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Malcolm Gladwell


1.


In the fourth round of the 2009 British Open at Turnberry, Tom Watson had a clear lead at the start of the eighteenth hole. He was fifty-nine years old. He needed only a par to win. He hit an approach shot right at the pin. It looked for all the world like it would settle happily near the hole. The gallery gasped in anticipation. Watson must have felt the first thrill of victory. But suddenly and unexpectedly the ball took a strange little bounce and trickled down off the edge of the green. Now Watson needed to get up and down for his par. But his putt was too strong. He bogeyed the eighteenth, leaving himself tied with Stewart Cink, who went on to win the four-hole playoff.


I watched Watson on that final day. That approach shot on the eighteenth hole broke my heart. Watson had birdied 17. He was flying home. He hit a beautiful shot. But it took a strange bounce. Did it hit a stray pebble? An imperfection in the green? We’ll never know. All that matters is that at the worst possible moment he was unlucky and Stewart Cink was given the gift of his first—and only—major.


So what happens if that little pebble isn’t there? Watson would have been the oldest player ever to claim a major championship. Jack Nicklaus was forty-six when he won the Masters in 1986. Julius Boros was forty-eight when he won the PGA in 1968. In 2009, Watson was more than a decade older than both of them.


And by the way, let’s not limit this conversation to golf. Watson would have been the oldest athlete to win an international competition in any major sport, ever. I’ve heard people say that it is unfair to compare golf to other sports, because golf is unusually forgiving to athletes as they age. That is not true: Professional golfers peak in their early thirties, and the odds of winning a major decline precipitously past the age of thirty-five. The age profile of successful golfers is only a shade different from the age profile of successful distance runners or baseball players. Had Watson won at Turnberry, his achievement would have fallen outside the optimal performance range for his profession by a quarter century. I will go further: Had Watson parred the eighteenth, it would have stood as one of the most extraordinary athletic performances of the modern age. But he didn’t. He hit a pebble. A few months later, Sports Illustrated picked its Sportsman of the Year. Guess who? Derek Jeter. In case you’re wondering, Jeter hit .334 in 2009, and played with his typical wooden immobility in the field.


2.


Upon Further Review is a book about what-ifs. What if the U.S. had boycotted Hitler’s Olympics? What if Bobby Fischer had received proper psychiatric help? What if the 1993 Phoenix Suns had answered a bit of fan mail? What if the National League had adopted the designated hitter? What if football had been invented in the twenty-first century instead of in the nineteenth?


At first blush, some of those subjects seem trivial, or at least the kind of thing that you would need to be a hardcore sports fan to appreciate. (I mean: the Phoenix Suns and fan mail?) Do not fall into that trap. Counterfactual history is, in a way that real history is not, a true test of the imagination. But it has a second level as well. The what-if forces us to think. The intuitive paradigm we use in evaluating the march of progress is all too often the evolutionary model: natural selection. We accept the course taken as the fittest option, the one optimized for success. The National League didn’t adopt the DH because baseball is better that way, right? But if you tease out the full alternative trajectory, where Bartolo Colón never gets his chance at one glorious dinger, you realize that maybe the way we went wasn’t better. It was just an accident.


It happened that way, for whatever random reason, and if the random reason had gone the other way there is an entirely plausible scenario where all of baseball plays by a single rule. Just like Tom Watson. What if the pebble hadn’t been there? Then we talk about Watson in 2009 the way we talk about Bob Beamon in 1968, or Michael Jordan against Utah in 1998, or Joe DiMaggio’s magical streak in 1941. Come to think of it, why don’t we rank Watson up there with Beamon, DiMaggio, and Jordan? Why does the presence of an imperfection on the eighteenth green at Turnberry—which Watson had nothing whatsoever to do with—somehow make him unworthy of being ranked with the all-time greats? When Jeter won Sports Illustrated’s Sportsman of the Year in 2009, Watson got robbed: A fifty-nine-year-old coming within one unbelievably bad break of a major is a bigger accomplishment than a thirty-five-year-old waving haplessly at routine ground balls. The counterfactual, in that case, ought to make us angry—not just for Tom Watson but for everyone else who is denied a place in history by the width of a pebble.


3.


Let me run a counterfactual by you. It’s a little bit complicated—but it is precisely that complication that makes it interesting. It’s about the slave trade. Most slaves who came to North America came—for obvious logistical and geographical reasons—from countries such as Nigeria on the Atlantic coast of West Africa. But let’s leave those logistical and geographical reasons aside. What would have happened if the slave trade had been centered on East African countries such as Kenya and Ethiopia?


In the main, that fact would make no difference at all. The point of slavery, as an institution, was that it was supremely indifferent to the particulars of the people it enslaved. The plantation owners of Jamaica and South Carolina and Mississippi cared not one whit what language their slaves spoke, or what traditions they carried with them, or what heritage they represented. You just had to have dark skin.


But this is a book about sports, and I’m posing a sports-specific question: What happens if you replace, in the Americas, Nigerians for Kenyans? If you look at the top one thousand performances in the track and field events that involve speed and power—the sprints and the jumps—you will see that the overwhelming majority of the athletes on that list are of West African heritage. If you look at the top one thousand performances in long-distance events, you will see that the overwhelming majority of the athletes on that list are of East African heritage. The numbers, if you care to look them up, are astonishing. Among the top eighty times in the marathon, there is just one non–East African: American Ryan Hall.


All kinds of people have all kinds of debates about why this is so. (For the best treatment of this question and others, I recommend David Epstein’s The Sports Gene.) But there is no denying the fact of this division: One side of Africa gives us endurance athletes, the other side power and speed. I’m part Jamaican. I had my DNA tested a few years ago and discovered—to no one’s surprise—that my African heritage is Igbo, one of the dominant ethnic groups of Nigeria. Jamaica, a country of several million people, produces more great sprinters on both a per capita and an absolute basis than any other country on earth. The tribe in Kenya that has produced more long-distance runners than any other group in the history of organized running is the Kalenjin. The slave trade brought the Igbo to the Americas. It did not bring the Kalenjins. So what if it had?


I suspect that this line of inquiry makes some of you a little uncomfortable. Good. That’s my intention. Because the point of this counterfactual is to raise the uncomfortable question of whether the long, dark shadow of the slave trade extends even to the world of professional sports. The United States as a country is obsessed with power and speed sports: basketball, football, baseball, games involving sprinting and jumping. At endurance sports, by contrast, the United States is puzzlingly weak. In long-distance cycling, there is Lance Armstrong and there is Greg LeMond and then there is, as they say in baseball, praying for rain. In distance running, there is Joan Benoit Samuelson and Mary Decker on the women’s side and Frank Shorter, Galen Rupp, Ryan Hall, and a handful of other names on the men’s side. But for goodness’ sake, there is a case to be made that New Zealand has a better historical record of distance running than the United States. Is this an accidental fact?


I am writing this on a Sunday afternoon, with an NFL game playing in the background, and if the market choices of a bunch of slave traders three hundred years ago had been different, maybe I’d be watching a marathon. Sports fans sometimes retreat into a fantasy where they imagine that their world is somehow immune from the complexity and ugliness of the world outside the arena. Counterfactual history reminds us that this is nonsense.


4.


One more thing. The what-if should not just open our eyes or rob us of our illusions. It should also instruct us. There is an essay in this volume by Nate Jackson that asks what football would look like if it had been invented in 2018, instead of in the nineteenth century. I’m not going to spoil Nate’s argument for you. But it is worth pointing out that in this case the what-if is not a hypothetical. Football actually needs to start over: It is a sport that was created in a moment of fundamental physiological ignorance and that subsequently evolved in defiance of known physical laws. We now understand, to cite just one of a million new facts, that hits to the head sustained during football games are altering the brain tissues of high school players. The response of the sport thus far has been to take measures at the margin. When a concussion happens, make sure it is diagnosed. Penalize hits to the head. Teach better tackling techniques. These are the sorts of reforms dreamed up by people who believe that the world as we see it evolved for a reason—that the institutions and practices we live with are the product of some form of natural selection. That is not true, of course. The world in general—and sports in particular—are the way they are because of random events and arbitrary choices and a pebble on the green where it isn’t supposed to be. The challenge facing football’s governors is not to take the sport as it is and tweak it at the margins to make it better. Somebody get the NFL a copy of Upon Further Review. They need to go back to the beginning and ask: “What if?”
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Mike Pesca


America exists because the sky was foggy.


To be fair, it was particularly and peculiarly foggy on the side of the East River where it needed to be foggy. It was August 29, 1776, and George Washington and the colonists had been badly beaten in the Battle of Long Island. They had not even covered the spread. If the British troops under Admiral Richard Howe had finished the rebels, historians agree, they probably would have snuffed out the American Revolution right there. But then, in the small hours of morning, the fog rolled in and the colonists rowed out. In historian David McCullough’s telling, in his book 1776:




Incredibly, yet again circumstances—fate, luck, Providence, the hand of God, as would be said so often—intervened. Just at daybreak a heavy fog settled in over the whole of Brooklyn, concealing everything no less than had the night. It was a fog so thick, remembered a soldier, that one “could scarcely discern a man at six yards distance.” Even with the sun up, the fog remained as dense as ever, while over on the New York side of the river there was no fog at all.





This is one of the great what-ifs in our country’s history. But for a low-lying cloud—paired with the rough currents of the river and some guerrilla tactics acquired by Washington while fighting in the French and Indian War—a great nation might never have been.


This is how the best what-ifs work. Find the bend in history’s path and straighten it out, perhaps along the way convincing ourselves that the imagined did become real, with the fog of memory as sufficient cover.


In sports we accept the turning point, as such, more readily than we do in the real world. We much prefer to think of our history as a march of inevitabilities rather than as a series of contingencies. The alternatives can be too big to contemplate.


After all, if Washington hadn’t escaped the British, perhaps I wouldn’t even be sitting here, protected by a First Amendment, blithely turning our sports heroes to goats all in the name of a thought exercise. Can we really say that there wouldn’t have been an America? The United States of America does seem like a pretty compelling idea—stronger, certainly, than the thickest of fog. But to watch and to be invested in sports is to know how much our world is shaped by happenstance—how all would be different but for one errant pass, one blown coverage, one fumbled exchange, one bungled coaching decision.


Sports are a celebration of turning points. In recent years this has been made explicit with the advent of real-time win probability charts, graphs that pinpoint a team’s odds of victory even as play is underway. You can actually follow along as your team’s chances for victory plummet in real time when, for instance, your offense decides to take a twelve-yard sack and commit a holding penalty with an eight-point lead in the fourth quarter of the Super Bowl. For the record I did not commission a “What if the Falcons had not done sixteen things wrong in Super Bowl LI?” essay, just as I decided not to commission “How much damage would an Olympic rifle team do to a school of fish, provided said fish were neatly stacked in an oak barrel?”


We readily acknowledge that games, seasons, careers, and legacies can turn on single plays. And when the play does not break right, the eternal cry of “Wait ’til next year” is invoked. Close on the heels of that lament comes the question “What if?”


What-if is a fundamental part of sports. Without what-if there’d be no draft, no spring training, no trades, no free agent acquisition. Every roster rebuild in pro sports has been a multi-million-dollar exercise in what-if. Every tweak of the replay rules, every announcement of innovation via the “competition committee,” is an official endorsement of what-if. Every excuse of “I thought it was good leaving my hands” or “I could have sworn I was on the base when he tagged me” is the athlete engaging in his or her own version of what-if.


But when we fans propose a what-if scenario, we most often are proposing an if-only. If you hear a voice on sports talk radio, or sports talk podcast, make reference to “one of the great what-ifs,” they usually do not mean, “What a fascinating cascade of unforeseen occurrences might have transpired.” They usually mean, “Had we taken the road not traveled, we’d have been much better off.” Run instead of passed, drafted the forward instead of the center, traded for prospects instead of veterans. These, the usual what-ifs, are rueful reactions to scenes of trophies hoisted by rivals, parades down someone else’s Main Street, your own mayor paying off a stupid bet concerning regional foodstuffs.


In this book I wanted to avoid the diehard’s what-if—the one where the answer is, “Some other team or player would have won.” That may be true, but it doesn’t excite the imagination. Neither am I interested in the other common what-if, the one where the fan rewrites the script for a key play. Sports fans love this sort of thing. We want to what-if our favorite teams or athletes over the obstacles that felled them in real life. I get it. It’s human. I can’t tell you how I yearned to what-if St. John’s over Patrick Ewing in the 1985 Final Four, but simply turning a loser into a victor, or redoing a draft pick, or correcting a blown call did not seem like the best use of this magical institution of the what-if. Rather, I chose to propose hypotheticals that sparked the imagination, that opened the door to a hidden history or set off a plausible chain reaction we might not even have considered.


As I went about soliciting contributions and debating what would make good topics, some trends emerged.


Baseball proved to be the sport that provided the most fertile ground. There are a few reasons for that. One, it has been around the longest, and has been well chronicled along the way. Two, writers usually like baseball. Three, baseball is the sport that most embraces the sort of whimsy at the heart of any what-if. To ask “What if?” also has the whiff of nostalgia about it, and nostalgia drives baseball as surely as ethanol drives Indy cars or oats drive horse racing.


Football, though the most popular game in America, and a favorite of mine, did not inspire granular what-ifs. Our contributors were more compelled to address football as a phenomenon rather than football as fodder for rewriting on the play-by-play level. Former Denver Broncos player Nate Jackson attempts a rewrite of the rules of football, and Jason Gay attempts a rewrite of the American weekend without football. I was eager to see if anyone would attempt to rewrite entire dynasties, and to that end Steve Kornacki does a nice job of thwarting the Belichick-Brady dynasty. But there were a couple of what-ifs left unpursued. In 1960 Tom Landry was offered head coaching jobs for both the Dallas Cowboys and the Houston Oilers, but it was hard to imagine a scenario where he would cast his lot with the upstart AFL. I also thought there might be interesting bookend what-ifs to the Pittsburgh Steelers’ dynastic run in the 1970s. What if the Immaculate Reception in 1972 had been ruled an incompletion? No definitive angle of that play exists, after all. Similarly, what if Oilers receiver Mike Renfro’s catch in the corner of the end zone against the Steelers in the 1979 AFC title game had been ruled inbounds? There, a definitive angle did exist, and it showed that the referees had incorrectly ruled it an incompletion.


The problem with these questions is that the answers do not reverberate beyond the narrow context of the games themselves. Broader history is not implicated. In 1972 the Pittsburgh Steelers did beat the Oakland Raiders, but no matter how much help Franco Harris got from the Father, Son, and Myron Cope, neither they nor any other team were going to get past the undefeated Dolphins that season. As for the 1979 play, yes, that one catch would have tied the AFC Championship Game in the third quarter. And then what? Who’s to say the Oilers ever would have taken the lead or prevented the Steelers from doing so? The Steel Curtain held Earl Campbell to seventeen yards on fifteen carries that day. And even if the Chuck Noll Steelers had faltered, they go down as having won three Super Bowls. Still dynastic, if somewhat less fantastic.


So if those particular potential what-ifs do not make the cut, what does? I believe a good what-if has to fall into one of a few categories. It has to:




a) posit a plausible counterfactual and tease out the implications of said counterfactual. Ideally, along the way, other ruptures occur, which in themselves rewrite reality as we currently know it;


b) provide an opportunity to delve into a history that we perhaps didn’t know about, but should. This history should have a compelling connection to the present. Claude Johnson’s essay, “What If Nat ‘Sweetwater’ Clifton’s Pass Hadn’t Gone Awry?”—the longest essay in the book—does this expertly;


c) examine a sporting event that had a great impact on society and explore ways the event might have been rewritten, and in doing so reshaped society;


d) answer a what-if question that has long been posed, and come up with an interesting or authoritative answer. Or both, as is the case with Neil Paine’s look at the worst NBA injuries and Ben Lindbergh’s examination of drug testing in baseball;


e) be funny.




A what-if, done well, need not provide a definitive answer to the question. The fun is in the asking. Questions are fundamental to the fan experience: “How do you not foul there?” “What was he thinking?” “Why would you make that trade?” “Did you even know how many timeouts you had?”


As I write these words I sit a few blocks from Brooklyn’s Old Stone House, where brave troops from Maryland fought the British so that by dawn General Washington could deftly use the fog as a blanket. I never think about that. A few blocks in the other direction is the Barclays Center, where one can see the Washington Wizards puncture a foggy Nets defense with three-pointers. I constantly think about the Nets’ ineptitude and begrudge the trade that sent a series of top picks to the Boston Celtics for an aged Paul Pierce and Kevin Garnett. Why? Why the obsession with one counterfactual but the neglect of the other? Why do I take my basic freedoms for granted while engaging in hypotheticals about adults in matching outfits who play games?


I think the answer lies in the very nature of sports, and how they give us a space to indulge in mental rewrites and the opportunity to wish away the bad things without paying the psychological costs of clinically being in denial. It’s fundamental to the escapism of sports. Under cover of the conditional mood, we flee the confines of history, like Washington’s troops into the early morning mists.
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What If Muhammad Ali Had Gotten His Draft Deferment?


Leigh Montville


The hearing took place away from the spotlight that usually followed Muhammad Ali wherever he went. The site was a courtroom in the United States Post Office, Court House and Custom House, a five-story limestone building that covered a city block at Broadway and Sixth Street in Louisville, Kentucky. The date was August 23, 1966. The mood was reserved.


No reporters or spectators were allowed. Ali was accompanied by his mother, his father, two character witnesses, and his new lawyer. They appeared in front of retired judge Lawrence Grauman as requested. The histrionics of the previous six months—begun when the twenty-four-year-old heavyweight champion of the world said, “I don’t have no personal quarrel with those Viet Congs”—were replaced by quiet explanation.


This was business. Serious business.


“I never understood why the so-called Negroes had to turn their cheeks and have to take all the punishment while everyone else defends themselves and fought back,” Ali told the judge first, describing the seeds of his conversion to the Nation of Islam. “I never understood why our people were the first fired and the last hired. I never understood why when I went to the Olympics in Rome, Italy, and won the gold medal for great America and I couldn’t go in a downtown restaurant in Louisville.”


The hearing was to consider his application as a conscientious objector to military service for the Vietnam War. Every CO applicant had the right to plead his case before a specially appointed judge. Grauman, retired, a sixty-six-year-old legal scholar in Louisville, white, a member of local society, known more in his judicial career as a strong disciplinarian than for any civil rights decisions, was appointed to hear Ali’s case.


The background was that members of the Nation of Islam historically had refused to fight in “white man’s wars.” The Honorable Elijah Muhammad, the leader of the religion, had served four years in jail for refusing to fight in World War II. Now there was this war. Ali, a member of the NOI, did not want to be drafted.


The issue originally had been moot because he flunked the written test twice when he was eighteen years old. This resulted in a 4-F classification as unfit for service. In the following six years, however, the war had escalated, which brought a larger need for young American bodies. The Army recently had lowered the passing grade for the written test. Ali’s score now was acceptable.


Notified on February 17, 1966, that he was reclassified to 1-A, he stood on a lawn in Miami, Florida, and told America how unfairly he thought he was being treated, how his position as heavyweight champion was more important than any position he might occupy in any war effort. He sounded self-centered and cocky. Religion was not mentioned. A day later he said the words about the Viet Cong. America was not happy with any of this.


His fight in Chicago against Ernie Terrell quickly was canceled. Politicians denounced him. Promoters across the country refused to schedule a bout domestically. He was forced to fight once in Toronto, twice in England. His next scheduled title defense was against Karl Mildenberger in Frankfurt, Germany. The message was clear: If a fighter would not fight for America, he could not fight in America. The irony seemed obvious to the general public. Ali said this was nothing new.


“I have, I would say, caught more hell for being a Muslim, even before the Army talk came up,” he said, religion now the major part of his argument. “With my wife [whom he divorced] and boxing, and the movie rights that I turned down… and I have done all this before the Army came up and it’s just not saying that I would not participate in war, but we actually believe it and feel it.”


The hearing lasted three and a half hours. The government case was contained in a lengthy report from the FBI. There were no government witnesses. Ali’s testimony, restrained but forceful, dominated the proceedings. He was guided by his lawyer, Hayden Covington. Hired only a week before the hearing, Covington was a specialist in these kinds of cases and had defended countless Jehovah’s Witnesses in conscientious objector situations. Judge Grauman asked questions at the end.


“It would be disrespect for the American government to say what happened,” Ali told reporters as he left the building. He added that the hearing “was run just like I was in a courtroom.”


Ali went to Germany a week later to fight Mildenberger, a bout that ended with a technical knockout in the twelfth round after the challenger was dropped to the canvas three times and cut badly around the eyes. Judge Grauman went home to 3939 Napanee Road in Louisville with a 129-page transcript of the hearing to make his decision, which he did in two weeks, sending his recommendation to the U.S. Justice Department in Washington.


The results were not made public until two months later, on November 25, 1966. They were contained in a letter the Justice Department sent to Local Board No. 47, Ali’s draft board in Louisville.


Grauman had ruled in favor of the champ. The white disciplinarian southern judge recommended that a Conscientious Objector classification should be granted. This was the upset of upsets. Ali’s quiet words had worked. Covington’s questions had worked. The hearing was a grand success.


Except the hearing didn’t matter.


Grauman’s decision didn’t matter.


The Justice Department rejected the judge’s recommendation. Its letter to Local Board 47 recommended that Muhammad Ali, heavyweight champion of the world, should—indeed—be classified 1-A and subject to the draft. The draft board’s decision was pro forma, following the Justice Department’s direction. Ali was not only eligible for the service but was at the top of the list.


The course was now set. The unpopular draft resister was on the way to becoming the most famous athlete who ever lived. The Greatest of All Time.


And so, we begin…


What if the decision by Judge Grauman was stamped and approved by the Justice Department? How easy would that have been? Approval was the norm in most CO cases, the judge’s decision routinely ratified. What if the Justice Department followed procedure instead of a political animus against the outspoken famous black man and Muslim? What if Muhammad Ali were allowed to simply go ahead with his business? What if?


One minor change, a bit of clerical work, was all that was needed. How different would his story have been? That was the important question. Would there even have been a story? That’s an even bigger question.


The stretch of time between Grauman’s decision and Ali’s eventual acquittal by the United States Supreme Court on June 28, 1971, covered more than four and a half years. Ali was inactive for more than three and a half of those years, his titles stripped, his passport revoked when he refused to step forward to take the oath to join the Army on April 28, 1967.


In most appraisals of his career, great laments are heard about how he was forced to miss all that time in the middle of his prime. What if he had been allowed to keep fighting when he was young and seemingly invincible, a heavyweight with speed that no one had ever seen in a ring? How many more victories might he have accumulated? How much more history could he have made?


A better argument can be made in the other direction. What if he hadn’t lost that time? Those missing years were what defined his career, what made his life so different from all the other boxers who came along before or have come along since. How could he have been the Greatest of All Time, the icon of icons, an important figure in politics and art and everyday life if he had plugged along on a normal athletic arc? How could he have been Muhammad Ali if he simply… boxed?


Blessed with speed, strength, and charisma, Ali worked to achieve great mastery of the skills of his sport. But it was this ordeal, these troubles, that made him everything he became.


1.


If he had not been banned from boxing, his voice would have been silenced. Oh, maybe not silenced, because he surely was a vocal man, but his words would not have meant nearly as much. He would not have been the rebel, the aggrieved party, the perpetual squeaky wheel.


When he could not fight, he found that a way to make a living was to visit college campuses, where he gave speeches to students. This was his major source of income. He became probably the most accessible athlete of the twentieth century. If you were a student at the time, you had a chance to see Ali in person somewhere near your school and you probably did.


Armed with boilerplate speeches that preached the doctrine of the Nation of Islam, hardened by question-and-answer sessions at each stop, he was a one-man evangelical tour. He was funny sometimes, but serious most of the time. He said things that athletes never had said, certainly not black athletes. He riled emotions, stirred the national pot.


“Man, I go places where only the professors went before,” he told Dave Kindred of the Louisville Courier-Journal. “Harvard. UCLA. California State. Tennessee State. Me, a boxer. I’m doing this.


“I give them hour and a half lectures. Like ‘The Negro Must Clean Himself Up Before Anyone Will Respect Us.’ And on how we should treat our women. Women are the fields that grow nations.”


He also talked about the separation of races, the NOI dream of a black society away from the white devils. (He said he didn’t vote, but would vote for George Wallace for president if he did.) He talked against interracial couples. He talked against the white man’s war. He talked about black pride, talked about how black people should live in black neighborhoods and spend their money with black merchants and go to black colleges.


This was heavy stuff. There was no real affinity for the civil rights struggles that were taking place led by Dr. Martin Luther King. There was no real affinity with the anti-draft movement that grew daily as kids burned their draft cards and took over the offices of college presidents. The debates started by his points of view were noisy in the moment—he was booed at more than one stop, challenged pretty much everywhere—but the impression he left was more important than the words.


He was Ali! He was the Champ! He was a famous black man, young, strong, challenging authority. That was what counted. That was the bedrock of his future image. He stood up. He fought for his rights. These were the sixties. He fought for himself. That was the image that remained.


It would not have existed if he had not been banned from boxing.


2.


His career would have chugged along the usual set of tracks if allowed to continue uninterrupted. At the time when Grauman’s decision became public, Ali already had returned to the U.S. market, defeating Cleveland “Big Cat” Williams in the Houston Astrodome. He was preparing to fight Ernie Terrell, the opponent from that canceled bout in Chicago, also at the Astrodome. The European fights, shown on American television, broadcaster Howard Cosell providing friendly commentary, had softened American resistance. People might buy tickets to boo Ali now, but they would buy tickets.


That situation would have stayed the same if he were a conscientious objector. He could have fought and fought and fought. The problem was that there really wasn’t anyone left for him to fight. He already had cruised through the major heavyweight contenders, knocking them off in a rush as he worried about his future. If he had continued to fight, he would have had to cruise through the field again and yet again.


His big fight at the end of his enforced layoff, the first fight against Joe Frazier at Madison Square Garden, was set up by Ali’s absence. Frazier had arrived on the scene, climbed through the same contenders Ali had beaten, and established himself as the alternative heavyweight champion. The attraction of two heavyweight champions in the ring at the same time, both unbeaten, was irresistible. This was the biggest sports event anyone could remember.


Ali fought two warm-up bouts and, bam, came head-to-head with Frazier. Frank Sinatra took pictures for Life magazine. Woody Allen, Marcello Mastroianni, Ted Kennedy, Diana Ross, and Miles Davis were there. Hugh Hefner and Col. Harlan Sanders were there. Everybody was there.


If Ali had not missed so much time, none of this would have existed. Frazier would not have been the heavyweight champion. The curiosity would not have existed. Maybe Frazier would have waited this long to fight Ali, but probably not. The match would have happened earlier, simply due to popular demand. Would Frazier have won that fight against a younger, faster Ali, as he did at the Garden, establishing the basis for the next two fights in the famous trilogy? Would Ali have been as easy to hit?


Possibly not. Probably not.


3.


The rest of Ali’s career would have been perfunctory, simply about boxing. He would have made noise, no doubt, showman that he was, but it wouldn’t have been the same important noise. The bite, the edge, would have been gone.


The Ali who America largely grew to respect as time passed in his suspension and as resistance to the war grew larger and larger wouldn’t exist. He would have been another name on the 1970s scorecard, another name on the sports page. The Ali who became beloved after his career ended, the valiant figure struck early by Parkinson’s, the soft-talking, slow-moving symbol of fire and resistance, wouldn’t exist. He would have been another used-up athlete, his condition a shame but far from unique.


He wouldn’t have captivated Zaire, wouldn’t have captivated the world with his rope-a-dope, comeback win over George Foreman. The Thrilla in Manila would not have been nearly so thrilling. The other fights—the trilogy with Ken Norton, the collisions with no-names like Chuck Wepner, Joe Bugner, and Ron Lyle, even the loss and then win against Leon Spinks—would not have contained the same drama, the idea that you should see this man now, today, because he was part of history.


Would he have been the choice to light the torch at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta if he hadn’t been banned from his sport? Would he have been so memorable, standing on that platform, familiar and vulnerable, above the crowd?


It was the U.S. Justice Department—strange as it seemed—that handed him his chance for immortality. Not that they deserved more credit than did the heavy bag, or barbell, or some other millstone that a fighter could turn into a sharpening stone. And it was Ali who took the opportunity. He grew far bigger than the squared-off section of life that he was supposed to occupy. If the idea was to punish him for his beliefs, it failed badly. The time away from boxing was the most important time of all. He flourished because of it. He grew his legend, expanded his influence. He became different, so different from any other athlete in American history.


An irony arrived as his fight with the draft board neared its conclusion. When his case finally reached the Supreme Court in the spring of 1971, the first vote did not go well for him. With only eight members of the court voting because Justice Thurgood Marshall had recused himself, the decision was 5–3 to uphold Ali’s conviction. He was going to be sent to prison for five years and fined $10,000. The majority and minority opinions had to be typed and the public had to be notified, and he would be gone.


Justice John Harlan was assigned to write the majority opinion and he passed the job on to his law clerks. The clerks, younger, more aligned with Ali’s thought about the war, found passages in Nation of Islam literature that bolstered his request for a CO exemption. What to do? They presented these passages to Harlan and argued for acquittal, and to the surprise of everyone, the justice changed his mind.


This made the vote 4–4. Ali still would be sentenced to jail with this decision, but the justices felt that a tie would not satisfy the American public’s need for a true verdict. They looked for a procedural hook to set Ali free. They found it in the wording of the Justice Department’s letter that—voila!—had overruled Judge Lawrence Grauman’s decision long ago. This led the justices to vote 8–0. Ali’s conviction was overturned, and he was free to finish out his career.


What if the hook never had been found? What if the wording from the Justice Department had been bulletproof? What if the icon of American sports icons, the Greatest of All Time, had been sent to jail? What if?


Ah, that would be another story.
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What If Football Had Been Deemed Too Boring in 1899?


Jason Gay


Many of us are familiar with the origin story of North American football—its rugby roots, twenty-man sides, two-way players, the early domination by the Ivy League, cracked skulls, Walter Camp, forward passing… all the way to its modern zenith: Marshawn Lynch riding atop a Super Bowl duck boat, throwing fistfuls of Skittles at Seattleites.


Today, North American football—oh, let’s just call it football, what is this, Belgium?—is America’s undisputed national pastime, far ahead of baseball, basketball, and writing horrible things in Internet comment sections. It is a TV ratings juggernaut, a sponsor magnet, the last non-Marvel-comic entertainment property in this country that can claim true mass appeal. Football has revolutionized the country’s leisure habits, transforming us from an adventurous society of curious, self-determined explorers to weekend shut-ins who open the door only for the pizza guy or wing guy.


Yes: It is perfect.


And yet it is so perfect, so thoroughly rooted in the culture, that it is difficult to present the unimaginable: What if football had never taken off? What if the evolution of football’s rules and equipment had never happened, had not created the more dynamic, modern game and led us down a glorious path to the nirvana of Sunday Night Football? What if nobody had bothered to “invent” the forward pass? What if Walter Camp had said, “Eh, screw it, let’s just run the ball again.”




In 1876 Princeton protested Camp’s landmark pass to teammate Oliver Thompson; their appeal was overturned by a coin flip. What if the coin had gone Princeton’s way, and a frustrated Camp had not gone on to transform the football rulebook as a coach and writer, but returned, melancholically, to installing wheels and levers in the Camp family clock business?





What if football had simply stayed grinding, violent, and, worst of all, dull, and eventually died off, like the woolly mammoth, or dinnertime conversation (other than “When will the wing guy get here already?”)?




What if football had never escaped the nineteenth century?





What would America look like then?


The casualty of a football-less America would first be felt in the wallet. Without football, there would be a complete undermining of the American leisure economy. Here are just a handful of industries that would not exist if football had gone extinct: the canned beer industry, the outdoor grill industry, the crappy leather sofa industry, the coozie industry, the buffalo wing industry, the buffalo-wing-pizza industry, the buffalo-wing-pizza-with-cheesy-crust industry, the chip industry (Big Chip), almost all dips (I think guacamole would still be here), the microwave industry, whatever industry makes that plastic hat thing with the two beer containers on the sides and the giant straws, the Breathalyzer industry, the plastic football phone manufacturing industry, and therefore mid-1980s Sports Illustrated subscriptions, the sweatpants industry, divorce mediation services, the handmade JOHN 3:16 sign industry, the clever D-with-an-actual-picket-fence combo sign, and therefore perhaps the entire American picket fence industry, and of course, the NO. 1 foam finger industry.


Now I know what you’re thinking: “Wouldn’t NO. 1 foam fingers have simply caught on in another sport?” And I’ll admit that could have happened, that folks may have simply taken NO. 1 foam fingers to horse races, or Wimbledon, or the Masters, but who is kidding whom here? Football is the only authentic, gloating NO. 1 foam finger experience. Without football, I don’t think the NO. 1 foam finger industry gets off the ground, which is kind of like imagining America without the Rocky Mountains, or NASA.


The lack of football would radicalize the American weekend, creating a giant pocket of freshly available time. Consider the modern football calendar: There are somewhere between a zillion and a zillion and a half college football games, beginning Wednesday (Wednesday!) and running late into Saturday; on Sunday, the NFL kicks off with a garbage export game from London, followed by an afternoon-to-evening slate that swallows up the entire day until midnight EST. If you’re desperate, or gambling, which I guess is the same thing, there’s Monday Night Football, and if you’re lonely, or questioning your existence, or perhaps a Jacksonville Jaguars fan, which I guess is the same thing, there’s Thursday Night Football.


Deprived of these events, the American calendar dramatically loosens up. The hopeful assumption is that American productivity or at least active time would surge—no longer couch-bound, the country would be free to rake leaves, prune hedges, fix plumbing, go on hikes, learn second languages, perhaps third languages, build a working rocket ship in the backyard out of popsicle sticks, go to church, or even read books. But a thought: Is it possible that football has been the only thing that activated our brains on weekends, and without it we’d be even more slothful, more prone to day-drinking and couch-napping?


It’s something to consider.


Other cherished cultural rituals would have died had football faded: I don’t think marching bands would still be here. That would be a shame. Marching bands are synonymous with the football experience, especially school football, where Americans love to watch talented student musicians march and play wretched Billy Joel songs. It’s one of the things that really makes college football great. At least I assume it’s one of the things that makes college football great, because they don’t show college marching bands on television anymore, they just cut to a lifeless studio where, instead of pimply sophomores cheerily playing slide trombone to “Uptown Girl,” they show dead-eyed, middle-aged analysts talking about the first half.


And forget about marching bands—what would have happened to university life as a whole? We’re constantly told that football is booster catnip and a critical economic engine for colleges, a steady and lucrative source of income that is immediately funneled into… well, it’s mostly funneled back into football, and even then, most athletic departments lose money. But just try sending the math team to the Beef O’Brady’s Bowl, you ingrates.


Without football, we’d have lost a soundtrack of most mellifluous and/or aggravating American voices: Keith Jackson, Howard Cosell, Al Michaels, Verne Lundquist, Brent Musburger, Jim Nantz, Joe Buck. Yes, I know all those guys did or do other sports, too, but football is really where their voices became godlike and/or drove us crazy. At the same time, we’d probably have far fewer pregame sports shows in which ex-players in crisp suits laughed at each other’s jokes. We might not even have ESPN, or ESPN might revert to its earliest programming with full coverage of Aussie rules. Without football, we’d have a lot less to argue about on sports radio, which would possibly mean a lot less sports radio. I admit that does make the demise of football sound like the polio vaccine.


Similarly, without football we wouldn’t have any fantasy football, which would be great, because nobody cares about fantasy football except for the people who play it. Have you ever tried to talk to someone about their fantasy football team? I’d rather have a stranger remove my gall bladder on the floor of a subway car. It would mean the end of all those fantasy football apps, and the ubiquitous commercials with the thirty-seven-year-old virgin winners holding humungous checks for guessing right on the Jaguars. To be honest, not having fantasy football is probably the best thing about football never becoming popular.


I don’t know what would have happened to the Guy Who Invented the Yellow Line. He’s my favorite football beneficiary. I love that there’s a guy out there who, at the moment, is sitting atop the deck of a Mediterranean yacht called the Yellow Line, or, perhaps, Third and Six, and whenever someone asks him where he got the coin to afford a megayacht, he begins with: “Do you remember how hard it once was, watching football on TV, to figure out how many yards the offense needed to get a first down?” (Though we are in the Mediterranean, so there’s a better than average chance the questioner isn’t going to know what he’s talking about, so he’s going to really have to start from scratch.)


I don’t know what the Guy Who Invented the Yellow Line would have done without football. Maybe he invents the on-screen strike zone before the On-Screen Strike Zone Guy does. Or the glowing hockey puck. Maybe he works at Lady Foot Locker.


If there had been no football, I think Roger Goodell is running an award-winning string of Applebee’s in southeast Maryland.


I think Bill Belichick is the grumpy ranger in the national park who tells you not to touch the prehistoric tree.


I think Marshawn Lynch is secretary of state.


I think, somehow, Dick Butkus can still be seen in reruns of My Two Dads.


I think Peyton Manning is my kids’ orthodontist.


It’s also true that without football, a lot of very talented football players would have found their way into other professional sports. Jim Brown would have stuck with lacrosse, but baseball would have gotten a windfall. Mike Ditka may have been a star outfielder in baseball, and the Chicago Cubs could have knocked out another World Series much earlier. John Elway would have been a Yankee. Deion Sanders would have stayed a Brave. Bo Jackson would have been merely Vincent Jackson. And maybe still playing. Barry Sanders would have eight hundred Olympic medals.


Not to be fancy, but we should consider the impact the early death of football would have had upon language, because American discourse, especially corporate lingo, is littered with football terms and allusions. “Who is going to quarterback this project?”…“Make sure to protect our blind side”…“He really spiked the ball in the meeting”…“I’m sorry I had to punt on Thursday lunch.”


Think about it: A “Hail Mary” will no longer mean an improbable effort, a la an Aaron Rodgers heave into the end zone, but will simply mean… a Hail Mary. I haven’t even gotten to the biggest loss to the language, which would be the inability to lazily call something “the Super Bowl of.” No more Super Bowl of spelling bees, Super Bowl of flower shows, Super Bowl of awkward weddings. I suppose we could just shift everything over to World Series, but do you want to go to the World Series of awkward weddings? Me neither.


Finally, I know there’s a lingering question here about the “other” football, aka soccer, and whether or not the demise of North American football would have created a kind of sports butterfly effect in which gridirons were replaced by pitches, and American soccer stars were as idolized as Odell Beckham Jr. It’s an intriguing question, but I have to tell you: It’s already happening.


Every week, it seems, there’s a new story about a retired NFL player suffering from dementia, or some other type of postconcussive trauma. In reaction, youth football enrollments are trending down, and if you ask a current coach, they’ll tell you head injuries are the number one worry they hear about from parents. It’s possible that soccer won’t need to do anything, since football might die from its roots. As for sports idols, have you been inside an elementary school lately? Increasingly, the corridors are amok not with Colts or Steelers paraphernalia, but kits from F.C. Barcelona, Manchester City, or the U.S. Women’s National Team. Not long ago, I spoke to a class of American fifth graders, and when I asked them to name their favorite athletes, they ticked off not Tom Brady or J. J. Watt, but Cristiano Ronaldo, Diego Costa, Lionel Messi, Alex Morgan. Granted, this fifth grade was in Brooklyn, New York, which is basically France, but it felt like a harbinger of what’s coming. Football may have overcome its early, ugly history, but its survival is not assured. I’m not saying it’s imminent, or that we should panic, but just to be careful, let’s begin rationing the buffalo wings and stash a few NO. 1 foam fingers.
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What If the United States Had Boycotted Hitler’s Olympics?


Shira Springer


Judge Jeremiah T. Mahoney saw the future, saw it in a way that wouldn’t let him rest. It made him a crusader, an evangelist, an activist, whatever you call a man compelled to share what he knows and take a defiant stand. It made him frustrated, sometimes infuriated, with the blindness of other powerful men. How could they not see that Nazi Germany was playing a shell game with the truth? How could they not see what was coming? He saw it with unshakable clarity. It made him rail against Adolf Hitler’s Olympics in letters, on college campuses, at rallies, and at the Amateur Athletic Union’s general convention on December 7, 1935.


Bristling with conviction, Mahoney took the floor and argued for the United States boycotting the upcoming Berlin Games. “The Nazi government wants more than American participation in a sporting contest,” he warned the AAU delegates gathered at the Hotel Commodore in New York City. “It wants to bring the American dollar into the very weakened Nazi treasury. And it wants to picture Hitler with Uncle Sam standing behind him and saying, ‘We are with you, Adolf!’” Mahoney probably thought if some delegates momentarily imagined goose-stepping on the Hotel Commodore’s marble floors, all the better. The former New York State Supreme Court jurist wasn’t above rhetorical scare tactics, not now, not when he saw how Hitler’s racist, anti-Semitic regime was gathering momentum.


Some in the audience shared Mahoney’s alarming vision of the future and nodded in agreement. They saw the symbolic potential of the Nazi Games, the stage dangerously set for political propaganda, the world’s athletes enlisted as props and pawns. No doubt the United States would send the largest foreign team to Germany, a roster led by Jesse Owens and filled with medal favorites who would be living, breathing, sprinting rebuttals to all the Third Reich’s repulsive ideologies. But U.S. athletes would still be in Berlin, marching in the opening ceremony as the German people and the world watched. That image alone would give Hitler the legitimacy he craved. It would be perfect, raw material for manufacturing his version of reality.


Others in the Hotel Commodore audience shifted uneasily in their seats with rising anger of their own. They preferred that sports remain separate from politics. More than that, they worried that Mahoney, not only a skillful speaker but also president of the AAU, would persuade enough delegates to trigger a boycott. A vote on the issue loomed, a vote that was about more than the Olympics. Whether U.S. athletes stayed home or sailed for Germany, they would be ensnared in the international politics of the day. The time for separating sports and politics was long past, if it ever existed.


But where Mahoney saw a moral imperative to boycott, Avery Brundage saw a Jewish-Communist plot behind pro-boycott efforts. Brundage was a stubborn, blinders-on construction magnate from Chicago and president of the American Olympic Committee. In late summer 1934, amid growing concerns about Nazi policies, Brundage toured Germany and talked with sports officials there. It was a fact-finding mission in name only. Brundage saw what he wanted and believed German assurances that Jewish athletes would be treated equally. Brundage operated with a willful blindness that International Olympic Committee members would perfect in future decades.


The boycott vote took place in this atmosphere, with these egos and agendas in play. And the vote was close, 58¼ to 55¾, so close it could easily have gone the other way. What if it had? What if two delegates had changed their minds? What if the United States had boycotted Hitler’s Olympics?


Headlines around the country and overseas spread the news: “U.S. Says ‘Nein’ to Nazis, A.A.U. Backs Olympic Boycott,” “Mahoney Calls on Other Nations to Follow,” “President Roosevelt on Way to Middle West, Silent on Sports Leaders’ Decision,” “No Olympic Glory for World Record Holder ‘Buckeye Bullet’ Owens.” The AAU vote shocked Olympic-caliber athletes around the United States. While they heard the boycott talk led by Mahoney and countered by Brundage, many never imagined they would stay home. They were too good, too much of a main attraction, too integral to any sports competition organized for the world’s best. And so the U.S. boycott struck a crippling blow to the Nazi Games.


But that was not how American athletes wanted to use their talents. Leading up to the vote, they spoke strongly against a boycott. Black sprinter Ben Johnson even confronted Mahoney during a Columbia University symposium, telling the AAU president he should “put his own house in order before criticizing others” and citing discrimination against black athletes in the United States. Owens, Ben Johnson, Ralph Metcalfe, Cornelius Johnson, and Eulace Peacock, all African-American track stars, wrote to Brundage in favor of participating in Berlin. For Owens, it marked a reversal of earlier radio comments, but more accurately reflected his eagerness to compete on the world stage. Now, with the boycott news, U.S. athletes were reeling with disappointment, frustration, and anger. They saw a missed opportunity to show up Hitler, especially for African-American and Jewish team members.


It was easy to envision African-American athletes, especially Owens, as counterarguments to Hitler’s Aryan ideal. Owens was barely six months removed from the greatest track and field performance ever. At the Big Ten championship meet, in the span of forty-five minutes, he broke world records in the 220-yard dash, 220-yard low hurdles, and long jump, and he tied the world mark in the 100-yard dash. And he had competed that day with a back so badly injured he had almost withdrawn from the meet.


Some might call that record-setting Big Ten performance miraculous, but Owens had nothing on Betty Robinson. After winning gold in the 100-meter dash at the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics, she came back from the dead. In June 1931, she was involved in a biplane crash and found unconscious beneath the wreckage; she was placed in the trunk of a car and driven to an undertaker, then was discovered to be alive. Robinson had a deep cut across her forehead, a left leg fractured in several places, and a broken left arm. No one thought she would race again. As the 1936 Berlin Olympics neared, she couldn’t bend down into a proper starting crouch, but she would earn a spot on the 4×100 relay. Or, she would have. More than three hundred other American athletes would have joined Owens and Robinson in Berlin, all with compelling personal stories and impressive athletic résumés. And almost all would be lost to history because of the boycott.


Great Britain and France quickly followed with Olympic boycotts of their own, adding to the number of athletes left with disappointment, frustration, and anger instead of medals. Both European countries had long worried about Hitler as Olympic host and long debated what to do. Like U.S. sports officials, members of the British Olympic Association and French leaders doubted Nazi assurances that Jewish athletes would be welcomed onto the German team. They also feared the reach of Hitler’s propagandistic ambitions. The absence of Great Britain and France, two of the biggest teams after the German and U.S. delegations, would turn the Berlin Olympics into little more than a sports exhibition. That would tempt other countries to boycott, too.


The International Olympic Committee was collectively slack-jawed and apoplectic about the rapid disintegration of the 1936 Summer Games, having spent years guarding against exactly that outcome. Hitler was beyond infuriated. But the Games would go on.
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