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INTRODUCTION



It’s a dark, cold winter night and a group of mates are, sensibly, sitting in a warm pub and discussing sport. Apropos of nothing, someone suddenly enquires, “Why are tennis balls fuzzy? And green?”


A second voice pipes up, “Yeah, and what about rugby balls—just why are they oval?”*


All very sound questions, but no one has an answer to any of them.


Then it’s suggested that as the only journalist among the assembled throng, I should make it my job to search out and discover these facts and more about sports balls.


Well, if you think about it, we pretty much take it for granted that a football, a cricket ball, a baseball, or any other sports ball for that matter, is the shape it is, and that’s that.


Yet what the Oxford English Dictionary defines as a “solid or hollow spherical or egg-shaped object that is kicked, thrown, or hit in a game” can be as fundamental a part of life for some people as the change in the seasons.


[image: Five different sports balls in a row: basketball, baseball, football, bowling ball, and golf ball, each with a distinct design.]


When a major sporting event such as the World Cup, Super Bowl, Wimbledon, the Masters, the World Series, or the Ashes is underway, life pretty much stops for some of us as we take time off work, skip school, or stay up late to watch a ball hit the back of a net, sail between the posts, or cross a boundary.


So it seems only decent to take a moment or two to consider the history of, and reasons behind, why your favorite sport uses a round or oval ball, a small or large ball, or a heavy or light ball.


For true believers, what Liverpool FC manager Bill Shankly famously said of soccer—known to him and many others as simply football—could be applied to most ball sports: “Some people believe football is a matter of life and death … It is much, much more important than that.” I wouldn’t perhaps go that far, but they’re certainly far from being just a load of balls …


*Actually, rugby balls are not oval—they’re prolate spheres (see page 32)


[image: Five circular patterns showcase varied textures and colors: black lines, cream, red with white dots, orange stripes, and blue with a graphic.]
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BASKETBALL


[image: A stylized illustration of a hand poised to dunk a basketball through a hoop, set against a vibrant orange background.]


“I’m tired of hearing about money, money, money, money, money. I just want to play the game, drink Pepsi, wear Reebok.”


SHAQUILLE O’NEAL former NBA pro turned TV pundit


ODD BALLS


The smallest ever NBA (National Basketball Association) player was Muggsy Bogues at 5ft 3in (1.6m), who played for the Washington Bullets in the 1980s.


The tallest were Gheorghe Mureșan and Manute Bol, both at 7ft 7in (2.31m), who played for the Washington Bullets during the 1980s and 1990s.


Detroit Pistons’ Isiah Thomas scored 16 points in 94 seconds against the New York Knicks in the 1984 NBA playoffs to force the game into overtime—and his team still lost.




The first professional basketball game was played in Toronto, Canada in 1946.





In 1992, two legendary MJs, Michaels Jackson and Jordan, appeared together in the music video for the King of Pop’s single, Jam. A basketball that featured in the video was signed by the pair and, in 2010, was auctioned for a staggering $294,000. Jordan-related memorabilia is in high demand. In 1992, McDonalds released a limited-edition burger imaginatively titled the McJordan. A bottle of McJordan BBQ sauce was sold at auction for $9,995, 20 years later.




Early basketballs were brown.


Orange balls appeared in the 1950s and orange is still the official color for NBA balls.


Other leagues use a variety of colors as well as multicolored basketballs.





Just two of the original NBA teams still exist today—the Boston Celtics and the New York Knicks. Every other original team has either folded or moved since the league started.


[image: Five red basketballs in a row, featuring classic black lines and a smooth texture, set against a white background.]


“Hockey is a sport for white men. Basketball is a sport for black men. Golf is a sport for white men dressed like black pimps.”


TIGER WOODS professional golfer


[image: Close-up of a textured orange basketball with black seams, emphasizing its round shape and surface detail.]


“If I weren’t earning $3 million a year to dunk a basketball, most people on the street would run in the other direction if they saw me coming.”


CHARLES BARKLEY former NBA pro turned TV pundit


LEATHER FOR CHOICE


Early basketballs were made from four panels of leather stitched together with a rubber bladder inside. A cloth lining was added to the leather for support and uniformity, and, unlike modern balls, they had lacing. This was eventually abandoned in 1937, by which time basketball had become an Olympic sport, having been introduced the previous year in Berlin.


In 1970, the NBA adopted eight-panel rather than four-panel balls as the official ball, while in 1972, Spalding produced the first synthetic leather ball. But in 1983, the company’s full-grain leather ball became the NBA’s new official ball.


[image: Close-up of a basketball showing its orange surface and black detailing on the grooves and seams.]



A PEACH OF AN IDEA


Despite being as American as apple pie, basketball was, in fact, invented by a Canadian, James Naismith, in 1891. Naismith was in charge of physical education at Springfield College, Massachusetts, and was looking for an indoor sport to play during the cold winter months.


Naismith’s first version involved lobbing a soccer ball into an old peach basket. By 1893, peach baskets had been replaced by iron hoops and hammock-style baskets so that the referee didn’t have to climb a ladder and remove the ball after every score.


The change to the basket wasn’t the only amendment to Naismith’s original rules. The first draft stated that there were nine players on each team and a “player cannot run with the ball” and “must throw it from the spot on which he catches it.” In 2010, the first copy of the rules was bought by philanthropist David Booth for $4,338,500.


In 1894, at Naismith’s behest, the first purpose-made basketballs were developed by the Spalding Sporting Goods Company. Spalding benefitted enormously from being there at the start, because when the official rules of the game were drawn up, they contained the phrase “… the ball made by A.G. Spalding & Bros. shall be the official ball.”



BOUNCY, BOUNCY




In the nineties, basketballs with a textured pebble surface were introduced. These gave better contact between the players’ finger pads and the ball, so that passing and shooting became more accurate, as well as making it easier to impart spin to the ball.





Today, a standard 29½in (75cm) basketball has about 4,118 “pebbles” on its outer surface, and the pebbles have a diameter of roughly a tenth of an inch (2.5mm).


Another major innovation came in 2001, when Spalding produced the Infusion ball, which had a built-in pump; and then in 2005 came the Never Flat, which the company guaranteed would have a consistent bounce for at least a year.


[image: Close-up of a textured orange basketball, showcasing its distinctive black lines and curved patterns on the surface.]


Not all innovations have been well received, however. In January 2006, the NBA introduced yet another new official ball, Spalding’s Cross Traxxion, but players claimed that it was slippery, hard to hold, and the ball’s increased friction cut their hands. In addition, the new ball bounced an average of 4in (10cm) less than the old leather ball. Unsurprisingly, it lasted just one season before the NBA went back to a traditional leather ball.


In 2021, the NBA dropped Spalding as its official game ball maker after more than 30 consecutive years. The NBA now uses Wilson, who had been the official ball provider between 1946 and 1983.




HE SHOOTS, HE SCORES


The record for the greatest height from which a basketball has been shot is 660ft 10in (201.4m). The feat, by YouTuber Derek Herron, was achieved in 2018 when he threw the ball from the top of Maletsunyane Falls in Lesotho, southern Africa, into a net positioned on the ground below.


Corey “Thunder” Law, a player from the Harlem Globetrotters, holds several world records for throwing a basketball into the hoop. In 2021, he broke the record for the farthest under the legs shot at 63ft 9.13in (19.4m). Then, in 2024, he made a record-breaking backward shot, nailing an 87-ft, 8-in (26.72-m) throw, as well as claiming the record for the farthest shot made while sitting on the court (70ft 6in/21.48m).
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