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NEW YORK, 2071 [image: image] Jacklyn Jones is the best basketball player in the world. Everyone agrees. The media is constantly arguing about all kinds of topics: did agreeing to play the Washington Mystics on Mars in 2070 cost the Seattle Storm that year’s title? Are the Los Angeles Sparks the greatest franchise in the WNBA’s seventy-five-year history? But Jacklyn’s dominance… that’s universally agreed upon. She can dunk with either hand. And her outside shot—well, nobody’s seen anything like her range and smoothness.


Jacklyn is the future. Which is especially relevant on this night, as the league honors its past: the New York Liberty are playing the Phoenix Mercury on the eve of the WNBA’s seventy-fifth anniversary. Jacklyn just signed a $100 million contract extension with her hometown team, the Liberty. It’s the first nine-figure deal in WNBA history. So, while the greats of the game will converge on sold-out Madison Square Garden for the star-studded event, all eyes will still be on Jacklyn. She’s used to it. It’s been like this since she was thirteen years old, when she would take her coach’s Aeromobil X—the self-flying model—to play showcases across the country.


Inside the Liberty locker room, Jacklyn is sitting alone. She’s early; it’s still hours before tip-off. She’s turned off all notifications to her wrist chip, seeking just a moment of quiet and clarity before the arena begins filling. She takes a deep breath, but as she exhales, a long chime cuts through the silence. She knows what the sound means: someone has entered. She assumes one of her teammates had the same idea she did: a moment of solitude before the madness.


Jacklyn keeps her eyes closed. Then, slowly, reluctantly, she opens them.


Standing in front of her is a stranger, and for a beat Jacklyn is uneasy. How did this woman get inside? But then Jacklyn realizes the woman is older, much older, and seemingly no threat at all. Maybe she’s lost? The woman’s hair is dark, contrasted against a bright orange hoodie that features a symbol Jacklyn doesn’t recognize, but that vaguely reminds her of the current WNBA logo.


“Hi,” Jacklyn says tentatively. “Are you lost?”


The woman smiles and says, “No, I don’t believe so. Perhaps you are?”


Ah. Jacklyn puts the pieces together. “You must be here for tonight’s halftime celebration?” Maybe there was an usher outside she could call, who could help this woman find her way.


“You know who you remind me of?” the woman says, pulling a phone from her pocket. Jacklyn stares at the device. She’s only seen one of these—the iPhone, they once called it—in a museum. Jacklyn can’t imagine having to use your hands to communicate; so cumbersome. The woman continues, “You remind me of a young Maya Moore—oh, goodness, could she play!”


Jacklyn is confused, and before she can stop herself, she says, “Who?”


The woman’s eyes fly to Jacklyn’s, and for a moment they stare at each other. The woman squints and says, “Oh, child, you don’t know Maya Moore? Oh, no, no, no. This cannot stand.” She glances down at the artifact in her hand, and Jacklyn notices the screen is lit up. She’s never seen a working iPhone before! How fascinating…


“How about a little trip?” the woman says, raising one eyebrow. She looks down again at her phone, hits a button, then looks up and says, “We’ll have you back by tip-off, I promise.”
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Details from the winter of 1891, as outlined in journals and newspapers at the time, seem to tell the simple and compelling story of the origin of basket ball. A man named James Naismith,[image: image] then thirty years old and working at the Springfield (Massachusetts) YMCA and Springfield College, was asked by his boss to create an indoor game to keep his rowdy (male, of course) students engaged during the winter months—you know, between the outdoor seasons of football and baseball.


On the morning of December 12, 1891, Naismith mounted peach baskets[image: image] on either side of the indoor space and posted on the wall the thirteen rules he had devised. He watched as his physical education students entered the gym and began reading:


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


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


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


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


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


6. A foul is striking at the ball with the fist, violation of Rules 3, 4, and such as described in Rule 5.


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


8. A goal shall be made when the ball is thrown or batted from the grounds into the basket and stays there, providing those defending the goal do not touch or disturb the goal. If the ball rests on the edges, and the opponent moves the basket, it shall count as a goal.


9. When the ball goes out of bounds, it shall be thrown into the field of play by the person first touching it. In case of a dispute, the umpire shall throw it straight into the field. The thrower-in is allowed five seconds; if he holds it longer, it shall go to the opponent. If any side persists in delaying the game, the umpire shall call a foul on that side.
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10. The umpire shall be judge of the men and shall note the fouls and notify the referee when three consecutive fouls have been made. He shall have power to disqualify men according to Rule 5.


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


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


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


It should be noted that the “ball,” on this day, was actually a soccer ball, and looked nothing like a modern basketball, and actually more like something we’d today call a medicine ball, leathery and with stitches. As you’ve probably also already noted, the original rules made no room for what we today call dribbling. According to Naismith’s notes, “When Mr. Stubbins brot [sic] up the peach baskets to the gym I secured them on the inside of the railing of the gallery. This was about 10 feet from the floor, one at each end of the gymnasium.”[image: image]
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A few months later, the Springfield College campus newspaper, The Triangle, was featuring articles about basket ball, headlined “A New Game,” which was quickly growing in popularity. By 1893, the game was spreading across the country, as many of Naismith’s pupils graduated with phys ed degrees and brought basket ball to their new jobs at various YMCAs in other states. And just five years later, the University of Kansas hired Naismith to start its men’s college basketball program. (On that first Kansas team was a player named Forrest “Phog” Allen, who would go on to coach Dean Smith, who would go on to coach Michael Jordan.)


But most important—for our purposes—is the fact that just a few weeks after introducing the game of basket ball to his class at Springfield College, Naismith wrote about the game, and its rules, in the YMCA publication Physical Education.


Just a few miles down the road at Smith College, an all-women’s school, a copy of the magazine crossed the desk of a woman named Senda Berenson. Which leads us into the next chapter of our story…


Footnotes


[image: image] The origin story of basketball, which once seemed ironclad—Naismith and his peach baskets—has been questioned in recent years. A photo has surfaced from the small town of Herkimer, New York, showing a group of young men holding what appears to be a basketball on which they’ve written “91–92,” suggesting it was the season of 1891–92. The coach of this team, and also one of its players, Lambert Will, supposedly wrote a letter to James Naismith outlining the rules of what would come to be known as basketball. As the story goes in Herkimer: Naismith never responded; a few months later he introduced the game to his students with similar rules.


[image: image] Apparently Naismith asked the YMCA’s janitor to bring him two boxes, which he planned to mount to the wall, but the man brought him two peach baskets instead. Instead of hunting down his intended shape, Naismith rolled with it, adapting on the fly, and calling his game “basket ball”—oh, how close we were to a sport called “box ball.”


[image: image] Seems as if the ten-foot height of the rim—er, the peach baskets—was not meticulously calculated by Naismith, but rather a choice of convenience: that’s how high the gallery was above the gym floor. If it had been twelve feet between floor and gallery, perhaps the entire dimensions of the game would have been different.
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The woman who would come to be known as the “mother of women’s basketball” also happened to be born in the country known as the Motherland… that is, Russia. In 1875, when she was seven years old, Senda Berenson emigrated from what is now Lithuania to the Boston area alongside her older brother. Ironically, Senda was a sickly child who valued music, books, and art above athletics. “Frail and delicate” were two words frequently used to describe her.


In her early twenties, Senda began exploring gymnastics to strengthen her physical condition and by 1892 found herself in charge of physical education at Smith College—an all-girls’ school in Northampton, Massachusetts, that boasted some of the best facilities for women in the country. Two years after arriving at the college, Berenson wrote the following: “Until recent years, the so-called ideal woman was a small-waisted, small-footed, small-brained damsel, who prided herself on her delicate health, who thought fainting interesting, and hysterics fascinating.”


Although Berenson thought that all young women should engage in physical activity, she also believed that activity shouldn’t be too strenuous. This is why, upon reading about James Naismith’s game of basket ball in a copy of the YMCA publication Physical Education, she slightly modified the rules to make it less cardiovascularly intense.[image: image] Berenson was unsure if her female students would enjoy the team game, as they’d only ever attempted solo activities.
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But this new game of basket ball was so well received that the following year Berenson arranged a scrimmage—played on March 22, 1893—between the freshman and sophomore classes. She also sought the feedback of her students, and one young woman responded that “basket ball” had increased her “endurance, lung capacity, alertness, courage, and toughness.”


[image: image] ONE YOUNG WOMAN RESPONDED THAT ‘BASKET BALL’ HAD INCREASED HER ‘ENDURANCE, LUNG CAPACITY, ALERTNESS, COURAGE, AND TOUGHNESS.’


Berenson wanted to continue modifying the rules for her women, as she thought the sport was still too rough. She and her students decided to divide the court into three regions, and players were not allowed to leave their assigned region. In addition, players couldn’t dribble more than three times, or hold the ball for more than three seconds, or grab the ball out of the opposition’s hands.


Publications sought out Berenson—the first woman to discover the game—to edit the Official Basket Ball Guide for Women, beginning in 1901 and continuing for eighteen years. She was also the original chair of the United States Basket Ball Committee, which formed in 1905.
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Footnote


[image: image] And, unlike Naismith’s first game down the road, which used peach baskets, the first game played by women at Smith College used wastebaskets.
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A DIARY ENTRY FROM SENDA, MAYBE












February 26, 1892







Dear Diary,


It’s been three weeks since my last entry and so much has happened. I can only say it was my good fortune to see a copy of PHYSICAL EDUCATION thrown away in the wastebasket under a fellow teacher’s desk. Was it improper of me to fish it out? Certainly, it was unladylike. I heard one of the Russian literature teachers—the one who smiles kindly at me, unlike the others—use a phrase. He said, “The ends justify the means.” Well, I must agree with him in this instance. (But I can’t say yet if I will always agree with this new phrase. One must maintain their principles.)


This new game of basket ball excites me greatly. And the girls love it so. It’s great fun to watch them sweat and run and compete. But I know I must not push the men too far, too fast. If we are to keep this game, I must compromise. I must make it softer and gentler, or it will be taken from us completely, I know. But, oh, the visions I have! I see a future of running and jumping. I see a future in which these young women make this game their own, as it surely must be.


For now, though, I can only share such thoughts here. We are in a tenuous place, we women, and I must not let great be the enemy of good. How I long to unleash these fine young women and let them play to their hearts’ content! I can hear their joy and laughter ringing in my ears. But I know (oh, yes, how I know) that as quickly as basket ball has arrived at our door it can be taken away. The men already make noise about the time we take in the gym. They say it takes away from their physical pursuits, to which they feel more entitled. And I hear whispers of barring us completely.


This basket ball brings my young women too much joy to let this happen, so I will bend to their will so we do not break.
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Imagine people on the East Coast, clutching their pearls, terrified of letting women compete freely in this recently invented game of basket ball. Too physical, they claimed upon seeing women in action, and immodest to boot! But the rules of the game had already reached California, and the West Coast ladies didn’t have such deep-rooted institutions (read: paternalism) calling the shots. (Though even in California, this would quickly change.)


The year was 1896, and women didn’t yet have the right to vote, when nearly 700 spectators[image: image]—all women, as mixed crowds for such events were scandalous—gathered at the San Francisco Page Street Armory to watch Stanford University play the University of California. The game followed Senda Berenson’s rules: the court was divided into thirds. This groundbreaking event drew interest from all of the big San Francisco newspapers, which sent women writers and artists to cover the action.[image: image] In the following weeks, news accounts of the landmark game even appeared in the New York Times and the New York Sun.


According to the San Francisco Chronicle, the armory was bumping with late-1800s enthusiasm, and the crowd “roared until the glass doors in the gun cases shivered at the noise.” The same Chronicle writer noted that “there is not an instant of ennui[image: image] in basket ball. All is motion, change, excitement.”


The game was tied 1–1 at the half[image: image] and ended with a 2–1 victory for Stanford. The game-winning bucket—a long toss from the shoulder[image: image]—was made by Stanford’s Agnes Morley. The Stanford women were hailed upon their return to Palo Alto, even serenaded by the Stanford band.


But despite the sold-out crowd, and the nail-biting finish, and the wall-to-wall media coverage, the Stanford administration put an end to women’s basket ball, and all women’s team intercollegiate sports, just a few years later.


According to the Daily, the campus newspaper, Stanford explained its 1899 decision as “for the good of the student’s health” and that previous women’s sports had drawn “unpleasant publicity”—and here the administration was almost certainly referring to this 1896 showdown between Stanford and Cal.


Even so, the women who made up the Stanford women’s basket ball team traveled surreptitiously to Cal in 1900, crushed the Bears 7–0, then organized an independent club in Palo Alto. Before the crackdown on the early dawn of women’s intercollegiate sports, the New York Sun described the inaugural showdown in the armory to its East Coast readers:




The new girl made her debut in the arena of intercollegiate sport in California last week, and opened up no end of entrancing possibilities for the future gaiety of nations, while putting up as pretty and smart an exhibition of athletics as has been seen on the Pacific slope. The women students of the University of California met the women students of Stanford University in a game of basketball in San Francisco for the championship of the coast. There have been games of basketball between girl teams before, but this was new in bringing together representative teams from two universities.





Stanford University helped start intercollegiate women’s basketball. By the 1920s, though, only a small handful of four-year schools played intercollegiate women’s games. The thinking went that the intense competition of a game distracted from the more genteel pursuit of simple exercise and good sportsmanship.
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Footnotes


[image: image] The game was extremely popular among the women of Cal. Entry was fifty cents, and the accumulated profits were used by Cal to financially support the Cal men’s track team and their upcoming East Coast tour. (So, yeah, at the beginning, women’s sports subsidized the men!)


[image: image] Men, banned from the premises for reasons of modesty, nonetheless attempted to watch by climbing to the rooftop and peering in windows.


[image: image] Boredom.


[image: image] When the athletes snacked on orange slices.


[image: image] Inside the armory, neither hoop had backboards, and the women were only allowed to shoot single-handed.

















[image: image]
















[image: image]















When James Naismith invented the game of basketball in 1891, he did so in response to an edict from his boss: he had two weeks to devise an indoor game—and not too rowdy of one—that would keep students—well, boys, really—in shape during the long, harsh New England winters.


Actually, let’s let Naismith tell the story himself—this is from a rare 1939 radio interview on the New York program We the People.


“One day I had an idea, I called the boys to the gym, divided them up into teams of nine and gave them a soccer ball,” Naismith said. “I showed them two peach baskets I’d nailed up at each end of the gym, and I told them the idea was to throw the ball into the other team’s peach basket… Ten years later basketball was being played all over the country… and the whole thing started with a couple of peach baskets I put up in a little gym forty-eight years ago. I guess it just goes to show what you can do if you have to.”


It’s that last sentence that’s fascinating—it just goes to show what you can do if you have to. Naismith means it in the standard way: necessity being the mother of invention and all. But what strikes me is how applicable the line is to our story. Naismith was simply devising a game to keep his kids sane and fit during winter, but the by-product of his invention, when it soon landed in the hands of others was something even more rebellious and transgressive and… for brief moments, liberating.


This is the story of the Fort Shaw Indian Girls Basketball Team, who in 1904 were crowned world champions.


The ten girls who made up Fort Shaw’s team: Rose LaRose, Flora Lucero, Katie Snell, Minnie Burton, Genevieve Healy, Sarah Mitchell, Emma Sansaver, Genie Butch, Belle Johnson, and Nettie Wirth.


Minnie was a great shooter, Belle was the versatile leader, Emma was the little playmaker, Nettie was a star with a prodigious leap, Gen was the impish one. Now it might seem obvious that sports, that a team, could provide solace, and a place to belong. But this concept—of finding out about yourself by playing sports with others—was an experience rarely offered to women back then.


“They came of age at a time when a fledgling game was being embraced by women and girls whose gender had thus far excluded them from participation in team sports,” said Linda Peavy, whose book, with coauthor Ursula Smith, is Full-Court Quest: The Girls from Fort Shaw Indian School, Basketball Champions of the World.


But for the girls of Fort Shaw, it was an experience that came with a price. In 1892, a fort that was located on Sun River in Montana, and on Blackfoot territory, became an Indian boarding school, where Indian kids were sent—often involuntarily—from tribes across Montana, Idaho, and Wyoming. It was, as Peavy explained, “an Indian boarding school that was supposed to strip them of all their old practices and teach them the white man’s way.”


[image: image] FOR THE GIRLS ON FORT SHAW’S BASKETBALL TEAM, LIFE HAD NOT BEEN EASY.


Some kids who attended Fort Shaw hated it and ran away, others endured, and still others embraced—or at least saw the benefit of—learning English and the skills associated with what had become, at that point, the inevitable proliferation of the Western man’s way of life. For the girls on Fort Shaw’s basketball team, life had not been easy: four of them had already lost their mothers, two had lost their fathers, and while at school, two of their sisters would die from infectious disease.


“At that particular time, they were training the Indians to take their place among white or Indian society, but they were giving them English, they were giving them tools that made that possible,” said Peavy.


And also around this same time, basket-ball—still two words—was spreading rapidly. But many young women never got a chance to play basketball with Naismith’s rules, because the game had already been modified by female teachers to make it more “ladylike.”


By sheer luck, or maybe it was destiny, the version of the game brought back to Fort Shaw by Josephine Langley in 1897—and the one played across much of the West—was Naismith’s version. And even though the Native American culture traditionally encouraged the same enthusiasm for sports in girls as they did in boys, at Fort Shaw, basketball was the only sport the girls were allowed to participate in.


By 1902, when the school finished a new court, the girls of Fort Shaw—those ten girls I mentioned earlier—fell in love with the game. And they were really, really good. So good, in fact, that they would beat all comers and developed a reputation as the best team in the region.


This, from the PBS documentary Playing for the World, which aired in 2010: “The Fort Shaw team was now a huge attraction, winning games all across the state. On some trips they brought the school band with them for performances after the games. As the 1903 season continued, Coach Campbell scheduled games against college teams.”


In that 1903 season, Fort Shaw defeated the University of Montana in front of 700 people, but they also faced racism and anti-Indian sentiment. They also struggled to find opponents. Playing for the World explains why, quoting the newspaper the Anaconda Standard. “Fort Shaw’s famous girls basketball team has not been playing much throughout the state this season for the reason there is no girls team in the state who can give them anything like a tussle. They stand alone and unrivaled. This may not be pleasant reading for the white girls, but it is true.”


But soon, an invitation came to play—to perform, really—at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. Louis. The girls would live at the Model Indian School on the fairgrounds and demonstrate basketball, along with other skills—sewing, music—they’d learned at school. The world’s fair of 1904 was to celebrate the Louisiana Purchase.






[image: image]







(Quick history lesson: the Louisiana Purchase was when the United States bought 828,000 square miles of land from Napoleon’s France for $15 million in 1803, the swath of land stretching from Montana, down at a slight angle through what is now Denver, and all the way to New Orleans.)


“The thrust of this fair had been to show the path of progress, once you opened up the west,” Peavy said. “If you think about it in American history was all about progress, progress, progress—like electricity, too—and they were all on display, but then they had the Indians also on display because, after all, they were what we were leaving behind.”


The team focused on the opportunity the fair presented them, more than the oddity of being gawked at, and more than anything they reveled in their skill, and teamwork, on the court—a fast-paced style of play that no other team could match.


Here is a description of the final game at the 1904 World’s Fair, when the Fort Shaw girls played the all-white Missouri All-Stars. This, from the opening pages of Full-Court Quest:




Inside the model Indian school itself, the girls from Fort Shaw were donning navy middies and bloomers then helping one another add the final touch: a bright little ribbon of silk at the end of each girl’s long braid. Their shoes were tightly laced, their stockings pulled up and bound so not a wrinkle showed between shoe tops and bloomer hems.


With their appearance a roar went up through the crowd… and the cheers continued as someone bounced the ball on the concrete floor of the porch. A quick pass around, a few dribbles, then the entire team fell into place, all 10 of them, two lines of five, standing as if in military formation, for the intra-mural train had pulled into Indian Station and the Missouri All-Stars were stepping off the train and onto the platform—suited up and ready for the game that would determine the champions of the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair.





[image: image] AT FORT SHAW, BASKETBALL WAS THE ONLY SPORT THE GIRLS WERE ALLOWED TO PARTICIPATE IN.


In the months after beating everyone at the world’s fair, the team made public their desire for games, for better competition. This from an article in the Great Falls Tribune under the headline, “THEY CHALLENGE THE WHOLE WORLD: Fort Shaw Basketball Girls Willing to Play Against Any Girls Team in Existence”:


“Billy Adams, physical instructor of the Fort Shaw Indian school and coach of the crack girls basketball team… is probably one of the happiest men in the city, and deservedly so, for his team of Indian maidens have yet to meet its equal on the basketball floor.”


But the young women of Fort Shaw would never quite get the chance to grow with the game. The school closed just a few years later. And in many parts of the country, specifically at universities, faculty banned female students from competitive play. The shining wonder that was Fort Shaw faded from memory and has been almost entirely buried by history. But what hasn’t been lost, and could never be, is the ripple effect this long-ago team had: Fort Shaw is just one reason for the indelible connection between Native Americans and basketball.


“Naismith wanted a game that would give his boys activity within the confines of a New England winter, but what people liked was football,” Peavy said. “They really wanted boys to be tough. Indian boys played football, too… and I think Fort Shaw did have an impact there because it became known earlier on, that these Indian girls, every place you went, you wanted to have baskets up, you wanted to start your players and it doesn’t take a lot of equipment to play basketball.”


And there was something else, too; a through-line connecting those ten girls from 1904 to today.


“For many, many young people now, playing basketball is your only chance for college or your only chance to get out of whatever place you’re stuck in,” Peavy said. “And I think part of the reason their teamwork developed so well was out of the sense that this was their ticket to doing something that nobody could do better.”
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