs for their players.”

The NBL was made up of teams from unlikely places and strange-sounding names. The charter members of the NBL were the league’s first champions, the Akron Goodyear Wingfoots; Dayton Metropolitans; Buffalo Bisons; Fort Wayne General Electrics; Oshkosh All-Stars; Akron Firestone Non-Skids; Cincinnati Comellos; Kankakee Gallagher Trojans; Indianapolis Kautskys; Pittsburgh Pirates; Whiting Ciesar All-Americans; Columbus Athletic Supply; and the Warren Penns.

Other teams joined the league later, including the Denver Nuggets, the Detroit Vagabond Kings, and another one called the Sheboygan Red Skins (it was a different era back then).




WHEN DID PEACH BASKETS GET REPLACED BY MORE MODERN EQUIPMENT?
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Peach baskets were in use until 1906, when they were replaced by metal hoops and nets. Finally, the ball could pass unhindered through the bucket. Backboards were added at that time, too, and for a good reason. Fans who watched games from spots near the basket on the balcony would sometime interfere with shots, but they could no longer do that once backboards obstructing their movements came along. Adding backboards also meant players could attempt bank shots.




WHAT IS CONSIDERED THE FIRST TIME A PLAYER DUNKED A BALL IN A CONTEST?
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The first dunk in an organized game took place in 1936 during an Olympic contest. A 6’ 8” player named Joe Fortenberry is credited as having invented the dunk—and at first it was scorned by purists of the game.

Phog Allen, legendary coach at the University of Kansas, wrote about the shot in his 1937 book, Better Basketball Technique, Tactics, Tales. “Dunking does not display basketball skill—only height advantage,” he scoffed. According to TheSportsRush.com, dunks still faced “widespread disapproval” in the decades of the 1950s and 1960s (though many fans dispute that claim as being too broad).

Bob Kurland, one of the earliest seven footers to play college ball, is credited as being the first player to dunk in a college game. That took place in 1944 during a 46–44 Oklahoma loss to Temple. The NCAA website quotes Kurland from an Orlando Sentinel interview as saying, “The ball happened to be under the basket. I got it up and stuffed it in. That started it, I guess. It was an unintentional accident. It wasn’t planned, just a spontaneous play in Philadelphia.” Kurland, who was out of Oklahoma State when it was known as Oklahoma A&M, led his team to back-to-back NCAA titles in 1945 and 1946, being named the tournament’s Most Outstanding Player (MOP) both years. He was a three-time Consensus First Team All-American (1944–1946).

“Kurland’s imposing size and skill at the rim helped prompt the NCAA to also add a rule against goaltending. From Oklahoma State’s media guide: ‘It is probable that Kurland had more to do with the rule against goaltending than any player since he was the chief target of the rule.’” Before goaltending was banned in 1944, he blocked seventeen shots in one game.

He was chosen by the St. Louis Bombers in the fourth round of the 1947 Draft, but never played at the pro level. He chose instead to play for an Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) team, the Phillips 66ers, which he guided to three championships over a six-year period beginning with the 1946–1947 season. Still eligible for Olympic play, having never played pro ball, he appeared in two Olympics in 1948 and 1952, each resulting in a gold medal even though he only averaged 9.3 and 9.9 points per game (ppg.) during those Olympics.




WHY IS THE PAINTED AREA AROUND THE FREE THROW CIRCLE KNOWN AS THE KEY?
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When the NBA lane was only 6 feet wide but ballooned to a circle around the free throw line and on up to the “top of the key,” that formation made the area resemble (sort of) a key—with a narrow lane leading up to a rounded circle, like the part of a key people hold. The technical definition of the key now is the part of the basketball court extending from the foul line to the endline. By that definition, the key is now rectangular in shape and not at all key-like.




WHEN DID THE SPORT BECOME AN OLYMPIC EVENT?
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The International Olympic Committee saw fit to introduce basketball at the 1904 games, but first only as a demonstration event. It took until 1936 for it to become a medal event for men and forty more years before basketball became a women’s medal event.

The United States dominated play in men’s basketball for decades. That is, until a chaotic fiasco of a game took place at the 1972 Olympics. More on that later.




WHEN DID THE FIRST NCAA TOURNAMENT TAKE PLACE AND HOW WAS IT DIFFERENT FROM WHAT WE SEE NOWADAYS?
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The first tourney took place in 1939 and the Final Four was held at Patten Gymnasium on the campus of Northwestern University. The capacity of that site was puny (around 4,500–5,000) compared to, say, the Superdome in New Orleans, which, in 2022, housed the Final Four in a facility with a capacity of around 74,000.

The 1939 National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Tournament had a field so small a team had to win only one game to advance to what is now known as the Final Four. That’s right, there were just eight teams at the event, so while making it to the Final Four now is an honor, back then it was simply a first step toward a goal, and hardly a distant goal. The teams were chosen by regions and no automatic qualifiers existed back then.

Likewise, it took just three victories to win the title. The first NCAA championship squad was the University of Oregon, which earned wins over Texas in the West Regionals, against Oklahoma in the semifinals, and with a 46–33 victory over Ohio State. Two teams, the University of Oklahoma and Brown University, entered the tourney with just nineteen games played, while Oregon had completed a thirty-one-game season.




WHAT POSTSEASON COLLEGE BASKETBALL TOURNAMENT WAS THE MOST PRESTIGIOUS ONE—AT FIRST, THAT IS?
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The National Invitation Tournament (NIT), originally held in Madison Square Garden, was the tournament, clearly more important than the NCAA tourney at first. It began in 1938 with a field of four teams, two from the East and one team each from the West and Midwest. So the NIT predates the NCAA’s tourney by one year.

BigBlueHistory.net states that the NIT “was such a draw that the NCAA scheduled their tournament after the NIT in order to avoid competing directly with it. This allowed some schools the opportunity to compete in both tournaments, with City College of New York being the first and only school to win both titles in the same year in 1950. Kentucky won three NCAA titles (1948, 1949, and 1951) and one NIT title (1946) during the time period that both tournaments were considered prestigious.”

As the 1950s rolled around, the NCAA gradually stripped the NIT of its importance by “making it mandatory for winners of the top-10 conferences to participate in the NCAA Tournament and not the NIT. In addition, the NCAA began to expand their field, first to 16 teams (from 8) and then to 22 teams. This further put a crimp on the NIT.”

Now, with sixty-eight teams headed to the NCAA Tournament, the status of the NIT has been greatly reduced.




WHY WERE BASKETBALL PLAYERS ONCE CALLED “CAGERS”—WHAT DOES A CAGE HAVE TO DO WITH BASKETBALL?
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The Trenton team, wearing “uniforms featuring long tights and velvet shorts,” did play inside a wire cage (at first made of chicken wire and later made of steel mesh) which enclosed the court and protected the players from rowdy spectators and vice versa. Plus, any ball deflected off the cage remained in play, saving time.

There was a drawback, though. One star from that era, Barney Sedran, said that at times a player would get thrown up against the wire and come away with cuts. “The court was covered with blood,” he said.

The Official NBA Basketball Encyclopedia states the game looked more like a football scrimmage than today’s basketball, and players sported pads on their knees, elbows, and shins. “Since no padding had been designed for faces, broken noses were not uncommon.” Fans sometimes punched players while others were content to merely jab hatpins “and lighted cigarettes through the cages at the players’ legs. In tough Pennsylvania coal towns, miners favored nails, which they would heat with mining lamps and throw in the direction of the referee or the opposing free-throw shooter.” Sometimes games were precariously held on floors that had been waxed heavily for an upcoming dance.




WHAT WAS THE FIRST LEAGUE TO BEGIN ON A TRULY NATIONAL BASIS, SIMILAR TO WHAT MAJOR LEAGUE BASEBALL HAD ALREADY ESTABLISHED?
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The American Basketball League (ABL) opened its doors in 1925, organized by George Preston Marshall, who later owned the Washington Redskins; George Halas, who owned the Chicago Bears; and a department store magnate named Max Rosenblum, whose eponymous team out of Cleveland won the championship.

This league mandated players sign exclusive contracts to stop them from jumping from team to team as had often happened earlier. They also banned the use of cages, the two-handed dribble, which was in use by other professional teams, and required their venues to use backboards. Two other important rules were the three-second violation and disqualifying players who committed five personal fouls.

The sucker punch of the Great Depression led to the league’s demise. Its final season was 1930–1931. One somewhat robust team from the ABL, the Celtics, resorted to barnstorming, and were satisfied given the hard times to play for a guaranteed $250, far from their previous highs of about $1,000 per game. They were reduced to travel not by trains but by cars, with their star center and future Hall of Famer Joe Lapchick having to handle driving duties—he was a cross between a basketball legend and a Ralph Kramden.




WHAT OTHER MAJOR BASKETBALL LEAGUE CAME ALONG NEXT?
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The National Basketball League (NBL) was born in 1937. College ball was the focus of most basketball fans during the Depression, with Madison Square Garden being the game’s mecca. The National Invitational Tournament (NIT) began in 1938, and the then-lesser-regarded NCAA Tournament followed the next year.

Cashing in on the popularity of the college game, the NBL figured that if they drafted the big stars out of college, they could form a profitable league. Companies such as Goodyear, Firestone, and General Electric fielded teams and offered jobs to entice college seniors to play for them.

One team called the Whiting Ciesar All-Americans out of Indiana signed three-time All-American John Wooden to a contract. He played for them while also continuing to coach a high school team.

One quirk of the league during its inaugural season was that the home team was given the right to decide if they would use the center jump after each bucket or not. The center jump was eliminated the following season in this eight-team league. The NBL helped change the game when, in 1939, they added a rule requiring a team to move the ball past the center court line in no more than 10 seconds.
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