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The 2004 US Olympic team plays around in front of the Parthenon en route to a third consecutive gold medal.






Preface




Welcome to our love letter to women’s basketball. That was how we described this book from the very beginning: The two of us wanted to write something that felt like a celebration of our favorite game and the many incredible people behind it. What we did not realize was just how many new stories there would be for us to fall in love with along the way.


Every woman in our research led us to discover five more. For every name we knew, there were rivals and teammates we did not, and every single one had an engaging story all her own. It made for a process that was both inspiring and maddening. There have been strong, brilliant women on the hardwood for nearly a century and a half, and so many of them never got the shine they deserved.


So we’d like to think of this book as just a starting point. Every woman mentioned in these few hundred pages could fill an entire volume of her own. This history is so much bigger than anything that could fit in one book. But that’s a blessing. The process of writing this made us fall even more deeply in love with the game that we had already loved for our entire lives, and we hope that reading it does the same for you, too.


The two of us wrote this from opposite ends of the country. We talked to women young and old, of various backgrounds, with very different playing experiences. Yet it was striking just how much there was tying all of us together.


All of the stories in here build on each other. Cheryl Miller walked so JuJu Watkins could run. Ora Washington jumped so A’ja Wilson could fly. Nancy Lieberman dished out the assist that Caitlin Clark would catch decades later. The game evolved from nine-on-nine to six-on-six to five-on-five. Uniforms went from bloomers to tunics to shorts. Opportunities went from AAU to the AIAW to the NCAA to the WBL to the ABL to the WNBA. But the passion stayed the same. The women in the first chapter did whatever they could for a chance to play—even if it meant dying their heads bright red like the barnstorming ladies of the All-American Red Heads. Their journeys made it possible for the women in the last chapter to build serious careers as modern professionals.


[image: Image]

An Iowa high school player shows off her crossover in a game of six-on-six.






And that progress keeps on building. While we were writing this book, more records were broken, new superstars were born, and fresh champions were crowned. The game continues to sprout new fans and water longtime followers. Hopefully, this book will be part of that experience, too.


Thank you to everyone who opened their personal collections and scrapbooks to us. Thank you to organizations like Legends of the Ball that work so hard to preserve the history of the game. Thank you to the public libraries and newspaper archives that made our research possible. And thank you to every woman who has ever laced up her sneakers and hit the court. You all made this possible.










Chapter 1: 1890s–1960s The Pioneers

Women have been hoopin’ since the game of basketball was invented. Even when it required creativity—or fighting just to be on the court in the first place—they carved out space for themselves again and again in the early decades of the game.



[image: Image]
Ladies line up for a free throw, 1899.







The Mother of the Game

Senda Berenson

the First to Bring the Game of Basketball—and Its Opportunities for Teamwork and Freedom—to Women



[image: Image]
Senda Berenson at Smith College, where she taught for nearly two decades and built the foundation of women’s basketball.





By the spring of 1890, Senda Berenson was desperate.

It felt like she was losing whatever grip she once held on her future. The twenty-two-year-old had always been physically delicate but had recently been growing even more so. She had been forced to leave her classes at the Boston Conservatory of Music: Her back was so weak that she could not sit up straight enough to play her beloved piano. Berenson once fostered dreams of becoming a concert musician. Now she was as physically frail as she had ever been, and she found herself slipping into depression.

She had turned down a marriage proposal not long ago in hopes that she could build a grander life for herself. But that meant she was still at home with her overbearing father. Their close-knit Jewish immigrant family left Eastern Europe for the United States when Berenson was a child and ultimately settled in Boston. Her father had very high standards for his children—and was not pleased with supporting a grown daughter who had declined marriage for reasons he did not understand. Berenson’s home life grew increasingly miserable. She was too sick to escape into her usual loves of art or music. Her favorite brother had gone abroad, writing about how she might love what he saw in France and Italy, wishing that she had the same opportunities he did. She felt completely trapped.

Then came a suggestion from a friend that changed not just the course of her life but the future of women in sports.

Berenson would visit the Boston Normal School of Gymnastics.

It was not a natural fit. The school had recently opened to educate teachers in the growing field of physical education. Berenson fit none of the admission criteria: She had not finished high school because she had sometimes been too weak to attend class, and she clearly did not meet the standards for physical health. But the founder of the school decided to admit her. What better way to prove their curriculum than by showing it could work even on the frailest of young women? Berenson did not suffer from any specific illness. Like many Victorian women, she had been considered weak from youth, and her condition had seemingly become self-reinforcing. The founder of the school believed that basic exercise could make her stronger, and her example might be one for many, many other young women.

Berenson enrolled as soon as she could.

She immediately discovered it would be more difficult than she had expected. “How I hated that school for the first few months!” she later wrote. She had never tried much exercise before. Even going on walks had been rare for her. She could not complete the regular exercises with the other students: Instead, she would spend five minutes at a time standing up straight before lying down across three stools, a move designed to strengthen her back. It was painful. But it worked. After three months, she felt a little better, and by the end of the school year, she could participate in the standard exercises. Berenson was finally strong enough to play the piano again, but she had also found a new passion in exercise.

“It is impossible to tell how my life had altered,” she wrote. “I had changed an aching body to a free and strong mechanism, ready and eager for whatever might come.”

It felt as if an entire world opened up to her. After enrolling at the Normal School for one more year, Berenson was approached about a different opportunity. There was an opening for a physical education teacher at Smith College, a women’s school a few hours away in Northampton, Massachusetts. She wasn’t sure if she was ready, but her teachers persuaded her. Who better to connect with girls who believed exercising had no purpose? Berenson left for Smith in January 1892.

The experience was overwhelming. Many of her new colleagues looked down on her department: Smith had offered physical education for years, but there were still plenty of people who found it unnecessary, or even unladylike. Some students simply would not show up to classes. Berenson found herself frequently defending the purpose of her work.

One day, she found a description of a new game called basket ball, published in the January 1892 monthly newsletter from the YMCA International Training School in nearby Springfield. She was immediately curious.

[image: Image]
Berenson prepares a jump ball for a game in one of her classes.




The game had been invented by a fellow physical education teacher. Dr. James Naismith had been looking for something to play indoors with his classes in December 1891: He sketched out thirteen simple rules that laid the foundation for modern basketball. For those first games, Naismith hung peach baskets on the wall of his gym, dividing students into teams and directing them to throw the ball into the opposing basket. He considered it enough of a success that he published the rules a few weeks later. It was a game designed for and created by men. However, there was nothing saying it could not also be for women.

In those early rules, Berenson saw an opportunity, and she went about finding some baskets. She hung them from the balcony of the gym with no great hopes for what might follow. Berenson saw those first days of women’s basketball “as a dubious experiment, it must be confessed,” she later admitted. Yet even in those early, fumbling attempts, many of her students knew they loved the game. So did Berenson, and she quickly found something powerful that she had not expected. Her students generally did not work in groups: They did gymnastics, walking, and swimming, and some girls had experience with golf, tennis, fencing, or horseback riding. There was steadily increasing cultural support around physical activity for women, but that centered almost entirely on individual pursuits. Many of her girls had never been on any kind of team before—academically, socially, or athletically.

A sport like basketball was a revelation.

“Above all does the teamwork develop that in woman which both training and tradition have kept dormant in her,” Berenson later wrote. “Willingness to surrender the individual to the common good—all this unconsciously to the girl basket ball will bring out in her if she gives her best to it.”

She continued using basketball as a class exercise, but some of her students wanted even more. Eventually Berenson decided to do something new: She would organize an official game. A team of freshmen would play a team of sophomores—nine versus nine—and they would invite the rest of campus to watch. The college had never hosted anything like this before. On March 22, 1893, hundreds came, packing both levels of the gym, their feet dangling from the balcony. Students brought banners and dressed in class colors. Not all of them knew the rules. But they cheered loudly all the same.

This was a setting consisting entirely of women. Berenson had fixed a sign to the door earlier that morning: “Gentlemen are not allowed in the gymnasium during basket ball games.” This would be just for her girls.


[image: Image]
No photographs of the 1896 game were taken, but the action was illustrated in newspapers like the San Francisco Examiner.




College Ball Tips Off

The first intercollegiate game was played on April 4, 1896, when Stanford and the University of California, Berkeley, met in downtown San Francisco. The game had been discussed in the local papers for weeks. (All of the 700 tickets were for women: No men were allowed in the gym, but some listened to the action from the corridors outside, and a few even climbed up to look in the windows.) Those early games on divided courts featured very little scoring: Stanford won, 2–1, and the players were greeted by cheering students and serenaded by the school band when they returned. But the squad did not last. In 1899 Stanford banned female students from intercollegiate sports, citing health concerns for women. That kind of backlash was common in the decades to come: As the game spread, it often met concerns about women exerting themselves, sometimes resulting in outright bans like this one. More than half a century would pass before Stanford had an official team again.



It was the first game in the history of women’s college basketball. (It was not without drama: One player dislocated her shoulder. “We took the girl into the office and pulled the joint into place, another center took her place and the game went on,” Berenson recalled.) The freshmen-versus-sophomores game became a yearly tradition at Smith. “The scene in the gymnasium at 3:30 was most inspiring,” The Boston Globe wrote of the game in 1894. “Not a man was to be seen. The thousand girls kept up a continual hum.” Women’s basketball started catching on all over the country in the years that followed. As it grew, Berenson refined her vision for the game, and she opted for some changes. She wanted new rules.

She felt basketball had to be safer for women. Berenson was concerned about players getting hurt—especially those who did not have much experience with sports—and she did not want them to tire out too quickly. Most important, she wanted the driving principle of the game to be teamwork, and she felt that was being threatened by rough play. She called for a ban on grabbing the ball from opponents’ hands. But her biggest change was dividing the court into three sections. The players would be separated into forwards, centers, and guards, and each group would have to stay in their designated sections, rather than running the length of the floor. Berenson recommended that women play six-on-six or nine-on-nine: This would give an equal number of players in each section. (Naismith’s original rules did not mention the number of players on each team, but already men were settling into playing five-on-five.) It was a decision that shaped the game for women for decades.

[image: Image]
Berenson divided the court into thirds, like this, for nine players. She had guards playing defense near the opposing basket, centers staying in the middle of the floor, and forwards playing offense.




Berenson’s rules became the most popular version of women’s basketball. The sporting-goods company Spalding asked her to edit a rule book that was published annually, starting in 1901: Copies were advertised in newspapers all over the United States and Canada and sold for ten cents each. (Spalding published dozens of sports guides, from boxing to football to archery, but this was the first specifically for women.) The divided court made a clear break with men’s basketball. That was critical not just for safety but also for strategy, Berenson argued.

“It does away almost entirely with ‘star’ playing, hence equalizes the importance of the players, and so encourages team work,” she wrote in the rulebook. “This also encourages combination plays, for when a girl knows she cannot go over the division line to follow the ball, she is more careful to play as well as possible with the girls near her when the ball comes to her territory.”

It would be decades before the women’s rules aligned more closely with the men’s. (Some would later argue that this delay was essential: Without rules like Berenson’s, the sport might have been deemed too rough for women altogether in the early 1900s, and it may not have caught on as it did.) Among those who defended Berenson’s rules were her players from Smith. They insisted they never felt slighted by her vision of the game as she had presented it.

“She never lowered any standard because some people thought that ‘girls couldn’t take it!’” said one of her players. “She knew better and made us know it, too.”

Berenson recognized early on that basketball might be transformative for women. “Certain elements of false education for centuries have made woman self-conscious,” she wrote. She felt that sports could be a remedy. In golf and tennis, she often saw that same kind of self-consciousness, with young women playing as if they were posing. They could not seem to shake the instinct to perform for whoever might be watching. Basketball was different. Here, they performed only for themselves and their teammates, moving so fast as to lose themselves in the game entirely. Berenson saw great freedom in that.
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By 1913, Senda Berenson’s guides for Spalding included photographic demonstrations, like these on how to play defense.




“It is impossible to pose in basket ball,” she wrote. “The game is too quick, too vigorous, the action too continuous to allow any element to enter which is foreign to it. It develops quick perception and judgment—in one moment a person must judge space and time in order to run and catch the ball at the right place, must decide to whom it may best be thrown, and at the same time must remember not to ‘foul.’ It develops physical and moral courage, self-reliance and self-control, the ability to meet success and defeat with dignity.”

There may not have been a more unlikely candidate to introduce the sport to women. Berenson’s early life was ruled almost entirely by her fragility. Yet sports would ultimately give her not just strength but purpose. She left her job at Smith in 1911—she had received a marriage proposal that she finally wanted to accept—but she continued to edit the official rule book and serve on the United States Basket Ball Committee. More than anyone else, Berenson shaped the early decades of the game, opening it up to women and determining how it should be played. And if aspects of her approach would eventually come to feel dated, her passionate, protective spirit around the game was timeless: “A bit temperamental, of course, but we adored her,” said one of her players.






The Game Spreads



[image: Image]
Even though basketball had been created as a game to play indoors during cold winters, it soon found a place outside, where it thrived on playgrounds. This is the Rosedale Playground Girls’ Team in Washington, DC, in 1924.




[image: Image]
Basketball also established itself as a workplace pastime. Here, US postmaster general Harry New watches a 1926 game among female employees of the Post Office Department, which hired unmarried women as clerks and secretaries.
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The sport quickly found a place at Black colleges and universities, including what is now Hampton University in Virginia, where these three young women were photographed playing outside in 1907.




In the years after Senda Berenson tossed up that first ball at Smith, the game began catching on with women around the country, establishing itself on blacktops and in gyms all over.
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While the game first spread to colleges, it quickly took root in high schools, too. In physical education classes like these at Western High School in Washington, DC, in 1914, girls kept score on a chalkboard, and they relaxed in front of it afterward.









Ora Washington



The Early Days of Black Women in Hoops

Sometime in 1910, Ora Washington traveled to nearby Milford, Virginia, and boarded a northbound train. She’d leave her father and eight siblings behind as a preteen seeking more freedom. Hours later, she hopped off a train car in bustling Philadelphia to kick-start her new life. Like many African Americans at the turn of the century, she migrated north to escape the harsh, racist realities of the Jim Crow South. Her Aunt Mattie had moved to Philadelphia a few years prior, and now Washington would follow. Soon after, one of America’s best sports stars would be discovered.

Pennsylvania wasn’t exactly a utopia. Race tensions were still high there as well, and opportunities for young Black women were dwindling. Washington next appears in the 1920 census, working as a live-in housemaid in her early twenties—a typical job for women then. Four years later, Washington joined the Germantown Black Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), where they encouraged physical activities to the recent migrants. Attending college wouldn’t have been an option for someone like Ora, but the YWCA offered Black women a sense of community and an opportunity to participate in organized sports.

The freshly laid tennis courts first caught Washington’s eye, and a YWCA instructor approached her about joining the sport. She’d never played before, but she picked it up fast. She was a natural and developed a killer serve. Those weekly lessons would lead Washington to enter her name into local all-Black tournaments and dominate. Starting in 1925, she’d win almost every tennis trophy available to a Black woman in prewar America, including the American Tennis Association, a Black national tennis organization. She’d win twelve straight women’s doubles titles and seven straight single titles by 1936.

“She was probably the best women’s tennis player in the country for over a decade and had to struggle in anonymity because of the color of her skin,” NBA legend Kareem Abdul-Jabbar said of Washington. “People like Ora Washington labored in obscurity but it made it possible for what we have now.”

[image: Image]
Ora Washington, aka the Queen of Two Courts, posing with her tennis hardware. She was the reigning champion of the all-Black American Tennis Association (ATA) from 1929 to 1935.




Standing five feet, seven inches tall, Washington had big hands and a square jaw. Her short, curly bob was often slicked back out of her face. Her baritone voice boomed no matter the arena she played in. In Shattering the Glass: A Remarkable History of Women’s Basketball, she is described as “powerfully built, with broad shoulders and sharply defined muscles as well as lightning speed.” She was fierce, and her athleticism and competitive edge stood out despite her taking to sports later in life.

By the late 1920s and early 1930s, Washington found a winter sport to keep her in shape for her spring and summer tennis tournaments—basketball. She joined the Germantown YWCA Hornets all-Black basketball team. Basketball was beginning to grow in popularity for women in Philadelphia. It was often referred to as “Fives” shortly after the sport was discovered in 1891 or “Quints,” with all-Black teams becoming known as “Colored Fives” or “Black Fives.” (For women, the number of players on the court was still evolving.) Washington became the star due to her height, natural agility, and quickness. Washington’s teammates included her tennis doubles partner, Lula Ballard. The Hornets started winning, with Washington being a force at the rim.

On April 9, 1931, her Hornets faced the Rankin Femmes, a team from near Pittsburgh, for the National Girls Basketball Title. A reporter from The Pittsburgh Courier was there, courtside: “The game was a thriller from start to finish with the teams putting in a fine exhibition of basketball as girls should play it,” they wrote. “The Rankin community Quint featuring a smooth working five-cylinder attack, making the game harder for the visitors.” It was tied 10–10 at halftime, but Washington—the Hornets’ team captain—started to take over. She’d score twice in the final three minutes, helping the Hornets take the title, 22–19. “The tribe for the Hornets, however, can almost be completely summed up by two words: Ora Washington,” the article continued. “This flashy, aggressive girl center was all over the floor, making the tail-tail field goals which decided the contest.”

It became clear that the Black press loved documenting Washington’s climb as the premier dual athlete in the state. They often called her Queen Ora or the Queen of Two Courts. The Pittsburgh Courier provided her basketball scoring statistics during the 1931 season. The Chicago Defender snapped a photo of Washington surrounded by all her trophies, awards, and medals. The Philadelphia Tribune, the city’s top Black newspaper, selected her as an all-star pick in March 1932, with sports editor Randy Dixon saying she was “the greatest girl player of the age . . . Ora can do everything required of a basketball player.”

Washington caught the eye of another women’s hoop star, the manager and coach of the Philadelphia Quick Steppers, West Philly’s own Inez Patterson.

“Pat,” as her friends called her, dedicated her life to “breaking down barriers set up against Negro women in sports” as the exhibit Pool: A Social History in Segregation described. She was a bona fide athlete herself. She was her high school’s only Black field hockey player, and by the time she enrolled in nearby Temple University, she was an elite competitor in javelin, hurdles, tennis, volleyball, dance, and basketball. Patterson was also known as the Mermaid of Philadelphia because she was a record-breaking swimmer, too. She spent most of her time in the 1920s teaching lessons to Black boys and girls about water safety at various neighboring YWCAs.

Patterson wrote a weekly column, “Girls in Sport,” for the Tribune. In the early 1930s, she shamelessly recruited for her own all-Black semipro basketball team, with Ora Washington at the top of the scout list.

With Washington on her roster, Patterson pitched a team sponsorship opportunity to the newspaper. They already had a men’s team, so why not a women’s counterpart? she thought. Her basketball team would get a sponsor to travel and buy uniforms, and the Tribune could sell more papers—it was a win-win. It was green-lit, and throughout the 1930s, the Tribune Girls sprouted as a vital part of the Philadelphia sports scene. The eight players donned high-waisted belted shorts and cap-sleeve tops with an all-caps tribune across the chest.


“She passes and shoots with either hand. She is a ball hawk. She has stamina and speed that make many male players blush with envy.”

—Randy Dixon, sports columnist, The Pittsburgh Courier, 1939



[image: Image]
Between 1933 and 1937, the Bennett College Belles of Greensboro, NC, only lost one game. The all-Black, all-women teacher college was hailed as “the nation’s best female cage team” of the decade. Their star forward, Ruth Glover, is third from left.




Patterson tapped Otto Briggs to run the promotions for the Tribs. Briggs, a former Negro League baseball player, was the newspaper’s circulation manager and was married to the Tribune’s president. He framed them as entertainment rather than a competitive sporting spectacle. “Girls! Beautiful Girls! And How They Play!” a 1933 advertisement promised.

The Tribune Girls were a hot ticket. “Don’t miss seeing Ora Washington and Inez Patterson in action. They are two of the greatest girl players in the world,” a 1932 promo read. “They make you forget the Depression.” For twenty-five cents, you’d get to see the National Colored Champions square off on the court, followed by a dance featuring live music by Jenning’s Orchestra (“They are considered the peppiest orchestra this side of Hades,” the poster wittingly touts.) Basketball became a hub for Black entertainment, especially during a country-wide economic crash when everyone—Black and white people alike—was experiencing financial troubles. The sport became a welcome distraction for people concerned about their pocketbooks. It wasn’t out of the norm to have the women’s games be doubleheaders with the most prominent jazz superstars of the day, such as Ella Fitzgerald or Duke Ellington. These spectacles were precursors to the current arena basketball-game experience, with A-list hip-hop artists performing electric halftime shows or rising stars standing center court singing the national anthem. Your ballgame ticket served a dual purpose: a game and a show.

This type of dynamic advertising and charging for admission for the Tribune Girls allowed players like Washington to get paid. It wasn’t much, but until then, she was only an amateur.

Briggs became confident in the team’s crowd appeal, and in 1934, they headed on a South and Midwest tour, scheduling games against the top college and semipro teams in the area. One of those opponents would be Bennett College for Women, one of the most dominant Black Fives teams ever. While most programs during the Great Depression were scaling back their athletics, Bennett went all in on their basketball. Bennett player Ruth Glover, who enrolled in fall of 1933, would lose only one college game in her four-year varsity career.

The Tribune Girls scheduled a weeklong three-game series against Bennett College in Greensboro, North Carolina, to decide the National Black Women’s Championship. The series drew thousands of fans to the spacious city arena to watch what a local newspaper called “the fastest girls’ team in the world” led by “the indomitable, internationally famed and stellar performer, Ora Washington.” In one game, the Trib Girls defeated Glover’s Bennett Belles 31–22, with Washington scoring 13 points in the win.

“She was one of those strong players,” Ruth Glover explained to author Rita Liberti in the article “We Were Ladies, We Just Played Basketball Like Boys.” “She wasn’t a huge person or very tall. But she was so fast. And see, they fed her the ball. . . . The team was built up around her.”

[image: Image]
On March 3, 1910, The New York Age declared: “These lassies demonstrated that they could play!” while recapping the first recorded basketball game between two independently organized all-Black women’s teams. The New York Girls defeated the Jersey Girls 12 to 3.




Unlike Washington, who didn’t learn basketball until her twenties, young skilled players like Glover resulted from a boom of playground basketball courts popping up around the country in the 1910s and 1920s. The easily accessible sport gave Black boys and girls an outlet. Coinciding with the number of historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) rising in the 1920s, the sport’s growth—especially for Black women—was unprecedented. Conferences like the Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Conference gave out men’s and women’s basketball championship trophies, and the Tuskegee University of Alabama women’s team was often a title holder throughout the thirties and forties. Varsity players like Alice Coachman were a part of both basketball and track teams, which made their team’s speed nearly impossible to keep up with. In addition to a successful hoop career at Tuskegee, Coachman competed in track-and-field at the London Olympics in 1948 (due to World War II, there were no Olympic Games in 1940 or 1944). She was the sole American woman to win gold that year and the first woman of African descent to win a gold medal.

Players like Coachman, Glover, and even Washington are the offspring of their women’s basketball founding Black mothers. The original all-Black Fives team was the New York Girls in 1910, the sister team to the Alpha Physical Culture Club men’s basketball squad. Their crosstown rivals were the Spartan Girls Club from Brooklyn and the Jersey Girls out of Orange, New Jersey. The first recorded game of all-Black women’s teams was the New York Girls versus the Jersey Girls in March of 1910, with the New Yorkers winning 12–3. As The New York Age described it in an article titled “Young Women Play Basketball”: “The players, winsome and charming in their dainty white blouses, showed up well in practice, but it was when the referee’s whistle started the game that the real surprise came,” it read. “These lassies demonstrated that they could play! The audience, eager and expectant, had been attracted by the novelty of the affair. They expected to be amused. However, they were agreeably surprised when the young women put up a clever and even scientific game, playing fast and vigorously, as several hard falls on the floor attested.”

From then on, women’s basketball among Black women was here to stay. By the time Ora Washington stepped away from sports in her mid-forties after eighteen years of play, she had only lost a total of six basketball games, all to men’s teams. She was one of the most decorated female athletes of all time, but with little to show for it. Despite her countless trophies and championship titles, she made little money playing tennis and basketball. Not enough to ever quit her day job as a housemaid. She laid the groundwork for Black tennis star Althea Gibson, the first Black woman to win the US Open and the first to integrate the sport in the 1950s. Washington was a trailblazer for what is now a women’s professional league made up of almost 80 percent Black players.

[image: Image]
Members of the all-Black 32nd and 33rd Company’s Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) basketball team, playing at Fort Huachuca in Arizona, 1941–43. World War II was the first time women could officially serve in the military besides nursing and clerical work. Sports, like basketball, served as bonding time for the soldiers and boosted morale.









Six-on-Six



A Game of Their Own

There were only a few years between the invention of the game and the publication of the very first rule book. But it would be decades before standardized rules were adopted for women across the country. In some areas, girls were invited to play five-on-five, just like the boys. In others, they played nine-on-nine, using a court divided in three sections. A different model was growing popular by the 1920s—one that represented a compromise between those systems. This was six-on-six. It would rule the game for women for the next four decades, and in some communities, its influence would last even longer.

In six-on-six basketball, the court was divided in half, with three players from each team on each side. Each was assigned to play either offense or defense: There was no crossing half-court. (Some variations designated one or two “rovers” who could run the length of the floor.) Players had to either pass or shoot after just two dribbles. It offered more hustle and physicality than in the nine-player version, but not as much as in five-on-five. There were still pockets of women around the country who played with the same rules as the men. But the version of the game that spread the most widely, gaining a foothold with high schools, factory teams, and small colleges, was six-on-six.

It especially thrived on farmland and in rural areas. The cultural pushback that kept girls from playing basketball in wealthier communities was largely absent: Many of these girls did plenty of strenuous physical activity in their daily lives. If they were already working on the farm like their brothers, why not play sports, too? And no sport captured them quite like six-on-six. It gained steam in these communities throughout the 1930s and 1940s. Many small-town high schools eventually built just as much support for their girls playing six-on-six as for their boys playing five-on-five.

[image: Image]
Six-on-six basketball thrived even in the tiniest Iowa towns. Wiota, IA, had a population of just 246 in 1940. But it still had a competitive girls’ basketball team, seen here.




In 1950, for instance, North Carolina hosted a girls’ basketball exhibition with four of the best high school teams in the state. All were from small towns. The Raleigh News & Observer published an explainer: “Girls’ basketball long ago was dropped from high schools the size of Raleigh,” wrote the newspaper. “But in smaller towns, the girls’ basketball teams usually draw more spectators than the boys and therefore are directly responsible for the success of the drawing power.” The paper guaranteed a show for anyone who might be skeptical: “There are as many thrills and spills as in the men’s game.” The exhibition drew 6,000 people, thought at the time to be the largest crowd for girls’ basketball anywhere in the South.

[image: Image]
The girls’ high school championship was serious business for Iowans. The crowd seen here took in a tournament game in 1957.





“Gentlemen, if you attempt to do away with girls’ basketball in Iowa, you’ll be standing at the center of the track when the train runs over you!”

—John W. Agans, school superintendent, in a debate about the sport at the Iowa State Teachers’ Convention, 1925



But there was nowhere that loved six-on-six basketball as much as Iowa. The state high school tournament was a huge annual fixture. Iowa had organized its first girls’ state tournament in 1920—some states would not have an equivalent for decades—and it had become a massive draw by the 1950s, televised throughout the Midwest. It was a high-scoring, fast-moving style of play unlike anything else in basketball. (This meant the biggest stars could average more than 50 points.) The game became part of the fabric of the state.

There were other parts of the country where girls and women ended up discouraged or even banned from playing basketball. Concerns about overexertion and unladylike behavior made it very difficult for girls to play in some areas. That was not the case in Iowa where the team was deeply embedded in the local culture. It was so beloved that even when the rest of the country eventually moved on to five-on-five, Iowa clung to its history of six-on-six, not holding its final state tournament until 1993.

[image: Image]
An Iowa high school player shows off a sky hook. The fact that six-on-six was so different from five-on-five would be described by some players as an asset: It meant they were rarely compared to the boys or made to feel lesser. They were simply playing their own game.




[image: Image]
A sheet of negatives from an Iowa state tournament shows the excited crowd, the action on the court, and the aftermath.




[image: Image]
Guthrie Center and Coon Rapids are two small towns in Iowa: Neither has ever had a recorded population above 2,100. But their six-on-six teams could still pack a gym.




[image: Image]
The six-on-six uniforms could vary widely by school in the 1950s and ’60s. Some players wore one-pieces or shorts. Others wore pleated skirts, like these, seen in a 1964 game between Everly and Oxford Junction. But the footwear was nearly always the same: Chuck Taylor Converse.









Denise Long



From Iowa to the NBA

[image: Image]
In high school, Denise Long was all but unstoppable, leading her tiny school to a state championship and breaking 100 points on three separate occasions.




[image: Image]
Denise, center, holding ball.




Of all the great Iowa six-on-six players, there was none quite like Denise Long. From the small town of Whitten, she captivated the state with her scoring in the 1960s. She gained notice the first time she dropped more than 100 points. And the second time. And then the third. (Her record was 111.) She took her tiny high school team to the state championship, where Long scored 64 points in an overtime victory, securing a title before 15,000 fans in Des Moines.

That brought her stardom outside Iowa. In May 1969, the spring of her senior year, Long showed up to school and was greeted with a message: Congratulations, you’ve been drafted. “Into the army?” she blurted out. Not quite. She’d been picked the night before in the thirteenth round by the San Francisco Warriors—the men’s professional team. Long had just become the first woman selected in the NBA Draft. (The pick was nullified—the fact that she was in high school alone was an automatic disqualification.) It seemed at first like just a publicity stunt, but there was a real plan from Warriors owner Franklin Mieuli. He wanted to have women play on the court before home games and during halftime.

[image: Image]
Denise Long goes up for a shot against a San Francisco Warriors player.




Mieuli ultimately recruited four teams of women, and the star was Long. (While the women did not get paid, Mieuli covered Long’s tuition at the University of San Francisco for the year, and he leased her a spectacular car to get around town in—a purple Jaguar.) It lasted just one season, but it provided an opportunity for her to keep playing and to brush shoulders with the biggest stars in the NBA.

They included Lakers’ center Wilt Chamberlain, best known for scoring 100 points in a game in 1962, who knew that he recognized the name “Denise Long.”

“Aren’t you the young lady who broke my record?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, though ever polite, quintessentially Midwestern, she quickly added a qualifier: “But I didn’t mean to.”






The All-American Red Heads



These Women Took Barnstorming to a New Level

[image: Image]
The Red Heads traveled over 60,000 miles by car every 200-game season, always in style.




In the pretelevision era, the leading women’s pro team was the All-American Red Heads. The players dyed their hair red as a gimmick, and they’d crisscross the country in makeshift station wagons and limos, playing hoops against men’s “barnstorming teams” with men’s basketball rules. The team of seven would thrill audiences with their tricky handles, clever moves, and rousing misdirection plays that were guaranteed to get you off your seat. Think Harlem Globetrotters but with way cooler hair.

C. M. “Ole” Olson of Cassville, Missouri, had the bright idea of a traveling barnstorm women’s hoops team in 1936, but they had to be unique. Ole was always gimmicky: He was said to be the first person to throw a behind-the-back. His wife, Doyle, was a hairdresser and owned five local beauty shops. She originally joked about the players having fiery red tresses, but Ole ran with it. He taught the ladies creative tricks on the court, dressed them in shiny red, white, and blue uniforms, and had them all dye their hair—Miss Clairol 33, to be exact.

“I called it Bozo red,” Lynn Thomas, who played from 1971 to 1973, said to the Missouri Sports Hall of Fame. “If you didn’t rinse it out and then played and sweated, that red dye would run down your face.”

Orwell Moore and his wife, Lorene “Butch” Moore, purchased the team in 1954 and moved them to Caraway, Arkansas, where they ran and operated the Red Heads for over thirty years. Orwell was the coach, and Lorene was their star player; she finished the all-time Red Heads’ leading scorer with 35,426 points in eleven seasons.

The Red Heads could ball. They won ninety-six consecutive games and played upward of 200 games per season. The demand got so high during 1964–71 that three teams traveled at a time across all fifty states, even making stops in Mexico, Canada, and the Philippines.

They had special plays like the dipsy-doodle, where a player would dribble toward the basket, between her legs, lean forward, and shoot over her own back. And the piggyback: hopping on a teammate’s back and dunking the ball.

The Red Heads were enshrined in the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame in 2012, the first women’s team to receive the honor. With their last game in 1986, their fifty-year stint makes for the longest-running women’s professional franchise in the history of women’s hoops.

[image: Image]
Pre-game, star player Red Mason (left) laces the sneaker of teammate Myrtle Wallace in a locker room circa 1950.





“If they were men, they would be famous. They would be rich. . . . Their precision dazzles the crowd and, even though they are playing against butchers and insurance men and car salesmen, the All-American Red Heads are plainly a splendid basketball machine.”

—Sports Illustrated, 1974



[image: Image]
The All-American Red Heads had their fundamentals down pat, but were firstly entertainers. Like this tricky move, for instance, when a player dribbled through her teammate’s (and the male defender’s) legs for an easy layup.









Wayland Baptist Flying Queens



A Winning Streak Like No Other

[image: Image]
The Flying Queens traveled in style like no other team.




There may not have been a more curious setting for the first women’s college basketball dynasty than Wayland Baptist College in the 1950s. A tiny religious school in a small West Texas town, its female students were not allowed to dance, play dominoes, or wear pants around campus. But they could play basketball. And did they ever.

There was no formal governing structure yet for women’s college basketball. (It would be decades before the NCAA included women.) A number of schools had teams—but their best option for competition was the Amateur Athletic Union, or AAU, which oversaw a national championship tournament and offered the biggest stage for women playing basketball after high school. This was long before the AAU became known for its focus on youth sports: These were generally adult women, and most played on industrial teams, teams sponsored by the companies they worked for. Those boomed as women took jobs in factories during World War II, with teams like the Hanes Hosiery Girls, Pine-Sol Queens, and Martin Aircraft Bomberettes. The companies paid all their expenses and used basketball as an advertising opportunity. (The experience was more semipro than amateur.) But that made it difficult for any college squad to seriously compete. That changed with Wayland Baptist.

The school’s president began supporting women’s basketball in hopes of drawing more female students to the tiny campus. The program quickly ran up against a logistical problem. Not all of the most talented players could afford to attend Wayland. (Tuition and fees totaled roughly $800 a year then.) If they wanted to compete with industrial teams in the AAU and gain any kind of serious recognition, they would have to draw better players to Plainview, Texas. So why not arrange to cover tuition and room and board for every player?

They had just created the first women’s college basketball team where every player would be on scholarship.

That alone would have been enough to set them apart. But they got another major boost from a local alumnus named Claude Hutcherson, who owned a “flying service,” or air travel company. He and his wife, Wilda, loved the idea of sponsoring the team and signed on in 1951. They agreed to fly the players to games all over the country, and the team became the Wayland Baptist Flying Queens.

They quickly became one of the most successful teams of their day. (It helped that coach Harley Redin was an early proponent of the full-court press: They played six-on-six, with two players designated as offense, two as defense, and two as “rovers,” able to cover the length of the court. Redin was one of the first to actually use those rovers to run the floor.) They had fancy uniforms and stayed in the nicest hotels. (That came with surprising perks: They once found themselves staying in the same place as the Harlem Globetrotters. Redin convinced them to use an empty hotel ballroom to teach his team a few tricks.)

[image: Image]
The 1954 AAU Championship came right in the middle of the Flying Queens’ record winning streak.




Once the team started winning, it took a very, very long time for them to stop. Wayland Baptist won 131 consecutive games from 1953 to 1958. That is not an official college record (it was, after all, technically the AAU), but it remains the longest win streak recorded by a college team, men’s or women’s, for any level of competition. College basketball had never seen anything like the Wayland Baptist Flying Queens. And no one has matched them since.


AAU SQUADS

Some were sponsored by colleges, some were organized by workplaces, and some were just local. Teams included:


	Atlanta Peaches

	Jacksonville Pepsi-Cola Six

	Amarillo Dolls

	Snow White Launderettes

	Milwaukee Real Refrigeration Girls










Matter of Fact 1890s–1960s




Numbers, People, and Moments That Defined the Era


numbers

2

 In 1962, a rule change allowed each team permission for two players to rove the entire court, no longer needing to stay in their section.

[image: Image]

30

 The thirty-second shot clock was made optional in 1966. Also, continuous, unlimited dribble becomes the official rule, making the game much faster.

’68-69

 Coaching from the sideline is no longer a foul. The previous rule only allowed coaches to talk to their players during time-outs and intermissions.

156

 Points scored by Maryland high school player Marie Boyd Eichler on February 25, 1924, still the all-time record for points in a high school game.




People

Arguably the best player of the AAU era, Nera White stood six foot one and could do just about everything on the court. The native Tennessean played for a team sponsored by Nashville Business College and helped them win ten national championships in fifteen years. She was tournament MVP in all ten.

The first women’s college basketball national championship was held on March 23, 1969. The invitational tournament included sixteen teams who played six-on-six and was set up by West Chester State coach Carol Eckman. Her players tore through the bracket to win it all.

Missouri Arledge starred in the 1950s for Philander Smith College, which was a historically Black school in Arkansas. Every other college roster and company team in the AAU national championship bracket was entirely white. “Big Mo” Arledge led the team to the quarterfinals, and she became the first Black player named an All-American.

[image: Image]





Moments


1896

Bloomers were introduced as a playing uniform at New Orleans’ Sophie Newcomb College by Clara Gregory Baer. She wore them while playing “Newcomb Ball,” an early form of volleyball.




1913

New York Girls center Dora Cole was the director of dancing of the world-renowned historical pageant The Star of Ethiopia, written by famed playwright W.E.B. Dubois.




SEPT. 1924

Debut of The Sportswoman, a periodical about women’s sports. Their motto: “Every girl and every woman to play something, whether she may excel at it or not.”




1904

[image: Image]

A team of Native American girls from the Fort Shaw Indian Boarding School gained notice playing all over Montana—which they parlayed into a trip to the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1904. They handily beat the competition there and were crowned world champions. A centennial memorial was dedicated to them in Fort Shaw in 2004.




BERENSON TROPHY

[image: Image]

The Berenson Trophy, named for Senda Berenson, is given to inductees each year at the Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame.
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