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“That which we do is what we are. That which we remember is, more often than not, that which we would like to have been, or that which we hope to be. Thus our memory and our identity are ever at odds; our history ever a tall tale told by inattentive idealists.”


—Ralph Ellison, Shadow and Act






“It all happens in sports. Sports, competition, is more important to our lives than some damn U.S. Senate committee hearing or the prime minister of England saying x and then two months later y. It matters a great deal.”


—Sports Illustrated managing editor Andre Laguerre

















PROLOGUE



THE FANS CAME out in record numbers that night, from fervent true believers to dedicated big-game collectors to curious dilettantes. It was one of those peak occasions in American sports in which the gravity of the event dominates the zeitgeist, momentarily transcending everything else going on in the world. As with any long-awaited showdown, the most loyal advocates on each side of the rivalry had gone a bit crazy with the waiting. They arrived in all their brightly colored regalia, cheer buttons, t-shirts, and the inevitable homemade signs. All the trappings were present: network television trucks in the parking lot, a collegiate marching band striding the field in a bustling pregame revelry, VIPs at every turn.


Though the event was absurd on its face—like so much else that happened during the decade—it seemed urgent, necessary, and altogether logical in the moment. On Thursday, September 20, 1973, in the midst of the widespread misery of an oil crisis and a mounting Watergate investigation that threatened Richard Nixon’s presidency, more than 45 million Americans gathered around their TV sets to witness the most talked-about sports event of the year.


It wasn’t a football game, or a boxing match, or the final of a major tournament. It was a made-for-TV event, a reputed $100,000 “winner-take-all” challenge match between the top-ranked women’s tennis player in the world, the twenty-nine-year-old Billie Jean King, and the fifty-five-year-old former Wimbledon men’s champion, Bobby Riggs. The crowd that night at the Astrodome in Houston was the largest in history to attend a tennis match, with a record American TV audience for the sport looking on.


Billed as the “Battle of the Sexes” or “the Libber vs. the Lobber,” it was also a contest between two visions of what sports should be and, by extension, two visions of what America should be. As both a sports event and a cultural flashpoint, it was an occasion that would have been inconceivable a decade earlier or a decade later. Yet it was consistent with the sensibilities and tone of the era, which is to say that the combatants were carried into the arena by costumed handlers, like floats in a Mardi Gras parade. The tennis hustler Riggs was transported to the court on a rickshaw, borne by a harem of short-skirted beauties (“Bobby’s Bosom Buddies”), each wearing a gold t-shirt with the Sugar Daddy candy bar logo, an early sign of the corporate branding that would overrun sports in the coming decades. The defending Wimbledon women’s champion King was brought to the court on a palanquin, replete with a rooster-tail of faux-feathered plumage in the back, carried by a group of bare-chested men posing as Roman soldiers, rumored to be members of the Rice University swim team.


Riggs and King were perfect foils, diametrically opposed in all ways, from their gender to their politics to their eyewear. Riggs, slight, flabby, slouching into middle age, sporting the standard-issue, World War II–era black horn-rimmed glasses, already a vestige of the past, a huckster who’d been playing the con so well and for so long that he occasionally forgot it was a con. Then King, at once strong and feminine, resplendent in a sequined multicolored tennis dress (in menthol green and sky blue, created by the tennis devotee/designer Ted Tinling), sporting blue suede tennis shoes, peering out from behind au courant oval wire-rimmed glasses—compact, focused, and deceptively strong.


The event came in the midst of a galvanizing era for women in America. A year earlier, the first issue of Ms. magazine hit the newsstands, and the New York congresswoman Shirley Chisholm became the first female to seek a major-party nomination for the presidency. In the summer of 1972, Congress passed the Education Amendments Act, containing Title IX, which promised equality of opportunity for women in high school and college education. Early in 1973, Congress passed the Equal Rights Amendment and the Supreme Court rendered its landmark decision on Roe v. Wade, protecting a woman’s legal right to abortion.


The resistance to these shifts within the culture was swift and severe. No one better symbolized the backlash than the aging self-proclaimed “male chauvinist pig” Riggs, who’d trounced the previously top-ranked woman Margaret Court earlier that year in “The Mother’s Day Massacre.” The twice-divorced Riggs presented himself as a proud troglodyte on gender issues, and at the heart of his persona was a contempt not merely for female athletes but females as a whole. “Women don’t have the emotional stability to play,” he proclaimed. “They belong in the bedroom and kitchen, in that order.” Riggs’ acolytes were in attendance that night, many sporting plastic pig snouts in support. One of the night’s homemade signs read, “BILLIE JEAN WEARS JOCKEY SHORTS.”


By the time they took the court, Riggs vs. King had evolved from a sports event into a cultural proxy war. Las Vegas placed Riggs as the 8–5 favorite; as was his custom, the hustler Riggs was betting on himself with assorted media members. Many within women’s tennis, including King’s young rival Chris Evert, expected a repeat of Riggs’ rout of Court. Others sensed that King was made of sterner stuff, less easily daunted than Court, and more cognizant of all that was at stake.


ABC’s live telecast, the first time a full tennis match had ever appeared on prime-time network television in America, treated the event like a heavyweight title fight, with Howard Cosell decked out in a tuxedo and courtside seats going for $100.


During the National Anthem, Riggs was restless while King looked pensive and determined. She’d been training like a boxer in the weeks leading up to the bout, secluding herself, working on the problematic lobs that Riggs loved to put up, which would be all the more difficult under the white ceiling and glaring lights inside the Astrodome.


Over the previous months, she had done the requisite publicity to build interest in the match, and had found herself swept up in the combative vortex of the event, sufficient to understand that beyond trying to beat Riggs, she also carried the pressure of the women’s movement on her shoulders. She had won ten Grand Slam singles titles, helped launch the Virginia Slims tour and was in the process of creating the novel concept of World Team Tennis, to debut the following spring. Yet she realized—correctly—that her legacy would be largely defined by the confrontation on the court that night.


Then, in the tense, airless space right before the start of the match, came the moment of clarity. Riggs had stubbornly insisted on wearing his training jacket—it also had the corporate logo for Sugar Daddy—for the warm-up session. Now, as they rested after their warm-up, King glanced over and noticed her voluble opponent was sweating profusely and hyperventilating. Somehow, with the whole world watching, and the perception of the women’s liberation movement in the balance, the man was even more nervous than the woman.


In that instant, Billie Jean King knew. It had been all circus and bombast in the months leading up to the match, and pure spectacle on the night, but now it was an athletic event, a match like any other. She was younger, fitter, smarter, more prepared. She understood, even as she was toweling off her racket grip and adjusting her glasses, that she was going to win.


What she may not have fully understood in that moment is that the women’s movement—and sports in America—would never be the same.
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“Americans still find it difficult to take the Seventies seriously,” wrote the historian Bruce J. Schulman in his account of the decade. Indeed, through the lens of the present day, the era that Thomas Wolfe dubbed “The Me Decade” is primarily noted for possessing the wildest clothes, the stupidest fads, and some of the most ridiculous controversies in the nation’s history. The reputation of the ’70s has remained resolutely subpar, cut-rate, even fraudulent in the collective imagination since then, perhaps predictably so for any era in which shag carpeting on walls served as a defining characteristic. In popular perception, it was a decade of inconsequential lassitude between the tumult of the ’60s and the Reagan Revolution of the ’80s. One history of the ’70s was titled It Seemed Like Nothing Happened.


Yet within the world of American sports, the decade featured a confluence of events that were pivotal and transformative. Every decade brings change, of course, but no decade in American sports history featured such convulsive, conclusive change as the 1970s. A field that had been marginalized and relatively static for decades began to break free of its boundaries, ultimately emerging as something bigger, more serious, and more relevant than before.


So much that we take for granted about sports today either began or reached critical mass in the 1970s: the move of sports into prime time on network television; the dawn of free agency and the beginning of athletes gaining a sense of autonomy for their own careers; integration becoming—at least within sports—more the rule than the exception; and the social revolution prompted by Title IX legislation that brought females into the world of sports in unprecedented numbers, as athletes, administrators, coaches, and spectators.


As the decade moved from the bitter division of the 1960s, settling into the relative comfort of hard-earned social and material freedoms, the people who best defined the American decade were not politicians or movie stars, artists or intellectuals. Instead, the ’70s belonged to its most exemplary and prominent athletes. The sweeping changes in American life and culture were most clearly reflected in the collective experience of Billie Jean King and Muhammad Ali, Henry Aaron and Julius Erving, Jack Nicklaus and O. J. Simpson, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Chris Evert, among others, who spent the era redefining the role of athletes and athletics in American society.


While the 1960s are widely viewed as the decade of revolution in American history, in the world of American sports that decade was primarily an age of conformity, the last siege before the dam broke. Muhammad Ali and Joe Namath were icons of the ’60s, but they were still very much the outliers. The Green Bay Packers’ legendary coach Vince Lombardi dominated the decade with his hyper-disciplined persona, and for much of the decade, the crewcut was still the standard hairstyle among ballplayers. The audience for sports was almost entirely male and predominantly white. The key positions on teams—owner, general manager, coach, quarterback, pitcher, catcher—were either exclusively white or nearly so. Professional athletes were essentially indentured servants, though modestly well-paid ones, bound in perpetuity to the clubs that signed them.


The new decade would witness the emergence of spectator sports as an ever-expanding mainstream phenomenon, as well as show remarkable changes in the way athletes were paid, how they played, and how they were perceived. Historically, spectator sports in the U.S. had operated on the margins, a ticket-driven leisure pursuit largely divided from the broader realm of American popular culture. By the end of the 1970s, sports would become a decidedly big business, a microcosm of the larger social fabric, a social glue that crossed all demographic boundaries. One could also begin to see what was to come: sports as a transcendently lucrative profession that would serve as both the last big tent in American popular culture, and a stage upon which many of the nation’s more nettlesome issues in morality, ethics, and values would be played out.
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The broad societal trends and rise of television had created more leisure time and more consumers in the ’70s, and presented a horizon full of possibility as well as the freedom to try anything. Over the next ten years, nearly everything was tried.


So much about the decade was marked by letting things go—hair, clothing, styles, morality, social conventions, the color of appliances. Writ large, this saw the country acting at times like there was no history, no gravity, and no consequences for the present moment of freedom. Psychically, much of the decade had the feeling of third-drink revelry descending into something darker, fourth-drink recklessness bound for a hangover.


In this, the decade in sports closely resembled the American decade as a whole: unruly, unhinged, unpredictable, and in the end, unsustainable. Some breakthroughs proved innovative and resonant, others failed to stand up to time and scrutiny. And they were all mixed together in an indiscriminate mishmash of innovation, novelty, gimmickry, and genuine social progress. The decade in sports brought designated hitters and tearaway jerseys, “wild-card” playoff berths and eligible freshmen, two-fisted backhands in tennis and the three-point line in the NBA, the last all-white national champions in college football and the first Black manager in baseball, a no-hitter pitched while on LSD, a golf shot on the Moon, an attempted rocket jump of the Snake River Canyon, epic heavyweight title fights in Jamaica, Zaire, and the Philippines, made-for-TV competitions like The Superstars and the Battle of the Network Stars, a thousand winged doves at the Super Bowl, a butterscotch football, an orange baseball, a blue hockey puck, and a red-white-and-blue basketball.


Even the equipment changed: Tennis rackets went from wood to composite materials, jerseys went from wool to cotton to mesh to breathable hybrids, and the decade brought the invention of the aluminum baseball bat, the multicolored tennis ball, the protective flak jacket modified for football, the waffle-trainer running shoe, and, not incidentally, the sports bra.


The universe of sports continued to expand, with upstart leagues in football, basketball, hockey, soccer, and even tennis and volleyball. The era saw the rise and demise of such teams as basketball’s San Diego Conquistadors, hockey’s California Golden Seals, volleyball’s El Paso/Juarez Sol, football’s Shreveport Steamers, tennis’ Boston Lobsters and soccer’s Colorado Caribous, who actually did play one season in brown-and-tan game jerseys with a strip of leather fringe across the chest.


No sport was unaffected. The decade that began with the full merger of the National Football League and American Football League also eventually saw two leagues condensed into one in basketball and hockey. While Major League Baseball’s structure held, almost nothing else in the sport did, leading one historian to observe that the ’70s brought “more changes than the game had known in the first seven decades of the twentieth century.” Among the changes that baseball confronted at the beginning—and certainly by the end—of the decade was that it was no longer the national pastime. Pro football had eclipsed the grand old game.
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It was true that money exploded into sports in the 1970s, but the influx of riches was at once the most obvious and least interesting thing about the decade. The widespread success of sports on TV certainly led to the flood of money that raised the stakes and broadened the scope of sports. But to attribute the change solely to television is to conflate the effect with the root cause.


TV had enjoyed an omnipresence in American life for more than a decade, and by the end of the ’60s more homes in America had televisions than had indoor plumbing. Yet the presence of spectator sports was limited to the little-watched TV “ghettos” of Saturday and Sunday afternoons. Football had been ascendant for more than a decade, but was still regarded as too male, too marginal, too parochial to succeed in prime time. What attracted the riches that television offered were the newfound and widespread evidence of the broad appeal of American spectator sports, and the growing size and appetite of its audience.


That development changed the stakes for athletes and owners alike. It was an age of financial and geographic emancipation for many athletes, and the best of them became millionaire celebrities. The athletes were cashing in on the money from television to the owners, staking their claim as the essential part of spectator sports’ enduring appeal.


The decade would witness remarkable changes in some instances—and a depressing stasis in others—in how the country grappled with its original sin of racism. The fields and courts slowly became more integrated, setting the pace for the country as a whole.


The most profound change was greeted with the most skepticism at the time. Women had been exercising their right to vote since 1920, but as the decade began, they were still fighting for their right to exercise. While they had started to realize gains in some other segments of society, women were treated with indifference or condescension, or both, in sports.


In the Olympics, prior to 1972, there were no races for women longer than 800 meters because of the conventional wisdom—despite evidence to the contrary—that women couldn’t endure the longer distances. Even when girls’ sports thrived there were restrictions: Girls’ high school basketball was popular in Iowa and Texas, but was played six to a side—with most players confined to the backcourt or the frontcourt on each team—because of the fear that too much running would be dangerous to the delicate constitutions of teen girls. In other states, like Illinois in the ’60s, high school girls’ sports were prohibited.


Change came slowly and then, in America, very quickly. In 1972, tucked within the larger Education Amendments Act, Congress passed Title IX legislation that outlawed discrimination on the basis of sex in educational institutions. As it turned out, that included interscholastic and intercollegiate sports. The interpretation of this law brought about a different kind of revolution; the Pill had altered the dynamic between men and women in the ’60s, and Roe v. Wade would change the balance of power further, but Title IX arguably had an even more visible impact, because it affirmed equality for women outside the private spaces of bedrooms and doctors’ offices.
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In the confluence of these sweeping changes came a broad shift in the outlook and habits of American sports fans. The decade began with major media outlets offering sports in small sips—a few pages in the newspaper, one or two games on a weekend day on television, a short sports report, focusing on area teams and high school scores, near the end of the nightly local news. By the end of the decade, sports coverage had become broadly national in scope and had established a foothold in prime-time network television.


During the ’70s, the Super Bowl became a civic national holiday, and the most watched TV broadcast of each year; the World Series, the Summer and Winter Olympic Games, and the NCAA basketball championship soon followed Monday Night Football into prime time. From the tragedy of the Munich Olympics in 1972 to the Battle of the Sexes a year later, the passion and morality plays in sports were witnessed by some of the largest audiences in American television.


Then, in the fall of 1979, many commentators laughed at the audacious proposition of a cable channel in Bristol, Connecticut, called ESPN, which would consist of nothing but sports, twenty-four hours a day. While it seemed preposterous to many, there was reason to believe it might work. Fans wanted more, and their appetite for news about their favorite teams and favorite sports seemed insatiable.


Because of the reputation of the decade, there is a tendency to reduce everything that happened in the ’70s to a shaggy caricature of itself—a no-hitter pitched under the effects of LSD makes that sort of generalizing nearly irresistible. But in the midst of all the ludicrous behavior, stylistic disasters, and excess facial hair, there was a metamorphosis in American sports. By the end of the decade, sports had staked a claim to a central role in the culture.


What emerged from the decade of tumult was an industry poised to enter every living room, nearly every restaurant, and in time every computer and smartphone in the country. Spectator sports had been a sideshow for most of the twentieth century, a distraction primarily for middle-class white males. By the end of the 1970s, it had become a more pervasive presence, altering holiday schedules, Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner times, shaping attitudes from academia to Wall Street, Madison Avenue to Main Street, imposing its presence in nearly every corner of American life.


Or as Joyce Carol Oates put it, “In the twentieth century, and perhaps most spectacularly in the Seventies, sports has emerged as our dominant American religion.”















ONE



1969: THE GATHERING STORM


THE FIRST GLIMPSE of the new decade in American sports appeared early and abruptly, on the morning of March 22, 1969, at the St. Louis Cardinals’ spring training site in St. Petersburg, Florida.


In the midst of the usual rites of the season—pitchers in rubber suits trying to get down to weight, half-hearted calisthenics to start the morning—the Cardinals had been summoned by manager Red Schoendienst to a clubhouse meeting in full uniform.


The circumstances were unusual. The team had been gathered for an address by the Cardinals’ squat owner, Gussie Busch, who had invited along the beat writers from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, the St. Louis Globe-Democrat and other area media outlets for the occasion. The writers sat to the side, within earshot of Busch, taking notes.


The Cardinals were baseball royalty at the time, widely viewed as innovators in race relations, team cohesion, and scouting acumen. They had been in three of the past five World Series and had won two of them. They were coming off back-to-back National League titles and were favored to be among the class of the league again.


But what they were greeted with that day was not a note of congratulation, but rather a stern lecture of Busch’s disapproval: “Too many fans are saying our players are getting fat, and they only think of money, and less of the game itself. The fans will be looking at you this year more critically than ever before to watch how you perform and see whether you really are giving everything you have.”


Sitting among his teammates, the All-Star pitcher Bob Gibson—the team’s highest-paid player—stared at Busch with a look of studied skepticism. It was clear to all present that Busch’s message was directed to him. A month earlier, Gibson had been a guest on The Tonight Show when Flip Wilson was the guest host. Wilson had asked Gibson about his views on the Major League Baseball Players Association, and Gibson had answered him, touching on the nature of players’ modest agenda of putting cost-of-living adjustments into their pension plan.


Now Busch, in the midst of his twenty-five-minute harangue, was criticizing Marvin Miller, head of the union, and player representatives.


“Baseball’s union representative made all kinds of derogatory statements about the owners,” said Busch. “We suddenly seem to be your greatest enemies. Representatives threw down all sorts of challenges, threats, and ultimatums. Personally, I don’t react well to ultimatums.”


Neither, it transpired, did Gibson. After Busch finished, to polite applause from the team, the text of his speech was distributed to reporters, who quickly sought out the team leaders for comment. Typical of many other white players on the team, Dal Maxvill complimented Busch’s message: “It was first class, typical of an organization that goes first class, that plays first class, and is first class. It was beautiful.”


But when Gibson was asked about the speech, he answered, “I have nothing to say about it.”


Nor did teammate Curt Flood, who when asked for his reaction, responded, “Comment? I have none. Not when the big boss has spoken.”
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The power dynamic in sports at the end of the 1960s only went one way. For more than a generation, the default position held by both owners and a majority of fans was that athletes were extraordinarily fortunate to receive a salary to play a game.


As early as 1945, owners had groused about runaway payrolls. That year, Daniel F. Reeves, owner of the Cleveland Rams in the National Football League, cracked, “The stars are making so much money now, I call them ‘Mister’ and they just call me ‘Reeves.’”


A generation later, salaries had risen considerably, but a vast majority of players in the four major team sports still found it necessary to work in the off-season. The minimum salary was $9,000 in the NFL, $10,000 in the National Basketball Association and $12,000 in Major League Baseball. But because the reserve clause bound players to one team, the owners continued to possess all the leverage.


“It is ridiculous to call any discussion we have with our ownership ‘negotiation’ because they’ve got all the hammers,” said the Pirates’ Nelson Briles. “In the final analysis, they can say: ‘Take it or leave it.’ If you leave it, you don’t play and you don’t get paid.”


Negotiations were more accurately understood as “notifications.” When Jon McGlocklin was drafted by the Cincinnati Royals of the NBA in 1965 he received a phone call from the team’s general manager, Pepper Wilson, who said, “We’re gonna want you to come to rookie camp to see if you can make the team.” “Then when I made it,” said McGlocklin, “it was, ‘Jon, we’re gonna give you ten grand, welcome to the Royals.’”


The raises, when they came, were parsimonious. Players negotiating their own deals were often made to feel like college students asking their parents for larger allowances. After his breakout season in 1969, Oakland third baseman Sal Bando went in to negotiate his contract. The A’s owner, Charlie Finley, had sent a contract for the same amount as the year prior.


“Mr. Finley, I need more money; I did good,” Bando said.


They haggled for a while, and finally Finley said, “I tell you what, I’ll give you another couple of thousand, but only because you just got married. You can tell your wife it was a wedding gift.”


Even standout athletes, often prominent in their community, still felt the need to supplement their income with off-season work. The Colts’ quarterback John Unitas worked for an electronics company, the Chiefs’ stellar linebacker Bobby Bell still worked shifts on the assembly line at the Ford plant in Kansas City, the Pistons’ Dave Bing worked as a bank teller, and the much-traveled basketball center Caldwell Jones spent his off-seasons laying carpet. A week after winning Game 7 of the World Series in 1971, the Pirates’ pitcher Steve Blass was back to work at his off-season job, delivering clean uniforms and picking up dirty ones for an athletic manufacturer servicing area high schools in northwest Connecticut.


Coaches had learned to be frugal as well. It wasn’t until 1969, when Chuck Noll was hired as head coach of the Pittsburgh Steelers, that he and his wife, Marianne, allowed themselves two concessions to their new status: No longer would Chuck cut her hair—she could go to a salon now—and no longer would she have to mow the lawn while he was away at training camp.


In every sport but baseball, the preseason was still marked by a barnstorming milk run to medium-sized cities around the region. (The New York Knicks, prior to the 1969–70 regular season, played exhibition games in Saginaw, Grand Rapids, Paterson, Trenton, Bethlehem, Bangor and Utica.)


The regular season offered no great luxury. In Milwaukee, when the Bucks played, there was no training table for the home team. Instead, the All-Pro guard Oscar Robertson would routinely send a ball boy out to the concourse at the Milwaukee Arena for two hot dogs and a Coke, the Big O’s pregame meal.


“Our pregame meal was at home,” said Steve Blass. “Simple as that. And we would have what Willie Stargell called ‘construction meat’ after the game, which was bologna, and a really good bread that a friend of the clubhouse manager would bring in to him.”


The thriftiness was representative of the larger mindset in professional sports at the time. Every towel was dispensed carefully, every dime was monitored.


A glimpse into the mindset of the era could be found in the uniforms of the New York Knicks, the flagship franchise in the NBA. Each player was issued two uniforms—one white for home games, one blue for road games—for the season. The Knicks’ trainer, Danny Whelan, washed the white uniforms weekly when the team was playing at home. But it was left to the players to wash their own uniforms while on the road. Roommates Bill Bradley and Dave DeBusschere were more conscientious than most. They’d wash their jerseys in the bathroom sink of the hotel in which they were staying, then stretch them out over the radiator to dry.


In 1968, when Whelan first decided to sew nameplates with each player’s name on the back of the jerseys, he unwittingly ran afoul of the Knicks’ infamously parsimonious president Ned Irish, who marched into the Knicks locker room and chewed out Whelan.


“Now that people can see the names,” said Irish, “that’s going to hurt program sales!”
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This was the spare, stingy ethos of sports at the end of the 1960s. By any estimation, the decade had been one of growth in American sports. Pro football’s universe more than doubled thanks to the rise of the American Football League, Major League Baseball grew from sixteen to twenty-four teams, pro basketball tripled in size from eight to twenty-five teams, while the NHL grew from six to twelve teams. Yet the American sporting establishment still didn’t seem to quite know what it was or what it wanted to be.


The sum total of the organizations that made up American spectator sports were aligned more in perception than in fact. The array of sports leagues and governing bodies were competing, unaffiliated, and often uncooperative. There was no sporting equivalent to the umbrella organizations like the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Sciences or the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences.


Each league was mindful of its own priorities. Baseball teams exerted their own grandfathered autonomy; many were the primary occupants of their stadiums, meaning that pro football teams were often at the mercy of Major League Baseball teams in fashioning their schedules. (In all but one year during the period from 1965 to 1971, the Kansas City Chiefs opened each regular season with their first three games on the road.)


While each of the various sports entities were in competition, it was also true that they were allies, part of a loose collective, a federation with competing interests but a common cause. In a society that was increasingly atomized and alienated, they were all competing for something more ineffable but no less important—the time, devotion and money of American sports fans.


For all the grand aspirations, the business of sports remained decidedly low-budget. At five minutes before tip-off time for Chicago Bulls home games, the public address announcer Ben Bentley—also the team’s publicist—would take the microphone and announce, “Ladies and gentlemen, would you please stand for our National Anthem.” He would then move his microphone toward the speaker of his portable cassette tape recorder, and press play, and the fans in the arena would hear the tinny rendition of a marching band playing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” It was cheaper than hiring a real band, and cutting costs was paramount in the NBA. The Bulls were in the third-largest city in the United States, but still had trouble drawing fans for their dates at the Chicago Stadium, managed by their hockey rivals, the Black Hawks, and their owner, Arthur Wirtz. (About whom the baseball owner Bill Veeck once said, “Arthur Wirtz could have twenty wristwatches on, and he still wouldn’t give you the right time.”) In the 1969–70 season, the Bulls—still dubious if the Chicago market could support a full season of NBA basketball—chose to schedule eight of their home games outside of Chicago, in Kansas City’s Municipal Auditorium.


There was little in the way of marketing or business plans. On every team in every league, the focus remained on selling tickets, the historical lifeblood of sports franchises. The Bulls’ young general manager, an energetic twenty-nine-year-old Veeck protégé named Pat Williams, also had the job of events coordinator. Just to get people out to watch professional basketball in Chicago, Williams came up with every gameday and halftime promotion he could think of: a dance team, Victor the Wrestling Bear, baseball star Richie “Dick” Allen and his doo-wop group the Ebonistics. Some promotions were more successful than others. There was a “blind date night,” in which odd-numbered seats in a section would go to single men and even-numbered seats to single women. But when forty-six men and only one woman signed up for the promotion, it was quickly scuttled.
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In all the major sports, a player was at the mercy of a “reserve clause,” which bound him to his team in perpetuity. But in pro basketball, the existence of the upstart American Basketball Association, launched in 1967, gave college seniors preparing to sign their first pro contract a chance to test their true market value.


In the spring of 1969—just a few days after Gussie Busch’s scolding of the Cardinals in St. Petersburg—it was about to be Lew Alcindor’s time.


Four years earlier, as a generational high school prospect at Power Memorial High School in New York, Alcindor had been besieged by all manner of shadowy agents and oleaginous recruiters. With all the schools in the country to choose from, he’d decided to attend UCLA, mixing the leisure and sunlight of Los Angeles with the firm, decent elegance of John Wooden’s teachings in basketball. (While other prospective coaches were unctuous and glib around Alcindor, Wooden was respectful and formal, addressing his player as “Lewis.”)


The adjustment from New York to LA was difficult, and Alcindor was stunned when his first practice session under Wooden involved teaching players how to tie their shoes. But he would flourish under Wooden and lead UCLA to three straight national titles (spooked by his instant dominance, the NCAA outlawed the dunk shot after his sophomore season). The sport’s profile rose in those years, and when he graduated from UCLA in 1969, he had already proved himself a revolutionary talent. With the ABA desperate for a merger, respect, and a national television contract, Alcindor was the clearest avenue to the new league’s survival.


Confident and keenly aware of his bargaining power, Alcindor was transparent about how he would make his decision. He stated that he would have one meeting each with representatives from the two leagues, would receive one offer from each, and then would decide his path. The Milwaukee Bucks, who’d won a coin flip with the Phoenix Suns for the rights to the first pick, had his NBA draft rights. In the ABA, it was Alcindor’s hometown New York Nets who owned the draft rights.


The commissioner of the ABA was George Mikan, the bespectacled six-foot-ten-inch legend who’d been a college standout at DePaul and anchored the Minneapolis Lakers during his pro career (the marquee at old Madison Square Garden once billed a game as “George Mikan vs. Knicks”). Mikan had grown comfortable in the public eye and fancied himself a keen businessman. He was pleased that his idea for the new league—a red, white, and blue basketball—was catching on and selling well. Fans loved the flashy colors; coaches loved the ways the multicolored ball allowed one to spot the ball’s rotation.


The ABA’s owners knew that signing Alcindor could be as critical for the league’s future as the AFL’s signing of Joe Namath had been in 1965. They’d hatched a yearlong, secret plan, dubbed “Operation Kingfish,” designed to lure Alcindor to the ABA. Private investigators went into New York to talk with people who’d known Alcindor in high school, and to Los Angeles, where he was revered mostly at a distance (by his choice) by the student body.


The “Kingfish” study took note of Alcindor’s affinity for jazz, his parents’ lower-middle-class lifestyle, and the fact that, given his time in New York and Los Angeles, Alcindor would not have been overly enthusiastic about spending his twenties living in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The study concluded that Alcindor might be impressed with a statement of purpose, so the league owners pitched in and collectively agreed to let Mikan present Alcindor with a certified check in the amount of one million dollars, above and beyond what the New York Nets were offering, if Alcindor would agree to sign with the younger league.


Lew Alcindor grew up the only child of his parents, in the Dyckman Houses in Inwood, on the northern edge of Manhattan, which in the ’50s and ’60s was a multicultural stew. (“We had the whole world in that project,” he would recall later. “We had immigrants from China, Russia, England, Scandinavia, Cuba. There were gypsies, Jews, West Indians, and American blacks.”)


“Big Al” Alcindor had attended Julliard on the GI Bill, wound up working with the New York Transit Authority; he was in the police department band that backed Marilyn Monroe when she serenaded President Kennedy on his birthday at Madison Square Garden in 1962. Lew Alcindor was every bit his father’s son; quiet and ruminative, with an ear for music and a love of sports. He was shy but watchful as a teen, keenly attuned to the cultural signifiers of his age, and already a student of the jazz scene in which his father was a legitimate, if peripheral, figure. The confluence of elements meant young Lew was inculcated in a kind of urban cool that was cutting edge. Then, for four years at UCLA, he was steeped in the aura of beatnik California existentialism, experimenting with marijuana and LSD, living the entitled life of a movie star in Hollywood, which in a very real sense he was.


In short, Alcindor had led a life that George Mikan was born to not understand.


That week in New York City, Alcindor’s cohort made for a curious traveling party: the seven-foot-two star and his six-foot-two father were accompanied by Alcindor’s chosen representatives, Sam Gilbert, the longtime UCLA booster, and Ralph Shapiro, a brokerage executive from LA.


On March 24, they met with the NBA and the Bucks owner, the socially conscious self-made millionaire Wesley Pavalon. The Bucks offered Alcindor a $1.4 million, five-year contract, which would instantly make him the highest-paid player in all of professional sports. NBA commissioner Walter Kennedy, who had served as the league’s PR director before serving two terms as the mayor of Stamford, Connecticut, attended the meeting.


The next day, the Alcindor group met with the ABA’s representatives. Mikan commanded the room, joking about his days in the NBA, and comparing them to what Alcindor could expect. Polite and soft-spoken, Alcindor was cordial yet noncommittal. He knew of and respected Mikan, but he was not one to be sold a used car. In those moments, it seems that Mikan badly misread the room and mistook Alcindor’s reserve as naïveté. He thought the young man before him was pliable and easily impressed. He saw no need to proffer the million-dollar bonus check. The Nets’ Arthur Brown offered Alcindor the contract that the Nets would pay, which was less than what the Bucks had offered, but made no mention of the league bonus.


After a moment of silence, it was the brusque Gilbert who cut to the chase. “Is that it? Is that the total package? There’s no additional bonus or anything?”


“That’s it,” said Mikan pleasantly. “That’s all.”


After exchanging a series of knowing looks, Alcindor and his reps politely but firmly declined the offer. Everyone shook hands, and the Alcindor group left, heading to the airport.


Mikan walked down the hall and into another room, where the Kentucky Colonels’ co-owner Mike Storen and some ABA executives were nervously waiting. Mikan announced the meeting a success and confidently explained, “We decided it wasn’t necessary to give him our best offer. We figure when he comes back to us, then we’ll use the check for the second round of talks.”


“You did what?!” asked an apoplectic Storen.


Mikan assured him that there would be an opportunity to negotiate further.


“You dumb sonofabitch!” Storen shouted. “Why did we spend all that money to find out all this information if you’re not going to use it?! How could you guys not give him the check?”


As Storen feared, it was already too late.


Shortly after the ABA meeting, Alcindor phoned Walter Kennedy at the NBA offices and told him that he would accept the Bucks’ offer.


Alcindor would later concede that he had hoped to sign with the ABA (“the Nets were my first choice”). But when ABA representatives showed up at La Guardia Airport brandishing the million-dollar check, Alcindor wouldn’t speak to them. He was a man of his word.


“A bidding war degrades the people involved,” Alcindor said later. “It would make me feel like a flesh peddler, and I don’t want to think like that.”


Mikan, meanwhile, resigned ahead of being fired later that spring. And the ABA offices were finally moved to Manhattan instead of being run out of Mikan’s travel agency in Minneapolis.


At the time, no one drew any connections between Busch’s peevish speech and Alcindor’s big contract, but both of those two incidents hinted at the seismic change that was on the verge of happening in sports.
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So much was changing in the culture and in the country. But in the world of sports, the power of coaches bordered on the absolute.


In July 1969, as sweltering summer heat enveloped the nation, the United States and much of the rest of the world was focused on the Apollo 11 mission that would attempt to land Americans on the Moon and return them to Earth.


It was also the weekend that the Kansas City Chiefs reported to their training camp, on the campus of William Jewell College in Liberty, Missouri. In the off-season—ahead of Woodstock and the concerts in Harlem later valorized as the “Summer of Soul”—the Chiefs’ coach Hank Stram had sent out a letter to his team: “Just so there won’t be any misunderstanding regarding my policy on long hair and sideburns, I want to emphasize certain requirements, which I expect everyone to adhere to from this day on. There will be absolutely no mustaches, beards, goatees, or hair on the chin displayed by any member of this club. I also want to emphasize that no one will have sideburns longer than the ones I have.”


The Chiefs had picture day on Saturday, July 19, then delayed practice a half hour on Sunday to watch the lunar module detach from the command module. Then they went ahead with the annual tradition at dinner of rookies having to stand before the veterans and sing their college fight song.


But the next morning, July 21, Stram handed down justice.


“I told everybody I wanted them clean-shaven,” he reminded his players. “Everybody adhered to the rule—managers, coaches, players, all except one: Otis Taylor, so he will be fined $500.”


It was a time of flux, in which Black Power and its accompanying ethos were reaching into the mainstream. Taylor, the splendidly talented wide receiver from Prairie View A&M, had recently married, and his wife, Cheryl, feared he would clash with Stram’s policy: “Especially the sideburns—he loved those. He wasn’t pleased about it.” But in the world of sports in 1969, the coach had the last word. Taylor paid the fine and cut his sideburns.


So it was that in the summer and fall of 1969, the Kansas City Chiefs would look and dress like bankers (players were required to wear tailored black blazers—with the team’s logo on the jacket breast—with dress shirts, ties, and houndstooth slacks on road trips).


Stram was right about one thing: His rules did foster team unity. In this case, there was a broad consensus of grumbling. But the Chiefs, entering the final season of the AFL, were determined to go out as the league’s first three-time champions. Also, Stram had all the power. So they fell in line.
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Billie Jean Moffitt and her brother Randy grew up in the center of the middle class in postwar Long Beach, California, the children of a firefighter father and a housewife mother, with all the conveniences of Baby Boom prosperity along with the freedoms of California in the ’50s. “Sports was the air we breathed,” she said.


Billie Jean was a natural athlete, notwithstanding her 20/400 vision. Steered toward more traditionally feminine sports, she discovered tennis, and after playing the sport for the first time, she breathlessly told her mother that she’d finally found what she wanted to do with her life. She was a natural at the game but slow to master the politesse and protocol for the country club set (she burned with shame on the day when she was excluded from a picture of junior champions because Perry T. Jones, the patron saint of California tennis, forbade her to be included in the picture since she was wearing shorts rather than a proper tennis dress).


She found solace and self-belief on the courts and, in 1961 at the age of seventeen, she took her first overseas flight, where she and her friend Karen Hantze were the surprise winners of the Wimbledon ladies’ doubles championship. They were innocents abroad, teenagers who didn’t even know how one went about celebrating a Wimbledon title. That night, a garrulous, loudly dressed tennis writer from the Boston Globe, Bud Collins, took them out to a celebratory dinner.


Tennis was still ostensibly an amateur sport at the time. “We all deserved Oscars for impersonating amateurs,” was how Arthur Ashe would describe it later. In truth, the punning term used to describe it—“shamateurism”—hid the most onerous elements of the arrangement. Under-the-table payments were going on everywhere, and players had to participate in the ruse to remain eligible for the most prestigious tournaments. The hypocrisy could wear on a person. Billie Jean was among the very best in the world at what she did, and yet the rewards were minimal, and technically illegal. The coming years were marked by many envelopes with fifty-dollar bills or, more frequently, twenty-dollar bills. Those elite players who were trying to make a living in a sport that clearly had commercial potential often felt like they were fighting old money in a small town.


While Billie Jean was deeply committed to the American ideal of equality—a product of her patriotic parents—she was not someone who routinely questioned the social norms. Moffitt met a blond, handsome law student named Larry King, and they married in 1965. Billie Jean’s feminist awakening began at the behest of her husband. He had been raised by a classic small-c conservative family, staunchly Republican in the Abraham Lincoln tradition. When King was ten, his family drove to a big picnic, but his father turned the family around when he saw the “No Colored Allowed” sign on the campgrounds. “We can’t be part of that,” King’s father said.


So by training and by temperament, he was somewhat more socially aware than his young wife. Later, when both were pursuing studies at Cal State–Los Angeles, Larry pointedly asked Billie Jean, “You realize you’re treated like a second-class citizen because you’re a girl, right?”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m the seventh man on a six-man tennis team and I’m treated better than you are. You’re the best athlete at this school. You should be getting special treatment, not me. And yet you get zero.”


It was all supposed to change in 1968 when a century of unseemly hypocrisy was wiped away. The major events in tennis were finally “open” to professionals and a generation of men and women players had high hopes for legitimate athletic careers. Billie Jean King played Virginia Wade in the final of the first genuinely open U.S. Open, on September 8, 1968, with Wade receiving $6,000 for winning. Later that same day, 140 miles to the south, feminists burned bras to protest the Miss America Pageant.


Within a year, it was clear that there were not going to be enough women’s tournaments for King or any of her contemporaries to make a living. Larry King—just through law school, but fully committed to supporting his wife’s aspirations—wrote a letter outlining the problems. At one of the higher profile stops, tennis legend Jack Kramer’s Pacific Southwest tournament, held a week after the U.S. Open, offered $1,200 for the men’s champion and $250 for the women’s champion. It wasn’t enough to live on, even for the winner.


Billie Jean read the letter and complained to her husband about how unfairly women were being treated by the tennis community. He gave her a piece of advice she would eventually heed: “You have to speak up.”
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The most famous athlete in America in 1969 was also the most controversial, and least active. Among individual sports, boxing remained the cesspool of corruption and exploitation it had always been, though it still held the center of the public consciousness, largely because of the inimitable presence of Muhammad Ali. Ali had been born Cassius Marcellus Clay, but had publicly renounced his “slave name” following his stunning upset of Sonny Liston to win the heavyweight title in 1964. Five years later, Ali was still routinely referred to as Clay, in both the media and by his contemporaries. The New York Times used the two names interchangeably. And even official sources, like The Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature, listed him as Clay rather than Ali.


The undefeated champion had been stripped of his title in 1967 after declining induction into the U.S. Army. At the end of the decade, Ali was beginning his third year in exile, an artist at the height of his powers, but denied his brushes and paints. Among people in both boxing and legal circles, the feeling was that, sooner or later, he would eventually have to serve his five-year prison sentence.


Still in boxing purgatory, Ali was looking for income anywhere he could. Random House advanced him $200,000 for his autobiography. Then he agreed to a preposterous bit of flimflammery, a closed-circuit simulated “fight” against Rocky Marciano. In a studio with a boxing ring, the two had sparred for seventy carefully choreographed rounds in the summer of 1969, with Marciano wearing a toupee and makeup to conceal his age. They were, it was reported, re-creating a computer simulation of what would have happened if the two champions had fought while each was at his peak.


The simulated bout would finally be released on January 20, 1970, in 1,500 closed-circuit theaters around the country—Marciano flooring Ali in the thirteenth round with an unconvincing hook—with the “results” supposedly derived from computations by an NCR315 computer. Ali took the outcome in good spirits. “That computer must have been made in Alabama,” he said.


Meanwhile, as his case took its long, serpentine journey through the court system, Ali seemed hemmed in at every turn. He asked why he was refused permission to go to Canada after the activist Abbie Hoffman had been granted permission to travel to Cuba. Within the U.S., Ali was simply hoping for a place to publicly spar. More than seventy communities denied him entrance. At one point, it was rumored Ali might fight in Boley, Oklahoma, an all-Black community of 700 whose original settlers were freed slaves. At the time, Boley only had outside plumbing. “It would be disgraceful for a man of my ability to fight in a place like that,” said Ali.


With his generosity and his large entourage, Ali went through money like paper on fire. So he maintained a busy schedule of speaking on college campuses, serving as a symbol of resistance for enlightened liberals and a talisman for Black Americans moving toward a more emphatic self-love. After an appearance at Randolph-Macon College in April 1969, a newspaper account noted that while the content of Ali’s address was “standard Black Muslim rhetoric,” it remained an entertaining and vibrant talk, so much that “one might, in fact, criticize Ali for making his address so entertaining and amusing that the seriousness of his subject was somewhat obscured.” Later, Ali shot an episode of Firing Line with the conservative man of letters William F. Buckley Jr., and debated Buckley to a technical draw.


So Ali moved through his days, a talisman, a symbol, an echo. No one knew whether the athletic portion of his story had been fully written.
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In the sports-mad country, few people were as sports-obsessed as the president of the United States.


In the words of Richard Nixon’s biographer Stephen E. Ambrose, “Batting averages, yards gained per carry, earned run averages, pass completion percentage, the whole never-ending stream of numbers was to Nixon what the Western novels were to Eisenhower, the perfect relaxation.”


Earlier in 1969, Nixon had phoned Orville Moody after Moody won the U.S. Open. That same summer, he’d hosted both the Senators manager Ted Williams and the Redskins new coach Vince Lombardi, as well as a collection of baseball All-Stars on the eve of the 1969 All-Star Game.


Presidents had been sports fans before, but prior to Nixon, none of them had been quite so avidly involved in the daily discussions and arguments about the games. The gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson had given a backhanded endorsement of Nixon’s credentials as a fan after interviewing him during the 1968 primaries. Thompson wrote, “Whatever else might be said about Nixon—and there is still serious doubt in my mind that he could pass for Human—he is a goddamn stone fanatic on every facet of pro football.” Thompson, in the event, undersold it. Nixon was also a diehard about college football.


In October 1969, a Nixon aide named Harry S. Dent typed up an urgent memo with the sort of enthusiasm political functionaries reserve for eureka moments in which they discover the blindingly obvious. Citing a New York Times story, Dent wrote to Nixon aides Dwight Chapin and H. R. “Bob” Haldeman, noting “very truly that football is a religio-social pastime in the South,” and Nixon attending a big football game “would be a good way to get him into a key Southern state and get to see many good people from two states, without doing anything political.”


On December 6, 1969, the country was facing a myriad of problems. Lt. William Calley was called to testify before a secret panel at the Pentagon on charges that he was responsible for the murder of 109 civilians in the My Lai massacre. At Harvard, 107 Black students had occupied the university’s administration building, appealing for greater employment opportunities in a negotiation presided over by the former U.S. solicitor general Archibald Cox. But the president of the United States was not ensconced in the White House or on a diplomatic mission overseas. He was in Fayetteville, Arkansas, doubling down on the previous year’s “Southern strategy,” and attending the final football game of the 1969 regular season, with No. 1 Texas visiting No. 2 Arkansas.


There may have been unrest throughout much of the rest of the country, but Nixon in Fayetteville was a popular figure. That he was there to present the winner of the game a national championship plaque was much celebrated, as was the presence of another celebrity in attendance—the Rev. Billy Graham, on hand to recite the invocation. (“There had been a lot of presidents,” said Texas lineman Bob McKay, “there’s only been one Billy Graham.”)


There were protesters on the hill near where Nixon’s helicopter landed near the stadium. But the conservative college organization Young Americans for Freedom also erected a sign proclaiming “Victory in Vietnam.”


During its halftime performance, the University of Texas marching band played a medley of Christmas songs, at one point spelling out the word “TEXAS” on the field, before turning to a rendition of “Hail to the Chief,” then moving into an alignment that spelled out “NIXON.” After that number, the gray-flannel play-by-play man Chris Schenkel interviewed Nixon in the ABC booth, informing him on national television that “I’m one of the many millions who are glad you won.”


Nixon seemed nearly at ease, and mentioned the flak he was getting from Penn State fans for the pregame announcement that he would award a national championship plaque to the winner of the Texas–Arkansas game. “Maybe we ought to have a Super College Bowl,” the president suggested.


Then Texas rallied from 14 points down for a thrilling 15–14 win. Afterward, Nixon presented Texas coach Darrell Royal with a plaque declaring the Longhorns national champions and, in doing so, becoming yet another entity that presumed to crown a national champion in the lone sport in America that didn’t determine a champion on the field of play.


It wouldn’t be the last word from the president on football matters.
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Alcindor’s pro debut in 1969 prompted a wave of new interest in the NBA. For the first time in nine years, the trading card company Topps decided to issue a series of basketball cards for the 1969–70 season. Larry Fleisher, the head of the NBA Players Association—and a man no more popular with basketball owners than Marvin Miller was with baseball owners—had negotiated a deal with Topps that would bring the money to the pension fund.


But even this did not come without a fight.


On the day when pictures of Knicks players for the Topps set were scheduled, Ned Irish announced to the team’s player rep, Bill Bradley, that the players would be in violation of their contract.


“The player contract prevents the players from being photographed in anything that identifies them as Knicks players for money!”


“So we can’t be photographed with anything that says ‘New York’ or ‘Knicks,’ right?” Bradley asked.


“That’s right,” said Irish, marching away.


Bradley was not a Rhodes Scholar for nothing. He thought quickly. And so the new issue of Topps cards would show Bradley, Willis Reed, Walt Frazier, and their teammates photographed with their Knicks jerseys on backwards, so that all that showed was the player’s nameplate and number.


It amounted to a silent revolution… and the seeds of a larger change in the future.
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There was one other bit of foreshadowing at the end of 1969. Back in St. Louis, the repercussions of Gussie Busch’s spring training jeremiad were still being felt. The Cardinals did not defend their National League title in 1969, falling to fourth place in the National League East, with an 87–75 record.


For twelve years, the fleet, gifted outfielder Curt Flood had made a living in St. Louis, which still had a reputation within the Black community as a virulently racist city. When Arthur Ashe was a high schooler, he was barred from playing on any public courts and could only play indoors in the winter at the St. Louis Armory. In 1968, Sports Illustrated ran a series on “The Black Athlete” and devoted one of the five stories to the racial unrest on the St. Louis Cardinals football team. The city had also seen native musician Chuck Berry sent to prison on a trumped-up Mann Act charge. But Flood had navigated the fraught interpersonal dynamics of the city, earned respect for his range of skills and become something of a fan favorite and a crucial mainstay on the team—he’d been to three All-Star Games, won seven Gold Gloves and had finished fourth in the NL MVP voting in 1968. Flood also managed a nightclub, dabbled in portrait art and owned a photography studio.


So he was wholly unprepared for the news he received on the morning of October 7, 1969, first from a reporter, then from Cardinals GM Bing Devine, informing him that he was part of a seven-player trade that would send him to Philadelphia to play for the downtrodden Phillies, who were shipping outspoken slugger Dick Allen to St. Louis in the deal.


Shocked and saddened, Flood made a snap decision. When the St. Louis Post-Dispatch called him for a reaction later in the morning, he informed the paper that he was retiring immediately. “When you spend twelve years with one club, you develop strong ties with your teammates and the fans who have supported you over a period of years.”


In the coming weeks, the regret would curdle into a seething resentment. Flood, at thirty-one, still felt he had a few years of prime production ahead of him, but he didn’t wish to spend it in Philadelphia. (In Philadelphia, the writer Gerald Early was still a teenager, and remembered the reaction among Blacks in Philadelphia: “How could he not want to come to Philadelphia? Philadelphia couldn’t possibly be a more racist city than St. Louis!”)


In November, Flood made a call to Marvin Miller, who since 1966 had been the executive director of the Major League Baseball Players Association. After serving as an economist for the 1.2 million dues-paying members of the United Steelworkers union, Miller had found the MLBPA to be less enlightened, but he had been speaking to players about the inherent unfairness of the Major Leagues’ reserve clause, which bound a player to a team in perpetuity.


Talking privately with his friend and longtime teammate Gibson, Flood shared the same goal. “I knew exactly where he was coming from and I suspected I knew exactly where he was headed,” recalled Gibson later.


By December, Flood informed Miller he wanted to challenge the rule in court. “I want to give the courts a chance to outlaw the reserve system,” he told Miller. “I want to go out like a man instead of disappearing like a bottle cap.”


Miller warned him that challenging the very foundation of Major League Baseball would have severe consequences: Flood would surely be blackballed from any positions in the sport in the future and the case might take two or three years to be decided. And that, owing to baseball’s longstanding antitrust exemption, he might well lose.


But Flood remained steadfast and he was invited to a December 13 meeting with all twenty-four player reps at the MLBPA’s annual meeting in Puerto Rico. On the flight from St. Louis to San Juan, he was seated next to the Cardinals’ player rep, Dal Maxvill, who told his friend, “Curt, I think you’re crazy.”


At the meeting in San Juan, Miller introduced Flood, who spent a few minutes talking about why he wanted to challenge Major League Baseball. Flood explained to his peers that his protest was a matter of principle, rather than a negotiating tactic. Then the floor was opened up for questions.


“Does anything about this have to do with asserting Black power?” asked the Dodger catcher Tom Haller.


“There’s not much power here,” said Flood.


Carl Yastrzemski of the Red Sox remained the most prominent player opposed to Flood’s action “because it would ruin the game.” With nearly unanimous support, the MLBPA agreed to finance any subsequent legal fees.


In a Christmas Eve letter to Major League Baseball’s new commissioner, Bowie Kuhn, Flood wrote that “I do not feel I am a piece of property to be bought or sold irrespective of my wishes.”


Kuhn was still new to the job, but his tepid response offered a clue to his blinkered worldview. “I certainly agree with you, as a human being, aren’t a piece of property to be bought and sold,” replied Kuhn in a letter. “However, I cannot see its applicability to the situation at hand…”


A few weeks later, Flood’s lawsuit against Kuhn and Major League Baseball would be filed, and “the applicability of the situation at hand” would be a matter for the courts.


But on Christmas Day 1969, all Curt Flood knew for sure was that his life would be changed forever.


His friend Bob Gibson recognized the same thing. “I knew that there would be no changing his mind once he had made it up, but privately I thought to myself, ‘Jesus, Curt, what are you doing?’”















TWO



THE WHITE HOUSE IS CALLING


AMERICA LURCHED INTO the first day of the 1970s still punch-drunk and hollowed out from the previous decade, still grasping for a way to reconcile multiple assassinations, an apparently unwinnable foreign war, tremendous economic prosperity, deep societal schisms and unimaginable technological triumphs.


Somehow, through the strange and surreal ’60s, the impulse among Americans to follow spectator sports—first codified around the dawn of the Industrial Revolution and accelerated into a burgeoning industry by technological advances and urbanization in the first half of the twentieth century—remained resolute.


For American sports fans, the games that began the new decade stood on a threshold stuffed with significant round numerical dates. The bowl games on New Year’s Day would complete the one hundredth anniversary season of college football. Major League Baseball had just celebrated the centennial season of professional baseball. In pro football, the National Football League was celebrating its fiftieth season and the American Football League its tenth, before the two leagues would complete their full merger, signed in 1966, that would bring the twenty-six teams together in two thirteen-team conferences in the fall of 1970.


But for all the portentous anniversaries, and the growing profile of spectator sports, what would happen in the following ten years was unforeseeable to most of the athletes who played sports, and almost all of the owners and administrators who ran sports, as well as the tens of millions of fans who followed sports. While the essence of sports would remain unchanged, the context and gravity of the games would be reshaped in the decade ahead.
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The rush of permissiveness that had begun at the conclusion of World War II and accelerated dramatically in the late ’60s was accompanied by a fierce cultural backlash across the country. But at the University of Texas in Austin, the most liberal enclave in that staunchly conservative state, the resistance was more muted.


Most political grievances didn’t last past sundown in Austin. The tree-huggers and land-rapers would argue all day long in the City Council and State Legislature, then get drunk and make mischief through the night. On the campus at the University of Texas, coeds skinny-dipped in the fountains, students smoked weed and took LSD at frat parties, and somehow none of it—not a single element of the counterculture and all the questions it posed to conventional norms—punctured the hermetically sealed world of the University of Texas football team, whose unstoppable wishbone offense had led the team to nineteen straight wins. In Austin, the hippies were fans of the football team, and the football coach was tight with the music community; these anomalies owed some to the unique nature of Austin, and a whole lot to the unique nature of Darrell Royal.


Royal had lived through the Depression and World War II, so the deprivations and sacrifices of football seemed entirely natural to him. The players who played for him would marvel for the rest of their lives about Royal’s absolute authority. From his elevated coaching tower, he presided with a sharp eye and a quick temper over his massed combatants. John McKay had the same tower at Southern Cal as did Bear Bryant at Alabama. But nobody had quite the numbers that Texas managed. With no strict limits on recruiting, and a seemingly bottomless reservoir of financial support from the alumni, freshman classes going out for football often had 120 students, fully half of them on scholarship. There was a winnowing process each year, with about half of the freshmen dropping out or being cut. But it was not uncommon for Royal to have more than 150 players at a time on a full athletic scholarship. As many as another 100 would walk on just for the distinction of being part of the team.


If Royal came down from the tower during practice, it was because he didn’t like what he was seeing. When he turned right, walking toward the defense, the group of players on offense would sigh in relief. When he turned left, the defense would exhale. And while an entire generation of Americans was challenging authority, those impulses did not exist on the Texas football team.


“If Coach Royal told you to do something, well, we didn’t ask questions,” said the All-American offensive tackle Bob McKay. “If he came down off that tower and he yelled ‘Shit!,’ there’d be 250 people bent over outside out there making grunting noises.”


The process of making the team was brutal and bloody, but those who survived it carried a lasting bond. In the spring and preseason camps, the players were exposed to the punishing “Medina Sessions,” run by UT’s trainer, the hard-bitten, verbose, possibly sadistic four-foot-ten Cherokee Indian Frank Medina. The macabre workouts exacted a gruesome physical toll, but with the massive number of players on scholarship the human cost was affordable. Toughness was a given. In the spring of 1969, when Steve Worster broke his nose after a collision with Bill Atessis during a preseason blocking drill, a trainer rushed to reset it on the spot, and Worster was back in the rotation—face still covered in blood—without missing a single rep.


All the elements of the program were presided over by the assured Royal, who’d arrived in 1957, his seventh coaching stop in eight years, and proceeded to transform the downtrodden program at UT. He heeded the coaching legend D. X. Bible’s advice (“stay away from the Capitol”), and insisted on refurbished facilities and much more ambitious recruiting efforts. Within his first year, he became perhaps the first major-college football coach to hire a dedicated academic advisor—or “brain coach,” as they referred to it in Austin—a man named Lan Hewlett, who would serve for eighteen years.


Royal’s speech was crisp and resonant, precise and yet leavened by a homespun twang. Men liked him, women were attracted to him and his commanding presence was all the stronger to the people who were closest to him. (“Dammit,” the Texas director of publicity Jones Ramsey proclaimed one day. “Darrell is the sexiest man I’ve ever met!”)


By the time the ’60s ended, Royal was preeminent among college football demigods. “He’s the only coach with his own U.S. president,” Clemson’s Frank Howard said, and, indeed, Royal counted Lyndon B. Johnson as a personal friend. By 1970, it was perhaps more than one president—Richard Nixon had taken a liking to Royal as well, and called more than once.


What set Royal apart from his equally decorated peers was the impression of levelheadedness. He wasn’t a man of hidden obsessions; Royal wasn’t going to turn out to be the sort of person who was overly obsessed with the exploits of Civil War generals or a collector of Nazi paraphernalia.


He was, however, a deeply committed country music fan, temperamentally suited to the laid-back vibe of what was emerging in the Austin music scene. When Johnny Cash played a concert at Municipal Auditorium the previous season, Royal had arranged for anyone on the team who was interested (which, in this case, was almost all of his players) to sit at the side of the stage and observe Cash’s performance up close. Royal was also tight with Willie Nelson—still sporting short hair and a Nehru jacket at the time; soon to adopt a shaggier look—who’d become a family friend and frequent golfing companion, even something of a confidant. (Later in the ’70s, when the two men were playing a game of chess, Nelson asked Royal to promise him that, if the coach ever did decide to get high, he’d do it with Willie. Royal found that an easy promise to make.)


But even kicking back was done with purpose. When one of his musician friends stopped by a Royal gathering and agreed to an impromptu performance, Royal would often begin the music by announcing to the assembled group, “This is an L-and-L deal; either listen or leave. If you want to talk, go do that across the hall.”
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By the time they reached Dallas for the 1970 Cotton Bowl, the Longhorns were ranked number one and had already won the UPI’s national championship, as well as President Nixon’s. But the Associated Press final poll wouldn’t be conducted until after the bowl games.


Royal awoke that January 1, at dawn per usual, and looked out the window of his suite of the Dallas Hilton hotel on the chilled, overcast morning that greeted the new decade. In a season that felt like an epic quest, he’d arrived at the final obstacle.


The identity of Texas’ Cotton Bowl opponent was itself a sign of the changing times. The most hallowed name in all of college football, the Notre Dame Fighting Irish, were there at the behest of the school president, Father Theodore Hesburgh, who—growing increasingly comfortable with the school’s identity as a football school—had finally agreed to end the Irish’s forty-five-year moratorium on participating in bowl games.


In so many ways, the 1970 Cotton Bowl pregame festivities captured perfectly the schizophrenic zeitgeist of the moment, veering between reverence and irreverence, high and low culture meeting in the middle, the ways of the past colliding with the sensibilities of the future. The performance featured four different Texas high school marching bands performing themed odes to: political protests, miniskirts (“Can’t Take My Eyes Off of You”), heart transplants, plane hijacking, nudity onstage, the newfound popularity of credit cards (“Big Spender”), and the Apollo moon shot. At various times during the performance, the bands marched into the formation of protest signs, shortening skirts, male and female gender symbols, and even spelled out “HIJACK” before dissolving into “HI CUBA” during the performance of “Come Fly with Me.” That would be followed by a performance from the traveling cast of the saccharine singing group Up with People, which would be heard from again before the decade was out.


The game itself proved less frenetic but more absorbing. In an era when intersectional games were still relatively rare in college football, Notre Dame–Texas provided a mouthwatering contrast of styles and strategies. The Irish were bigger and faster than Texas, but the Longhorns and their as-yet-unsolvable wishbone offense had a tactical advantage. Inculcated in Royal’s system was an unerring focus on the next play, and a strictly regimented process that had been honed to a fine perfection. Texas didn’t spend a lot of time on scouting reports. As with Lombardi’s Packers in the ’60s, there was an assumption that if every man executed his assignment, it wouldn’t matter what the other team did.


All season long that gave the Longhorns a rare composure under pressure. Texas had trailed both Oklahoma and Arkansas by 14 points, and in the bitter chill of unseasonably cold Dallas, would need to rally against the Fighting Irish to secure their uncontested national title. Texas was trailing 10–7 when it got the ball in the third quarter and commenced a relentless, error-free, eighteen-play drive to go ahead. When Notre Dame answered with its own sustained drive to retake the lead, the Longhorns found their backs against the wall again. And they responded as they had all season. What followed was a seventeen-play drive, including two fourth-down conversions, in a stirring 21–17 victory.


After the come-from-behind win, former president Lyndon B. Johnson was in the Texas locker room to congratulate the Longhorns and express gratitude for their dream season. Royal was gracious but sheepish, standing in his thermal underwear when the former leader of the free world walked in to congratulate him.


Then the phone rang in the Texas locker room, and Royal was summoned. It was the White House.


“You played like champions,” said Richard Nixon.


“Well, Mr. President,” said Royal, “I’m glad we didn’t embarrass your selection.”


After the Cotton Bowl win, Texas would be named the unanimous national champions and close out the sport’s centennial season on a twenty-game win streak. It was an inescapable fact—not often mentioned, but very much noticed—that the Longhorns had done it all without a single African American football player.
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If the all-white composition of Texas’ national champions harkened to sports’ segregated past, then the game played ten days later—Super Bowl IV, the Minnesota Vikings vs. the Kansas City Chiefs at Tulane Stadium in New Orleans—provided a glimpse of the future.


It would be the last game before the National Football League and American Football League fully merged. The differences between the Vikings and Chiefs were stark, in both composition and approach. Neither team had existed ten years earlier; the Vikings didn’t debut in the NFL until 1961, after reneging on a commitment to play in the start-up American Football League; the Chiefs were originally the Dallas Texans, and moved to Kansas City only in 1963 after AFL founder Lamar Hunt realized—after three years of war with the NFL’s Cowboys—that Dallas would never be big enough for both teams.


The Vikings were fundamentalists, coached by the flinty Bud Grant, a man so completely a product of the Great White North that he didn’t allow heaters on the Vikings sideline, because he felt that body temperature was really just a state of mind. Grant’s charges used an exceedingly simple playbook, not much more than the scant handful of plays that the Packers ran under Vince Lombardi.


The Chiefs, by contrast, were innovators, as the preening bantam of a head coach Hank Stram was convinced that the game’s future would require not only physical dominance but also intellectual superiority. “Hank Stram’s Wild West Variety Show,” as one writer dubbed it, was infused with trickery, sleight of hand, and dozens of variations on a simple theme: If defenses couldn’t easily identify the direction or nature of a play, that split second it took them to react could be crucial. Defensively, Stram flipped the tables, using his triple stack defense that disguised which gaps each linebacker was responsible for by having them line up directly behind a defensive lineman.


There was one other significant distinction. The Vikings had Black players on both sides of the ball; many of them were trained in the Big Ten, and all came from major colleges. The Chiefs were far more deeply integrated—the first team in pro football history in which a majority of the twenty-two starters were Black—but it went beyond that. Minnesota had zero players from historically Black colleges and universities. The Chiefs, over the course of the 1969 season, had fourteen different players from HBCUs, largely a product of the efforts of Lloyd Wells, the boisterous, blasphemous raconteur who was pro football’s first full-time Black scout.


That created an unusually diverse group of players in Kansas City. “You could have men from the South, men from Alabama, and you would have some from the West Coast, where Huey Newton was gaining prominence, and you had some of us from the East, who were perhaps a little more elitist,” said Willie Lanier, the team’s All-Pro middle linebacker, and the first Black player to start at the position in pro football. “But you had all of that coming together, and people got along. People allowed whatever political philosophies to be left at the door, and to become part of this thing called the Kansas City Chiefs, and the objective was to win and be better than anyone else and to get to this important step, which was the Super Bowl. I can’t really remember any racial strife at all. No error of somebody uttering something that, oops, they apologized for. I mean zero.”


The players both respected and feared their leader Stram, whom many players referred to as “Little Caesar,” but to a man they respected his fairness. One day after practice, an integrated group of players was discussing the racial problems on the St. Louis Cardinals football team and marveling at the absence of such tension on the Chiefs.


“Well, shit—of course we ain’t got no problems here,” said Otis Taylor, with a rueful smile. “’Cause Hank treats us all like niggas.”


The Vikings entered the game as a two-touchdown favorite, but the contest turned into a rout for Kansas City. The Chiefs dominated the first half, 16–0, behind a suffocating defense, soccer-style kicking specialist Jan Stenerud’s three field goals, and a fumble recovery that led to a second-quarter touchdown (on a play Stram called—65 Toss Power Trap—immortalized in the official Super Bowl documentary produced by NFL Films). After Minnesota clawed back to 16–7 midway through the third quarter, the Chiefs put the game out of reach when Len Dawson hit Taylor on a hitch pass, and he eluded the tackle of cornerback Earsell Mackbee. High-stepping down the sidelines, amid the din of 80,000 roaring fans, Taylor could make out the resonant, high-pitched shout of his own mother in the corner of the end zone exclaiming, “That’s my baby!” The Chiefs’ comprehensive 23–7 win left the AFL square with the NFL, with two wins apiece from the first four Super Bowls, and also earned the younger league a measure of grudging respect at the very instant that the AFL ceased to exist.


In the postgame locker room celebration inside the old Tulane Stadium, as he was answering questions from the press, the Super Bowl MVP Dawson was summoned.


“Hey, Lenny, come here,” said Bobby Yarborough, the Chiefs’ equipment manager. “The phone—it’s the president.”


“The president of what?” said Dawson.


“The president,” said Yarborough. “Nixon.”


It was not Richard Nixon’s first call of the day. He’d rung up Stram that morning to tell him that he, and the Justice Department, knew there was nothing to the allegations linking Dawson to a gambling ring that had been exposed days earlier.


An operator asked Dawson to spell his last name, which he dutifully did. Then the president was patched through. “I certainly appreciate that, Mr. President, but it wasn’t only me,” Dawson said. “It was the whole team.”
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Amid the bustle of reporters, athletes, and dignitaries in the Chiefs’ locker room after Super Bowl IV was a dapper, fifty-year-old African American with processed hair and a tailored suit, who moved easily through the raucous scene, giving out congratulations and greeting old friends. Eddie Robinson—who in 1970 had already been the head football coach at Grambling State University for more than half his life—was looking at both the past and the future.


He understood, better than almost anyone, the forces at play in both Darrell Royal’s New Year’s Day triumph with Texas and Hank Stram’s Super Bowl IV win with the Chiefs. Robinson was friends with both men. He and his Grambling staff had for years been visiting Royal at Texas spring practices. And he was close enough with Stram to meet with him privately later that day to talk about the future of one of his former players.


Robinson was the son of a third-generation Louisiana sharecropper and a domestic, and had caught the football fever early. As a youth, he was once caught and beaten for trying to sneak into an LSU football game. As he matured and realized he wanted to coach, he treated the study of the game as an academic discipline to be mastered. Robinson began coaching Grambling in 1941, for a salary of $63 a month, and lived through years when he and his wife had to pack sandwiches for road trips because he knew the team would not be able to eat in any of the public facilities on the way to a game in the Jim Crow South. In 1958, Robinson went to Iowa to study Forest Evashevski’s Wing-T offense. He’d already mastered the art of recruiting by then, and spent the ’60s persuading some of the best high school football players in the South to come play for him.


Robinson’s recruiting pitch was both simple and successful. “Mrs. Harris,” he said to the mother of James “Shack” Harris in 1965, “I just want you to know, if you allow me to coach your son, I’ll coach him, and I’ll also make sure he goes to church on Sunday, and gets his college degree and he’ll make a difference in society.”


Starting in the mid-’60s, Robinson and his staff began visiting Austin each spring to watch Royal run his troops through spring practices. Royal and Robinson had a kinship based on their belief that coaches were primarily teachers, and their dislike of preening players—or coaches.


Robinson wasn’t much interested in the Wishbone offense—he still adhered to a more modernized, pass-heavy version of Evashevski’s Wing-T. What fascinated him was the defensive philosophy and the sheer scale of the Texas organization.


That and the meat freezer. Robinson and his aides were dazzled by the immense resources at UT, especially the alumni contributions that allowed Royal to provide a steady diet of steak dinners to his vast roster of players. “We used to tease them,” said Robinson’s longtime assistant, Doug Porter, “because of the fact that they had all those freezers full of steaks. And we used to tell ’em, we ought to take some of those steaks back to Grambling with us.”


A decade earlier, Grambling was little known outside of the group of historically black colleges and universities that dotted the Southeastern United States, where the remnants of segregation meant that Blacks were routinely denied entrance to state colleges they were otherwise qualified to attend.


More than fifteen years after the Supreme Court had overruled the “separate but equal” fiction in Brown v. Board of Education, parts of the nation were still heavily segregated. Southern powers like Alabama and Texas had yet to have a varsity player who was Black, and the University of Mississippi fans still waved Confederate flags in support of their football team, nicknamed the Rebels, with a caricature of a plantation owner on their helmets.


But Robinson had profited from that discrimination. His Grambling Tigers were one of the most talented teams in the country and were developing a national following. Grambling’s president, Ralph Waldo Emerson Jones—the revered and respected “Prez”—had himself helped the university prosper, winning more than 800 games as a baseball manager and also writing the school alma mater. He had given Robinson and the school’s sports information director, Collie Nicholson, nearly free rein to raise Grambling’s national profile in any way possible.


It was Jones who paid for the travel expenses so that Grambling’s marching band could play during the first Super Bowl. The writer Jerry Izenberg had profiled Robinson and his “football factory” in rural Louisiana, then in turn convinced Howard Cosell and ABC to produce a documentary, Grambling College: 100 Yards to Glory, which had aired throughout the country in July 1968 as a lead-in to that summer’s College All-Star Game. Nicholson was that very January developing a network of syndicated television outlets to show condensed replays of Grambling games on Sunday mornings around the country, joining Notre Dame as the only two colleges whose games were regularly replayed from coast to coast. A year later, in 1971, Grambling’s game against Morgan State would be the first live national telecast of a game involving two historically Black schools.


Though he lacked the imposing tower of Royal and Bryant, Robinson didn’t want for authority. He was a striver who developed strivers—a principled football coach who insisted his players graduate, and remained adamant about their ethics and comportment. As a coach, he’d perfected a persona of near-constant scolding distress. “Coach Rob wouldn’t swear,” recalled Shack Harris. “But he wore damn and hell out.”


As Robinson left the victorious Chiefs’ locker room and headed out into the night, where the Grambling staff would share their own celebratory dinner that night at Dooky Chase’s, he knew that Grambling’s reputation would continue to grow throughout the country. Talent was the coin of the realm in football, and Robinson understood it was the crucial component to Grambling’s success.


Just seventeen days after Super Bowl IV, the 1970 NFL Draft was conducted. Robinson’s tiny college of Grambling had nine players selected. That was more players than were taken from the high-profile Cotton Bowl combatants, Texas and Notre Dame, combined.


But Robinson was also keenly aware that time was running out on his pipeline of prime talent. One of the things that was changing—Royal knew it, Stram knew it, Robinson knew it—was that soon Texas and other Southern schools would be more actively recruiting Black players. Some schools in the south had started to recruit Blacks; Jerry Levias had starred at SMU, Warren McVea at Houston, and Joe Greene—recruited to North Texas State—had been the fourth player taken in the 1969 NFL draft. Once the big schools started in, the circumstances for Grambling and other HBCUs would necessarily change.


During the entire history of their relationship, Royal and Robinson had never been after the same player. Now that was about to change.


“That was a topic we didn’t really discuss much,” said the Grambling assistant Doug Porter. “That was better left unsaid.”


All three coaches—Royal, Stram, and Robinson—were riding different parts of a social wave. Royal knew he’d have to change to maintain the Longhorns’ supremacy, and the case could be made that he already waited too long to do so.


Stram knew that the advantages the Chiefs had enjoyed in the ’60s were dissipating as other NFL teams became more cognizant of the talent at historically Black colleges. The Steelers would soon hire the Pittsburgh Courier sportswriter Bill Nunn as a scout, and under Chuck Noll the team would scout extensively in HBCUs.


And what was true at Texas was true in much of the country. In what was said and what was left unsaid, race remained in many ways the single most galvanizing issue in sports at the beginning of the decade. Some people whispered about it, others joked about it, but everyone seemed acutely aware of it.


For Robinson, there remained a personal challenge. While he was still getting some of the best players in the country, could he break the final positional barrier and send a successful Black quarterback to the NFL? For all the Grambling players that had gone to the pros, none of his quarterbacks had made it in the NFL, and before 1969, when Buffalo took Shack Harris in the eighth round, none had ever been drafted.


“We have to develop a quarterback,” Robinson had vowed, “who can make it in the NFL on his merits.” The glamour position was the most cerebral in the game, and many white scouts—to say nothing of white coaches, general managers, and owners—were convinced that Black quarterbacks lacked the necessary intelligence, composure, and leadership skills to excel in the NFL.


Harris was Robinson’s project to prove the doubters wrong. “Coach Rob, that was his crusade, to make sure that James had the opportunity to play quarterback in the NFL,” recalled Porter. “Sometimes scouts would come in and talk about, ‘He could make a great tight end.’ And Rob wasn’t having it, he would not even put a moment’s time on that. ‘No, he is a quarterback.’”


At one of his workouts, a scout wanted to “warm up” Harris by playing catch with him. As the two men threw the ball back and forth, Harris kept noticing the scout’s throws were consistently awry. Harris thought, This is the worst passer I’ve ever seen; he’s throwing balls all over the place. Then he realized the scout was surreptitiously seeing if Harris might make a decent receiver.


Heading to Buffalo, Harris knew that he needed to succeed both on the field and off it, and that his coaches and teammates would be looking at him with an exacting scrutiny.


“James was extremely intelligent,” said Porter. “And he did not delude himself into believing things that were not factual. He knew it was gonna be a struggle. He knew there were going to be a lot of eyes on him that he had to conduct himself in a way that would not allow anybody to find any fault with the way his personal life was carried out.”


During his exhibition debut in ’69, Harris ran onto the field for his first series. As he kneeled in the huddle to call the first play, he had the fleeting thought that it was the very first time in his life he’d given orders to a group of white people. (Conversely, in 1971, Archie Manning would complete his storied career at the University of Mississippi without ever once playing alongside a Black player.)


Historians would point to the game in September of 1970—when Sam “Bam” Cunningham scored two touchdowns to lead USC and its all-Black backfield to a 42–21 rout of all-white Alabama—as the Brown v. Board of Education game in college football, the one that busted open the doors to integration in the south. (In fact, Alabama had already recruited Wilbur Jackson, who was a freshman in 1970.) But even walking out of Tulane Stadium after Super Bowl IV nine months earlier, Robinson knew the change was coming.


That fall of 1970, the sophomore Julius Whittier would become the first Black letterman on the Texas football team, with a handful of other Black players joining the incoming freshman class. But a blinkered perspective still informed the perceptions. “This whole race question is very complicated,” Royal would say later in 1970. “A bunch of Negro boys came to me a while ago and said I could solve all possible difficulties by hiring a black coach. Now that would be fine for them but I’ve got to look at the other side. I’d have a whole lot of white boys on the team coming to me saying they couldn’t play for a black coach. The family atmosphere of the team would be destroyed. And don’t kid yourself. A lot of these Northern teams—professional and college, in all sports—that brag about their integration aren’t getting along at all. Once the club harmony and spirit begin to deteriorate, I don’t care what kind of talent you have, you won’t win.”
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At the end of World War II, there were no Blacks in any of the professional team sports in America. By 1971, 330 out of the 1,040 players in pro football were Black, 153 out of 280 players in basketball were Black, and 150 out of 600 players in Major League Baseball were Black. While sports remained closer to a meritocracy than virtually any other institution in the United States, gains for Blacks were still limited. In pro football at the time, there were no regular Black starting quarterbacks or centers and only one Black middle linebacker. There were no African American head coaches in either baseball or football, though Bill Russell had opened the door—as a player-coach—for Blacks to coach basketball. The NBA still seemed acutely sensitive to its racial makeup. Since the mid-’60s, the question of Blacks’ incursion into the NBA was perceived as a problem by some in the league. One anonymous coach told Sport magazine, “Nobody wants to say anything, but, of course, the owners are worried. How are you guys going to draw with eleven colored players on your team?”


“You didn’t want to have too large a number of Black athletes, the thinking was that white fans would be offended or wouldn’t want to go see the games,” said Pat Williams, a general manager in Chicago and later in the decade Philadelphia. “So it turns out that many of your guys at the very end of the bench in those years were white.”


Much of the racism that existed was so routine and so pervasive, it was never reported. When the Celtics veteran center Wayne Embry walked onto the court in Philadelphia for Game 7 of the 1968 Eastern Division finals, he sat down on the bench and a 76ers fan came from his seat and thrust a banana in Embry’s face, shouting, “Here you go, you big ape!”


On the eve of Super Bowl IV in New Orleans, a group of writers drove to Baton Rouge to watch LSU’s phenomenal scorer Pete Maravich face Auburn. That night, the ugly scene at LSU’s Parker Agricultural Museum (known as “the Cow Palace” to students) focused on Auburn’s Henry Harris, the first Black scholarship athlete at Auburn. Harris, playing his first season with the varsity, was the focal point of the LSU crowd and heard a chorus of shouts of “Leroy!”—a common racial epithet of the era—any time he handled the ball throughout the game.


In the aftermath of the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King Jr.—and the widespread riots after King was slain—race remained both a charged and prominent topic in America. The Supreme Court decision that struck down miscegenation laws—Loving v. Virginia—had only been handed down in 1967. The United States was still very much a case of two separate Americas. And there was evidence it was getting worse. When Nixon took office in January 1969, fifteen years after the Brown v. Board of Education decision, 68 percent of the Black students in the South still attended all-Black schools. And even in the face of widespread affirmative action programs meant to help rescue the underclass, the Black family median income as compared to whites declined from 61 percent in 1969 to 58 percent in 1973.


The remnants of racism were still remarked upon, especially in basketball where a rueful joke, which Bill Russell was fond of repeating, held that teams could play “two Blacks at home, three on the road, four when we’re behind.” One school referred to its interracial team’s makeup as “four dots and a dash,” while Marquette’s coach Al McGuire compared it to a checkerboard, before joking ruefully that “I’m the only coach in the country with white problems.”


But the divide couldn’t be bridged with jests and one-liners.


“There are so many forces,” said the Knicks’ African American guard Dick Barnett. “You have the environmental force, you have the forces of culture, you know, you got so many things. Like I want to see Sly & the Family Stone. Like, the white players, they aren’t hip to that, that’s not in their world, you know, they’re apart from it. They might go see Johnny Cash, I can’t dig him. There are so many things. Like, most white players don’t dance, they don’t know how to dance… I mean, like, it’s what do you have in common except playing basketball?”


The new decade witnessed Black Americans asserting themselves in ways that had heretofore been unimaginable, and the impact could be felt throughout the popular culture, from James Brown’s declamation, “Say It Loud (I’m Black and I’m Proud),” which hit the charts in 1968, to something as prosaic as the “Black ABC’s,” flashcards popular with African American families (“A is for Afro,” “N is for Natural,” “S is for Soul Sister”).


But the racial schism was felt throughout the games and butted up against the absolute authority that football coaches had traditionally possessed. The University of Wyoming head coach T. K. Eaton dropped fourteen Black players from his team in 1969 because they took part in a demonstration against the racial policies of Brigham Young University. “They came in together and they came wearing armbands,” Eaton complained. “It was simply a matter of discipline. Black or white, it didn’t matter to me. They broke the rule and I told them they were no longer members of the team.” (One of Wyoming’s Black players, Joe Williams, had a different version: “He said our very presence defied him. He said he has had some good Neee-gro boys. Just like that.”)


That same year, nine of the ten Black players on Syracuse’s football team refused to report for spring practice, in protest to what they felt was Ben Schwartzwalder’s broken promise that he would hire a Black assistant coach.


“Nobody wants to talk about football anymore,” said Schwartzwalder. “All they want to talk about is that. Some young kid I never saw before came into my office today. He asked me about that. I told him that I didn’t talk to Communists, draft dodgers, flag burners, or people trying to destroy our country. He assured me he was none of those things so I sat down and talked with him. I don’t know what’s happening anymore. I’m not supposed to be a football coach, I’m supposed to be a sociologist or something.”


For the athletes growing up in this environment, the messages from a prideful Black community couldn’t be clearer. Reflecting on the inflection point in history, the wondrous basketball player Julius Erving—attending the University of Massachusetts at the time—remembered his mindset: “There is a war in Vietnam. There are riots on the streets of Newark. There are those who tell me that I need to make a choice. That the Black man in America has been oppressed. That what is needed is nothing less than a revolution, a new society, or, even more confusing, that we need to return to Africa, to rediscover our culture and ourselves. And, man, some brothers are telling me I need to say if I’m with the Man, or against him.”
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For all the simmering resentment, there was also progress, instances where history was being made without many even realizing it. On September 1, 1971, the Pittsburgh Pirates took the field for a game against the St. Louis Cardinals. Dave Cash moved over to third base to start for the injured Richie Hebner. Shortstop Gene Alley was out, so Jackie Hernandez replaced him.


In the third or fourth inning, as the Pirates were working their way a second time through their batting order, Cash and Al Oliver were sitting next to each other in the dugout when Oliver said, “You know what? We got all brothers out there, man.”


It was the first game in the history of Major League Baseball in which a team was fielded entirely made up of people of color. Oliver, remembering the conversation years later, said, “We kind of chuckled because it was no big deal to us. We had no idea that history was being made.”


Even when the progress was noted, the distinction could be a burden; the breakthroughs came at a cost. “Every time I look around, somebody’s asking me, ‘How does it feel to be the first black this and the first black that?’” said Eddie McAshan, the first Black starting quarterback at Georgia Tech.


Those questions, as it transpired, were only just beginning. In the midst of all the change, Eddie Robinson still had a message he was convinced could resonate.


“Black parents and white high school coaches often discourage the top black stars from coming to us,” he said in 1970. “And the fact that integration is phasing out a lot of black schools and black coaches are being demoted when they are reassigned to integrated schools, disrupts our supply line. But I got to hang in there with the black athlete, because he’s missed so much. There are things that he’s got to be told every day, and hell, I want to tell him. I not only want to make a football player out of him. I want to make him a man, a fighter, a producer. I want to tell him about the kind of country we’re living in and what it really takes to make it. I feel I can tell him these things better than the white man. I don’t know, I’m silly enough to feel that the black athlete needs me. He needs me to teach him these things.”















THREE



THE WORKING PRESS


GAME 7 OF the 1970 NBA Finals was winding down and a pulsating Madison Square Garden—which had become the place to be seen in Manhattan during the New York Knicks’ dream season—was incandescent.


The deciding game between the Knicks and Los Angeles Lakers had long ago been settled. In the final minute, after Bill Bradley grabbed an offensive rebound, he dished back out to Walt “Clyde” Frazier, and the five Knicks moved the ball around with a kind of gleeful insouciance, part fundamentals, part Globetrotters. Nate Bowman sank the last basket for New York before the Lakers scored once more. As the final seconds ticked off on New York’s 113–99 win, jubilant Knicks fans rushed the floor.


By that time, the group of newspaper and magazine writers covering the game, including the young reporter Bob Ryan of the Boston Globe, had already been ushered into the Knicks’ locker room. The scribes were waiting for the new champions when the Knicks came off the floor and into the locker room, led by Frazier, who’d had the game of his life—36 points, 19 assists, and 7 rebounds‚ and proclaimed, “Man, I need a beer!” a line which Ryan worked into his game story.


The game was nationally televised—it was the first time in history that every game of the NBA Finals had been broadcast live—but the ABC crew that handled the broadcast received no preferential postgame treatment, and wasn’t even allowed in the Knicks’ locker room.


Instead, ABC set up its camera in the vacant New York Rangers locker room across the hall, and Frazier and his teammates were brought over individually for live interviews with ABC’s Howard Cosell, who explained the stillness of the surroundings by noting, “We’ve not been granted access to the Knicks’ locker room because of its diminution in size.”


The real reason was simpler: the longtime primacy of print over electronic media in the world of sports. At Madison Square Garden, the newspaper and magazine reporters usually got five minutes in the locker room with players before the TV and radio crews were allowed in. And the ink-stained wretches generally viewed the TV and radio reporters as interlopers at best and charlatans at worst. At Shea Stadium in the aftermath of the 1969 World Series, the cantankerous New York Daily News columnist Dick Young almost came to blows with Cosell, who was recording interviews for his radio show. In postgame locker rooms, jockeying for position with electronic media, Young often threatened, “Back up or I’ll put fucks on your audio.”


To those who came of age in the streaming, video-on-demand, round-the-clock world of sports television in the twenty-first century, it’s almost impossible to explain how completely print dominated the world of sports media at the beginning of the 1970s, or how much of an effort it could be to get even the score of an out-of-town game the night of the event. All over the country in 1970, fans of every sport and every stripe spent an inordinate amount of time just trying to find out what was going on in the rest of the sporting world.


“One thing I have such a hard time explaining to my kids was how in the dark we were all the time,” wrote Joe Posnanski about growing up in the ’70s. “We couldn’t get scores. We couldn’t get news. We had to wait for the newspaper.”
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