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INTRODUCTION

The seats were so high above the court, we could look down at the rafters to see the banners that marked the Celtics’ fifteen championships. The other 14,000 or so patrons at the old Boston Garden had to crane their necks up to see the storied old green-and-white flags, but not us. We were in the super-rafters. We were in the upper deck of the upper deck. In those days, the Garden was famed for its varmint population, and up where our seats were, we could look straight out at the massive white steel beams that crisscrossed the top of the building and track the paths of rats scurrying along from one dark corner to another. They were obstructed-view seats, which meant a sizable I-bar column blocked the sightline of the court. For most in attendance, the view of the game was not obstructed but the view of the rodents above was. Our seats were the opposite. Lucky us.

My father had some old friends who split a season-ticket package for Celtics games, and occasionally, when our tetanus shots were up-to-date and we’d had some light altitude training, they’d bless us with three of them. We’d slap on our cheap white painters’ caps with CELTICS in green across the front, my dad would take my brother and me on the long trek up to Section 106 (or was it 107?), and I would spend a couple of hours filling up on stale popcorn and flat Coke, trying not to look straight down for fear of early-onset acrophobia. It was 1986 and the Celtics were the best team in the NBA. They were fun and deep, terrific defensively and entertaining on a fast break. The Garden would get so loud when the Celtics went on a critical run—and they always went on a run that season—that it looked like the banners were shaking, and it felt like all the noise from below was rising up and up and settling upon us there in Section 106 (or 107). There were no better terrible seats in all of sports, I am sure of it still.

It was obvious that year that the Celtics were looking at a lengthy postseason run—that they’d be playing well into June, and probably would not face much difficulty even when they got there. With that in mind, my dad’s friends figured it’d be safe to unload a few Sunday-afternoon tickets for a first-round game to the Deveneys. They were playing Chicago, after all, and Chicago was terrible, had no business being in the postseason. They were the No. 8 seed in the conference, a team that had won thirty games all year. Heck, the Celtics had thirty-one wins by the end of January. This was not going to be a close matchup. Boston won the opener by 19 points and Bulls coach Stan Albeck was left whining a bit too much about all the credit the Celtics got for their passing.

Albeck’s best player at the time, of course, was Michael Jordan, the second-year star still best known for his game-winning shot at North Carolina to beat Georgetown for the 1982 NCAA championship. He had a line of sneakers but had not played much in 1986, suffering a broken foot in October which kept him out into March. Jordan played fifteen games after his return and averaged 22.5 points, a solid finish to an uneven year, but not one that would have foretold what Jordan was about to do in the playoffs. First, even in the Bulls’ blowout Game 1 loss, Jordan scored 49 points in 43 minutes, shooting 18-for-36 from the field. Then came Game 2, with me, my father, and my brother in the stands, thanks to the courtesy of the ticket-holding family friends. We made the long journey to our faithful pole in Section 106-ish and had no idea what we were about to obstructedly see Jordan do. He took 41 shots and made 22 of them, and took 21 free throws with 19 makes. He scored 63 points—63!—in 53 minutes, breaking Elgin Baylor’s single-game NBA playoff scoring record. Best of all, not only were we on hand for such a feat of individual brilliance, but the Celtics managed a 135–131 win in double-overtime, allowing us kids to go home happy, the upper-deck racket still ricocheting in our heads, even as the grown-ups around us could only marvel at what Jordan had just done.

This was the game after which Larry Bird quipped, “Michael is the most awesome, exciting player in the game today. I didn’t think anyone could do against us what Jordan has done in the first two games. . . . I think it’s just God, disguised as Michael Jordan.” It was a game that would be forever remembered, one that helped to seal Jordan’s arrival as a basketball marvel. Bob Ryan wrote in the Boston Globe: “There is no question that this game will make the Top 5, and maybe even the Top 3, of Greatest Celtics Play-Off Games ever among the Garden cognoscenti.”

And we were there.

It was difficult, when constructing a list of twelve games to highlight over the history of the NBA, to leave out Jordan’s performance in April 1986. I was there, after all, I knew it was a big deal at the time. It was a breakout moment for Jordan. But if you are looking to dig into a game that defined Jordan, that fashioned the legacy he left behind, it really can’t be that 63-pointer. It was an important development in creating Jordan as a star, as an all-time great scorer, but the early-career scoring ability is only half the story of Jordan, and not really even the most interesting half. What mattered more about Jordan and how he is remembered, his impact on the game, was the way he was driven to win, his obsession with championships. He did not know how to do that in 1986, and even if he did, he did not have the talent around him to beat a team like the Celtics. Those 63 points were part of his legacy as an individual star, but his lasting legacy was the one he left for the Bulls and for Chicago—six appearances in the NBA Finals, six championships. There had to be a different game that could showcase this aspect of what Jordan accomplished—that run of titles, maybe at its endpoint, or its zenith, or its origin (which is what I chose).

It is no easy task to tell the history of the NBA in a couple of handfuls of games. There are some elements that are surely missed, including key questions that were decided in the courts of law rather than on the basketball courts—Spencer Haywood fighting for the hardship rule, for example, or Oscar Robertson (among others) fighting for the creation of free-agency. These were important landmarks in the development of the sport, but did not necessarily correlate to the game itself, and so are not found here. (Sam Smith’s Hard Labor, and The Spencer Haywood Rule, by Gary Washburn and Marc Spears, are very good accounts of each of those struggles.)

What is fun about retelling the history of the NBA through its games is the way the characters recur, so that Celtics coach and president Red Auerbach shows up in the first chapter, about the advent of the 24-second shot-clock, and keeps cropping up throughout, even in the much later chapter about Dirk Nowitzki and the rise of international players. Wilt Chamberlain is in chapters 2 and 3, and makes a reappearance in chapter 8. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Jerry West, Bird, Pat Williams, Pat Riley, Jordan, Bob Cousy, Kobe Bryant—they are recurring characters in pro basketball’s history, and after meeting them once, you never quite know when they will make cameos.

Importantly, the games contained in this book are not meant to be a list of the greatest games in NBA history. Far from it. One of the games included was a last-day-of-the-season matchup between two sub-.500 teams in Kansas City in 1984, a game of such little apparent import that the visiting beat writer did not even attend. That game, though, wound up shaping the futures of multiple Hall of Famers, some of basketball’s biggest names, including Jordan. And so it is featured here. If that game had gone differently, Jordan might not have wound up in Chicago, and I would not have landed tickets to that incredible record-breaking playoff game, a matchup that should be on any list of all-time great NBA games. It’s a game that has never been forgotten, especially by my dad’s friends, who still have not forgiven us for being there in their stead.




CHAPTER 1

24 SECONDS TO SAVE THE NBA

They needed a hat.

Here they were, the most powerful men in NBA basketball, gathered in a room at the Park Sheraton Hotel on Seventh Avenue in New York City to determine the fates of players who had been rendered free agents after six franchises had been summarily contracted out of the struggling league, which had come together the previous year with a merger of the National Basketball League (NBL) and the Basketball Association of America (BAA). On this fall evening, October 5, 1950, just twenty-seven days before the start of the 1950–51 season, the eleven remaining team owners were finishing off the task of assigning players from the disbanded teams to their new clubs.

It had gone smoothly—at least, that is, until it came to the rights to the final three players on the roster of the Chicago Stags, which had been a very good team the previous season, at 40-28, led by guards Max Zaslofsky and Andy Phillip. Zaslofsky was the top prize, a twenty-four-year-old, 6-foot-2 guard from Brooklyn who had averaged 16.4 points the previous season, leading the league in free-throw shooting at 84.3 percent. Phillip, an Illinois local, was not a bad consolation, a deft passer who led the league in assists, with 5.8 per game. Also up for grabs were the rights to rookie point guard Bob Cousy. Though he’d yet to play a pro game, there was buzz around Cousy because he had led Holy Cross to an unlikely NCAA championship two years earlier, and had helped the Crusaders to three straight tournament appearances. But Cousy, who was quick and lanky at 6-foot-1, did so with considerable showmanship, and the men of the NBA were split on whether his style could be adapted to the league.

The new coach of the Celtics, Red Auerbach, had not thought much of Cousy’s fancy passes. The Celtics had caused an uproar among fans the previous April when they declined to take Cousy with the No. 1 pick in the 1950 NBA draft, just two days before they announced the hiring of Auerbach. Walter Brown, the affable owner of the Celtics, had been advised by Auerbach during the draft, and Auerbach wanted 6-foot-11 center Chuck Share out of Bowling Green. So Brown made Share the No. 1 pick that year. “I have no reason to believe,” Auerbach said, “that Bob Cousy would make a good professional player.” Later, Auerbach went even further in expressing his disdain for Cousy, saying, “I don’t give a darn for sentiment of names. That goes for Cousy or anybody else. A local yokel doesn’t bring in more than a dozen extra fans to your building. But a winning team does, and that’s what I aim to have.”

Cousy wound up going fourth in the draft to the Tri-Cities Blackhawks, Auerbach’s previous employer. But the Blackhawks offered only $7,500 for Cousy’s first year, and he had no interest in uprooting his life in Worcester, Massachusetts, to play in Moline, Illinois. Cousy had started a driving school and figured he could make more money with that than with what Tri-Cities was offering. The team traded his rights to Chicago, but Cousy had no idea he was one of the three Chicago Stags guards being tangled over among three East Coast teams, the Celtics, the Knicks, and the Warriors. Or, in Cousy’s case, not being tangled over. Zaslofsky was given a price tag of $15,000, which all three teams were eager to pay to get a star of his caliber. Phillip would cost $10,000, and Cousy, $8,000. Auerbach had told Brown, “Get Maxie or nobody!” Ned Irish, from the Knicks, had zeroed in on Zaslofsky, too, hoping he could be a draw among New York’s Jewish fan base. Philadelphia’s Eddie Gottlieb also was badly in need of a guard, and wanted Zaslofsky.

Danny Biasone, meanwhile, was losing patience with the bickering. He was eager to wrap up the meeting so he could get back to his wife and the bowling alley he owned, the Eastwood Sports Center, in Syracuse. Biasone, owner of the Nationals, was a quiet but respected force among the cantankerous cohort of NBA owners, with dark eyes, a wide smile, and a hairline that had receded comfortably into his slicked-back black hair. He was dapper, always in double-breasted suits and a natty Borsalino fedora, with a filtered cigarette permanently dangling from his lips.

Biasone had immigrated to the United States from Miglianico, a small wine-producing village on the west coast of Italy, and settled in Syracuse in 1919 when he was just ten years old. He had raised himself up from Blodgett Vocational High, working as a trolley operator and bartender before buying the bowling alley, with a restaurant-lounge downstairs, in 1941. Italian had been his first language, and he was a little shy to speak out because he did not have the command of English and its idioms the way his colleagues did.

Biasone also operated a semi-pro football team sponsored by the bowling business, but as World War II pressed on, he found he did not have enough men to keep the team going. He did have enough for a basketball team, however, and though he knew little about the game, he started a semi-pro club in Syracuse. Because the city has a natural Upstate New York rivalry with Rochester, Biasone tried to get the Royals to play his club in an exhibition. But the Royals were professional, and turned down Biasone’s offer of $500 for a game. He upped it to $1,000, and when Rochester still refused, he called the office of the NBL, a mostly small-town, Midwestern rival to the East Coast’s (plus Chicago) BAA. They told him that for $1,000, he could have the Nationals join the NBL, and Rochester would be required to play them. In 1946, that’s what Biasone did. “By accident,” he said. “But I found I loved it.”

Biasone developed a passion for basketball but did not have the kind of financial background to sustain a team, and the Nationals were a shoestring operation. In the summer of 1948, after having lost $62,000 on his venture in the previous two years, the league “dispatched Leo F. Ferris to Syracuse to assist Biasone in the reorganization of the Nats,” according to the Sporting News. Ferris helped Biasone keep the team afloat by adding stockholders and helping to come up with marketing gimmicks, like raffling off a $500 silver fox coat (which drew an estimated 3,000 additional female fans) and giving away a 1949 convertible. That prize drew a record crowd of 7,021 fans to the State Fair Coliseum in a game against Oshkosh. Biasone would be happy for the capital. The business end of basketball was never as enjoyable for him as the thrill of the sport itself, and unlike the other owners, he sat on the bench with his team during games. Later, when Ned Irish, owner of the Knicks, got a rule passed through the league stating that only coaches could sit on the bench, Biasone made himself an assistant coach. He did not holler at referees or interfere with his coaches; he simply wanted to be part of the fray. His role, he said, was to “keep track of the fouls and time-outs and make sure that the guys on the bench watched the game instead of messing around.”

With Ferris’s help, the franchise got on to a more solid footing, and made one of the most important maneuvers in the early history of pro basketball—Biasone’s Nats outbid the BAA for NYU star Dolph Schayes, a loss that forced the BAA to consider a merger. In August 1949, the two leagues came to an agreement, and Syracuse was one of the seventeen teams welcomed into the new NBA.

Getting Schayes paid off for Biasone. Under player-coach Al Cervi, the team went 51-13 in the revamped league’s inaugural season, winning the Eastern crown behind Schayes. In Syracuse, just one year after the fur-coat gimmicks, ticket sales were at a record high, and the State Fair Coliseum was transformed into a fearsome place to play—now-rabid fans were known to pelt visiting players with popcorn boxes, Coke and juice cups, and even batteries, as well as harass opposing players and referees at their hotels. In one game in the 1950s against Boston, the tossing of foreign objects got so bad, the Celtics’ substitutes were sent to the locker room, with Auerbach on the bench alone. When he wanted to sub someone in, he had to send to the locker room for him. “Their fans,” big man Gene Conley said, “you’d stand at the foul line and they’d throw candy bars at you. The guys on the bench got bombarded.” It helped. The Nats went 31-1 at home in 1949–50.

Syracuse Post-Standard columnist Bill Reddy wrote of Biasone in April 1950: “As it happens, the entire madhouse aspect of the Nats in the playoffs might never have happened if Danny hadn’t had a dream, invested plenty of money in that dream and then kept on pouring money into his championship team, even after its financial success, for this season at least, was assured. Danny finally came up with a brilliant array of players this season and, in acquiring those players, Biasone never counted the expense. If Al Cervi wanted them, Danny got them, with notable assistance from the executive director, Leo Ferris. But in all the money expended, the greater portion was Biasone’s, and you’ll never hear a grumble from Danny about it. As a matter of fact, the ‘college spirit’ of the Nats, which has meant so much to the team’s success, could well be traceable back to Biasone, who never went to college, as to any other single individual.”

Reddy pointed out that, at the end of the 1950 season, Syracuse closed with a back-to-back, at Tri-Cities on a Saturday afternoon, followed by a home game against Anderson on Sunday night. Most owners would have put their players onto a train for about $500 in total fares—and some, Reddy reported, had made players cover similar 800-plus-mile journeys by car. But Biasone hired a plane for the team, an expense of nearly $1,000. “If it was a question of losing money or cutting corners on players’ expenses, Danny took the losses,” he wrote.

Schayes, especially, appreciated Biasone. He recalled a year in which he had averaged more than 20 points and made the All-Star team, but Biasone called him after the season, apologetically, to tell him he had to cut his salary by $1,000—he was cutting everyone’s salary or else the team would have to fold. “The thing about Danny was that the team was his life,” Schayes said. “He owned a bowling alley and he made a little money there, but this was when the NBA was in its infancy and there was little money for anyone. We trusted him, we sensed his love of the game and his dedication to making basketball work in Syracuse.” Schayes took the pay cut, but after the season, Biasone wrote him a check for $1,000 to cover the difference.

Now, here was Biasone—who once said of himself, “For much of my life, I was a nobody, a broken-down bartender”—in a hotel among the NBA’s magnates, and what the owners needed was a hat. The arguing over Zaslofsky had gotten nowhere, and it was late. Commissioner Maurice Podoloff gave a stern whack to the table and declared, “The only way to resolve this issue is to draw the players’ names from a hat.” At that, Biasone stepped forward and offered his fedora. It was from this hat that the raffle that would change the future of the NBA took place, with Irish and the Knicks getting Zaslofsky, Phillip going to Philadelphia, and Cousy to Boston. Walter Brown blanched at the thought of having to explain to Auerbach that he’d just gotten stuck with the “local yokel.” But eventually, Auerbach would warm up to Cousy, who became the greatest point guard in the early days of pro basketball.

Biasone, meanwhile, took one of the most important hats in NBA history, popped it back onto his head, and left the room.

[image: ]

A month and a half after the Zaslofsky-Phillip-Cousy sweepstakes, another critical NBA event occurred in Minneapolis, where the Fort Wayne Pistons were playing the mighty Lakers, the defending champions and winners of twenty-nine consecutive home games. The Lakers had gotten off to a slow start, just 5-4 to open the season, but they had George Mikan, the greatest pro basketball player in history to that point. Mikan was tough, broad-shouldered, and very strong at 6-foot-10, with a devastating hook shot. He was also the first true NBA star—so much so that when the Lakers went to play New York one Wednesday evening, the marquee at Madison Square Garden read, “Geo Mikan vs. Knicks.” That, of course, undersold the rest of the Lakers, particularly the burly forwards—6-foot-7 Vern Mikkelsen and 6-foot-5 Jim Pollard—who comprised the game’s best front line.

Mikan, though, was the focus, and Fort Wayne’s coach, Murray Mendenhall, knew it. He’d been averaging 29.3 points through the first nine games, and had dominated the Pistons when they played the Lakers in a playoff series the previous season, racking up 37 points in the decisive second game. The Lakers had beaten the Pistons in ten of their fourteen meetings over the previous two seasons. Fort Wayne had talent up front but was inexperienced, with rookie Larry Foust out of LaSalle at center and second-year man Fred Schaus at forward. “There’s only one Mikan,” Mendenhall said. “I’ve been trying for three years to do something about him, but nothing works.”

Mendenhall had come up with a plan to limit Mikan, though, and take away the Lakers’ advantage in size and experience. “Let’s try something different,” Mendenhall told his team. “We have good guards, so let’s see if we can pull their big people away from the basket. Let’s spread the floor and see what happens.” When the Pistons took the opening tip, the Lakers hustled down to line up their defense, but quickly found they had nothing to defend. Foust had the ball and, on Mendenhall’s orders, simply stood just inside half-court, holding it. The Pistons would idly pass the ball around the perimeter, chewing up the clock. Occasionally, they would attempt a shot, or the Lakers would make a defensive gamble and go for a steal. But mostly, they just stood in place. Minneapolis Star Tribune writer Glen Gaff called the style “keep-away.” At the end of the first quarter, the Pistons led, 8–7. “We just thought we’d open in a stall for a few minutes, slow down the tempo and then it would be a regular game,” Schaus told author Terry Pluto. “But we got in front by a few points, we pulled our offense out and they just stood under the basket, refusing to come out and guard us.”

The referees in the game, Stan Stutz and Jocko Collins, implored Mendenhall to get his team to play. Fans were furious. The stall tactic “set off the loudest booing and stamping of feet the Auditorium has heard in quite some time. However, the 7,021 fans didn’t bother Mendenhall or his players. And they kept plugging along holding the ball and asking the Lakers to come out and get it.” After a while, fans grew tired of the booing and began reading newspapers. Then, they threw the newspapers and other trash at Mendenhall and the Pistons bench. The Lakers were unnerved, as only 5 points were scored between the teams in the first ten minutes of the second quarter, but Minneapolis managed to hold on to the lead at halftime, 13–11.

The Pistons did not change their approach in the second half—in fact, Mendenhall slowed things down even more. The Lakers attempted three shots total in the final two periods, and scored just 1 point in the fourth quarter. They led, 17–16, entering the final period, and the score stayed there until halfway through the fourth, when Foust made a free throw to tie. A free throw by the Lakers shortly thereafter gave them an 18–17 edge, which they held for most of the rest of the way. But with 6 seconds to play, Pistons guard Curly Armstrong found Foust cutting toward the basket, and Foust was able to lay it in over Mikan’s block attempt. A last-second attempt by Lakers guard Slater Martin bounced off the rim, giving the Pistons an unsightly 19–18 victory, with the Lakers attempting only seventeen shots in the game and the Pistons taking thirteen.

Lakers coach John Kundla was irate after the game. “Play like that will kill professional basketball,” he said. “If that’s basketball, I don’t want any of it. There are other ways of beating us besides that. You could tell the fans didn’t like it and they’re the ones who pay the freight in pro basketball.” Columnist Charles Johnson labeled the showing “one of the worst exhibitions this sport has ever known.” Mendenhall, though, defended himself. “What was wrong with it?” he asked. “We won, didn’t we? We wanted to get those giants out in the open court where we would have a chance to play basketball, not get our heads knocked in.”

At his home in Connecticut, Podoloff was also furious. He told the United Press he would have Mendenhall, Kundla, and the two referees in his office for a hearing and said, “I want to find out to what extent the league rules were violated and if they were, to take proper action. It seems to me that the teams showed complete disregard for the interest of the fans by the type of game they played. In our game, with the number of stars we have, we of necessity run up big scores. When you get a 19–18 score, it’s prima facie evidence that the regular type of basketball was not played.”

In the end, not much came of Podoloff’s bluster. He told the Star Tribune that the Pistons would be ordered to “play basketball” from then on. And they did. The Lakers and Pistons played again the following night, in Fort Wayne, and Mendenhall dropped the keep-away approach. The Pistons won by a much more ordinary score, 73–63. But in the 19–18 win, the Pistons had broken no rule. While Mendenhall brought the strategy to an extreme, slow-down tactics were common in the early NBA, especially late in games, boring the fans and often sapping contests of any real drama.

Biasone remembered a game against the Celtics shortly after the Pistons–Lakers fiasco in which “Auerbach’s team got ahead by four points with about eight minutes left. Cousy was trying to dribble out the clock and we fouled him. The Celtics didn’t attempt one field goal in the final eight minutes and we didn’t make any of our shots.” As coaches leaned more and more on stalling tactics to hold late leads, opposing coaches responded with intentional hard fouls, hoping to at least get possession of the ball back. This turned games into lengthy and sometimes violent parades to the free-throw line. The Sporting News described the state of pro basketball as “combat chess.” The league responded by trying to eliminate the intentional fouling with ideas like a jump ball after a foul in the final three minutes, or limiting the number of fouls a player could commit in the fourth period to two. Nothing stopped the slow-down strategy.

“It was just part of the game; you would get the lead and you just tried to avoid the other team, tried to keep it away from them so that you could seal the lead,” Cousy said. “It was not just the fourth quarter. If we had a big enough lead at the half, we’d start holding it. I don’t think anyone liked it really. The fans didn’t; you didn’t have the chance for a comeback or anything like that. We were starting to get shown on TV, too, and that sort of thing didn’t make for good TV. Even players, we knew that was not really the game we were there to play. But coaches were there to win. Their jobs relied on winning, and if that meant you held the ball for four, five minutes at the end of the game, you can be sure that’s what they were going to do.”

In Syracuse, at the Eastwood Sports Center, starting with the 19–18 slop-fest put forth by the Pistons and Lakers, Biasone became convinced that something needed to be done. Ferris, the team’s executive director and all-around idea man, agreed. “I said, baseball has three outs an inning, football has four downs,” Biasone said. “Every game has a limit on possessions except basketball.”

Forget the fouling rules, Biasone thought. What the NBA needed was a limit on possessions. A time limit.

[image: ]

The exact sequence of events that led to the development of the NBA’s 24-second clock remains apocryphal. As the story was passed down through the decades, Biasone had the idea, and scribbled it down on a napkin while sitting at the bar of his bowling alley. He rooted it in basic math, as he explained to the New York Times: “I figured out we were averaging about 60 shots a game per team. Twenty-four fits into the 60, so if each team used up 24 seconds for a shot, they would average 60 shots. But the exact number wasn’t important. My idea was to keep the game going, speed it up.”

As time passed, Biasone’s version of the story became the one that history remembered, and he often repeated the tale to inquiring reporters; he certainly made no effort to acknowledge the contributions of others to the breakthrough. In the Sporting News in 1965, Phil Elderkin reported, “When the history of pro basketball is someday written, there will have to be a special niche for Danny Biasone, father of the NBA’s 24-second clock.” The article credited the clock to “Danny’s keen mind,” and quoted Biasone as saying he had not picked 24 seconds “out of thin air. It was based on a mathematical formula I’d worked out.” Writing in 1970, basketball historian and columnist Leonard Koppett noted that the NBA, which was thriving that season, “ought to pay its respects to Danny Biasone, who made it all possible.” In 1971, NBA commissioner Walter Kennedy credited Biasone for the number-one reason behind the league’s growth: the 24-second clock. “Biasone’s rule gave pro basketball the sustained action it so badly needed,” Kennedy said.

Much later, Red Auerbach told columnist Sean Kirst, “Danny Biasone invented the 24-second clock, by himself, alone. I was at the meeting when he introduced it. He should get all the credit in the world for it.” Indeed, Biasone’s bio in the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame reads, “Biasone, the founder and owner of the NBA’s Syracuse Nationals, came up with the idea of the 24-second shot clock in 1954 and quickly convinced NBA brass that the clock was the key to speeding up the game.”

None of that is entirely true. The 19–18 Lakers–Pistons game occurred in late 1951, and it would be three years before the NBA finally took action and implemented a shot clock. There was nothing quick about it. More recently, the family of Leo Ferris has sought for him, too, to be recognized as the father of the shot clock. There is evidence that Ferris deserves credit for the math that led to the magic number of 24. “Bob Sexton, publicity director of the Nats, pointed out that the 24-second rule was recommended by General Manager Ferris and the two-shot backcourt foul, which will be retained from last season, was recommended by President Biasone,” the Syracuse Post-Standard reported from the team’s preseason banquet in October 1954, just before the 24-second clock was implemented.

It’s likely that Ferris came up with the idea of using 24 seconds while Biasone did the public selling of the idea to the owners, but either way, it was not entirely a groundbreaking concept or a one-man scheme. While the league was struggling with the long stoppages of play, there was plenty of hue and cry around basketball to implement a time element as a way to stop the league’s coaches from destroying the game with stall tactics. In March of 1952, addressing the Boston Basket Ball Writers weekly luncheon, retiring referee Eddie Boyle told the gathered reporters, “Gentlemen, until rules are promulgated forcing the offensive team to shoot the ball within a certain time limit . . . this game is to get nowhere.”

In 1953, Celtics star Ed Macauley was on the team’s exhibition trip around New England, and told reporters, “We gotta shoot the ball within a certain time limit, 20 seconds or something, or the team ahead can stall all night and the fans will keep staying away!” Later, when Macauley was reminded that the NBA was relying on handshake agreements from clubs not to stall, he said, “Let’s be honest, fellows. Human nature being what it is, the honor system is a laugh.”

Howard Hobson, who was the coach at Yale and formerly a member of the US Olympic Cage Committee (as it was known then), gave a talk at the weekly meeting of the Metropolitan Basketball Writers in New York in February 1954, and proposed a 30-second time limit for the college game. “Some coaches want a one-minute limit,” he said, according to the New York Times. “I think that’s too long.” In early April 1954, the Post-Standard reported that, during that year’s Finals, it was Nats coach Al Cervi pushing for a shot clock: “With President Maurice Podoloff at the head table, Cervi suggested . . . a 30-second time limit on shooting.”

What was undeniably true, though, was that the Nationals, despite a rabid fan base and five trips to the playoffs, including twice to the Finals, were in financial trouble again. The entire NBA was. The original seventeen teams that came out of the league’s 1949 merger went down to eleven the following season, and dropped to ten when the Washington Capitols folded ahead of the 1951–52 campaign. It was down again to nine teams ahead of 1953–54, when Indianapolis folded. (The Baltimore Bullets were in such bad financial shape that they should not have begun the 1954–55 campaign, and they folded, too, in November 1954.) The Nationals, according to Ferris, had wound up $14,000 in the red in 1953.

At that stage, then, Biasone and Ferris were less concerned with their future individual legacies and more concerned with staying afloat and keeping the team located in Syracuse. The previous year, Biasone and Ferris had been approached by former Anderson Packers owner Ike Duffey, who wanted to move the team to Chicago. Another offer came from Doner, a Detroit advertising firm that represented a beer company, willing to buy the Nats for $150,000. Biasone and Ferris resisted the offer and instead, set up a stock-sale drive that would spread ownership of the team throughout the community—200 shares available at $1,000 per share, with no individual, not even Biasone or Ferris, allowed to own more than 10 shares. In the end, the stock sale drummed up 140 shareholders and reached its goal by June, keeping the Nationals from heading to Michigan.

Whoever did the math on the 24-second formula, one reason Biasone has garnered so much credit for it is that he was the sole owner pushing for its adoption as a way to rescue the league. Biasone had put forth a proposal for a shot clock at the 1953 NBA meetings, and when it was put to a vote, the idea got only one “yea” vote—his own. But by 1954, with another franchise disappearing and gate receipts suffering—and with the impending retirement of Mikan, the league’s biggest drawing card—there had been a change in attitude among owners.

The league had suffered a major bruise to its reputation when the Knicks and Celtics played a nationally televised game in late March in Boston. With a lead in the second half, Knicks coach Joe Lapchick began to both stall when his team had the ball and to foul Boston’s players early in their possession, forcing them to the free-throw line. The Celtics responded in kind, and the game ground to a halt, punctuated by fights and scuffles.

Podoloff, who was in attendance, had instructed referees Charlie Eckman and Gig Nichol to call the game tight, hoping to have a clean game for the television audience. They responded. There were 95 fouls called. The Knicks shot 62 free throws on the game, and the Celtics shot 56. The affair dragged on for nearly four hours, and NBC cut away from it, meaning the national audience did not see Bill Sharman’s dramatic Celtics game-winner. “I just know I am underpaid for what I had to do out there today,” Eckman said after the game. “It was the maddest of mad-houses for my money. . . . I am sick as of now.”

Everyone was. After three years of attempting to fix the game by ineffective adjustments in the rules on fouling, the owners running basketball finally were out of ideas. When Biasone again brought up the shot-clock rule at the league meeting on April 22, it passed. Finally. “For a year, no one would listen to me,” Biasone said. “I said forget all these rules about fouling, what we need is a time limit. Make them shoot the ball and we’d be all right. After they tried about everything else, they were willing to look at my idea.”

That did not mean the rule would definitely survive the off-season and take effect to start the new year. Owners were still skeptical. The league solicited clock designs from various companies, but many of the clocks relied on a second hand that was too unwieldy to reset. Only one, from the All-American Scoreboard Company in Wisconsin, had a digital face, making it much easier to operate.

While the idea of a clock was well-received, it had to be viewed in action. Fortunately, the summer meetings of the league were to be held in Syracuse, and Biasone brought league owners and officials—Les and Jack Harrison of the Royals, Auerbach from the Celtics, Eddie Gottlieb of the Warriors, Clair Bee of the Bullets, Ned Irish from New York, and Fort Wayne owner Fred Zollner—to the gym at his alma mater, Blodgett Vocational, with the idea of putting on a test game. They would test two different clocks, with Cervi running the show and several Nats and local players participating. Haskell Cohen, the league’s publicity director, served as the clock-minder, but there was not much need, because the players felt rushed knowing there was a clock counting them down on each possession, with the bosses of the league sitting in rickety school bleachers, watching the action vigilantly.

“When the game started,” said Schayes, who participated, “we thought we had to take quick shots—a pass and a shot was it—maybe 8 to 10 seconds. That made for a bad game with a lot of dumb shots and turnovers. But as the game went on, you could see the inherent genius in Danny’s 24 seconds; you could work the ball around for a good shot.”

The “clinic,” as Cervi called it, had some gaps. The Democrat and Chronicle in Rochester reported that Schayes, at one point, attempted to circumvent the timer by throwing a pass off the backboard, figuring the clock would be reset and his team would retain possession. But Schayes’s ploy backfired, as the would-be pass was stolen. After the game, Les Harrison, the Royals’ owner, was noncommittal, saying that “It’s too new yet. I’m still studying the pros and cons.” There were details to iron out.

But Biasone’s scrimmage had shown enough promise that the owners voted to keep the rule in place, and when exhibition season opened in Fort Wayne on October 17, players and coaches got their first experience with the clock. And they approved of it. “This new 24-second rule may help us after all,” the Lakers’ John Kundla said in October. “It did one night already and the fans seem to like it.” In a preseason poll of NBA coaches done by the Associated Press, “the coaches said they were unanimously ‘enthusiastic’ about the 24-second rule.”

Thus, Rule 12 was etched into the NBA’s rulebook: “A team in control of the ball must make an attempt to score within 24 seconds after gaining control of the ball.” The 1954–55 season would be the beginning of the NBA’s shot-clock era.


THE GAME

October 30, 1954, Edgerton Park Sports Arena, Rochester, New York

Rochester Royals 98, Boston Celtics 95

Edgerton Park Sports Arena had once been the site of a training hall for juvenile criminals, part of the Western House of Refuge, the first state-managed prison for minors in the United States. That operation pulled up stakes just after the turn of the century but, fifty years later, on October 30, 1954, it was once again teeming with kids—this time, 1,200 eager young basketball players and their coaches gathered for a tutorial from Royals stars Bob Davies and Bob Wazner, as well as two of the top Celtics players, Bob Cousy and Ed Macauley. Even with the season-opening game slated for 3:30 p.m. that afternoon at the Arena, the quartet showed up at 10:00 a.m. and stuck around to give talks and demonstrations on the finer points of basketball until noon, when they broke for lunch at the Sheraton Hotel. “This was by far the most appreciative audience I ever performed before,” Davies said.

So, the 1954–55 NBA season was off to a good start.

Not so much for the Celtics, though. On the eve of their opener, the team got bad news about the status of 6-foot-8 forward/center Gene Conley, who had been drafted by the team in 1952, made a moderate contribution as a rookie, averaging 2.3 points and 4.4 rebounds, then went off to pitch for the Braves in Major League Baseball, going 14-9 and earning an All-Star spot as a rookie in 1954. He had designs on being a two-sport player and had gone through training camp with the Celtics that fall. Auerbach was so impressed with his size and rebounding that he said he planned to make Conley his starting center.

But Conley had been having second thoughts. Playing basketball for the Celtics, he feared, would heighten his risk of injury and put his pitching career in peril. Additionally, it would make it difficult to see his family. He phoned Walter Brown, who was already having a bad week, laid up in Somerville Hospital with a case of gout. Conley told him he was quitting basketball. “Gene did all the talking,” the convalescing Brown said. “There was little we could do about it.”

But the game went on, and the importance of the league’s opener, the first ever played with the 24-second clock in place, was highlighted by the presence of the league’s heads of state: Podoloff; Haskell Cohen, the PR man; and Jocko Collins, head of refs. There was, as often happened when the game was televised, a pregame consultation with the coaches (Auerbach, especially), a reminder that the usual foul language and cantankerous antics—coaching staples in the NBA—should be sidelined, given that they were being broadcast into homes in 110 cities. That can’t have been easy for Auerbach, given that his Celtics got off to a slow start, with Wazner, known as “Little Hooks,” doing a good job containing Cousy while scoring 13 first-quarter points of his own, 6 coming on his eponymous short flip shots. The Celtics, however, did not make a shot in the first five minutes and trailed, 27–17.

The game saw the debut of future Hall of Fame guard Frank Ramsey from Kentucky, who scored 15 points and put forth a performance that had one Rochester reporter declaring, “Ramsey appears to be a real prize. He can shoot, drive and rebound, and is exceptionally aggressive.” But it also saw a strange debut on the Rochester side, from rookie big man Boris Nachamkin, the son of Russian immigrants who had developed into a two-time All-City player at Thomas Jefferson High in New York. He went on to set the single-season scoring record at NYU, and was a second-round pick by the Royals. As the Celtics began to find their rhythm and rally in the second quarter, Nachamkin—who was the last player Harrison kept on the roster, nearly cutting him two days earlier—poured in 11 points in the period, almost singlehandedly keeping the Royals comfortably in the lead. It was a moment of glory for Nachamkin, and the debut had Harrison excited for his prospects.

The success was fleeting, though. Nachamkin played only five subsequent games and scored 9 total NBA points before he was waived by the Royals just before Thanksgiving. He kicked around with semi-pro teams in Lenox, Massachusetts, and Scranton, Pennsylvania, for the ensuing months, but was drafted into the military and never again played pro basketball.

Still, on this particular afternoon, Nachamkin was able to exploit the absence of Conley and the Celtics’ overall lack of frontcourt depth, pulling Rochester to a 55–42 lead at halftime. In the first three minutes of the second half, the Royals’ lead grew to 17 points, the kind of third-quarter advantage that, a year earlier, would have led to stalling by the Royals and intentional fouling by the Celtics. But with a 24-second clock in place, Rochester could not hold the ball and there was no need for Boston to foul. The Celtics stormed back with a 29–7 run over the final nine minutes of the half, and an unwatchable blowout quickly became a tense game. The Royals seemed to run out of hope with three minutes left in the game, when their two centers, Arnie Risen and Art Spoelstra, were each whistled for their sixth fouls, earning a disqualification for the rest of the game. Rochester was able to eke out a 95–91 lead, though, with 1:15 to play, before Celtics star Bill Sharman knocked in two shots to tie the score, with 18 seconds remaining. With 3 seconds to go Rochester’s Cal Christensen missed a game-winner but grabbed the rebound and, as one report stated, “uncorked a desperation one-hand flip as the horn sounded probable overtime.”

Except there would be no overtime, because referee Arnold Heft stunned the Celtics by whistling Macauley for hacking.

Auerbach, who had been well-behaved for the cameras much of the game, unloaded on Heft. “You guys want me to be calm,” Auerbach shouted, “then you make a call like that! It’s a helluva way to lose a ball game! How many times do you ever call it on the last play?”

Cousy was similarly irate. He, too, went after Heft and was called for a technical foul, “for his choice of adjectives.” Christensen wound up making three free throws (thanks to Cousy’s technical foul) to close the game, with the Royals earning a 98–95 victory. Podoloff, having watched Auerbach and Cousy’s entire display, fined Auerbach $100 and Cousy $75. Cousy said he wouldn’t pay. “I’ll talk to Walter Brown about it,” he said. “The League will have a tough time collecting it from me before then.” When asked about that, Brown said, “I read in the papers they may not pay the fines. I don’t know the whole story, but they’ll be surprised when they see that the fines are taken out of their paychecks by Mr. Podoloff.”

As for the 24-second clock, perhaps the most significant aspect of it in that game was that it was not discussed much at all. Play was smooth, and there were no 24-second violations on either side. For forty-eight minutes, no matter how far ahead the Royals got, the Celtics always had a chance to come back—and did—to make it a game. The rule, for the most part, was a hit.

Just two weeks into the use of the clock, Podoloff told reporter Bill Roeder in New York, “It’s too good to be true. I’ve got my fingers crossed.” Jocko Collins was similarly ebullient, saying, “We’ve got the game now. This 24-second rule is the greatest thing to happen to basketball since the elimination of the center jump. They like it all over the country.”



THE LEGACY

The NBA had moved far, far away from the 19–18 Pistons–Lakers game of 1951, and for the 1954–55 season, teams averaged 93.1 points on 86.4 field-goal attempts, the most shooting and scoring in any of the league’s first six seasons. That came after the lowest averages (79.5 points on 75.4 shots per game) the NBA had ever had the previous year. The NBA built on its reputation as a fast-paced, exciting game, the scoring going to 99.0 points the following year and 99.6 in 1956–57. In the 1957–58 season, scoring leaped to an average of 106.6 points per game. The fans followed. After drawing a total of 900,000 fans in the 1954–55 season, the shot clock spurred interest and, even with fewer teams in the league, attendance topped 1.1 million in 1955–56. From 1954 to 1959, the average crowd in the NBA grew from 3,345 fans per game to more than 5,000.

In a fitting ending to the first season with a shot clock, Biasone and the Nationals won the NBA championship, beating the Fort Wayne Pistons in the Finals in a series that was, as Schayes called it, so “rinky-dink” that the teams had to play in Indianapolis because Fort Wayne’s Allen County War Memorial Coliseum had been booked for a bowling tournament. Not present for those Finals was Leo Ferris, who in December 1954—not even two months into the advent of the shot clock—had tendered his resignation after more than a decade in pro basketball, with six years in Syracuse. Ferris was on the Nationals’ fifteen-member board of directors, and apparently had a falling-out with others on the board over his contract
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