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    foreword 


			
   Bobbito Garcia

		
	“So . . . how many sneakers do you have in your collection?”

			I get this question, oh, just about every interview that I’ve done since my book Where’d You Get Those? New York City’s Sneaker Culture: 1960–1987 dropped 20 years ago.

			“I only own five pairs of kicks,” I respond. “I’m not a collector. Never have been . . .”

			And then the interviewer’s jaw drops. Every time! You see, I’m a historian. An author. A documentary filmmaker. A TV/radio personality. I’ve designed sneakers in collaboration with Nike, adidas, PUMA, PRO-Keds, and smaller brands. But not one of these careers would have happened, bar none, had I not been a ballplayer first.

			In 1980, I was 14 years old and caught the fever to play b-ball every single day like nobody’s business. Luckily for me, I lived in NYC, where our outdoor courts were the breeding grounds for both a burgeoning hip-hop movement and a steadily evolving sneaker culture.  Air Force 1s, PUMA Clydes, adidas Shell Toes, and PRO-Ked 69ers were the hot kicks that the b-boys coveted. Each of these models, though, were originally designed for ballplayers and didn’t become cool on the street, or I should say linoleum, until cats with crossovers and no-look passes made them their preferred equipment.

			I once read that something like 80 percent of all sneakers purchased were not used for their intended performance. So only 20 percent of people buying ball kicks were actually lacing up and calling, “I got next!” Yet every brand, still to this day, will spend millions and millions on research and development, design, marketing, seeding, promo, advertising, yadda yadda specifically for the basketball category, more so than any others. You know why?

			You think the NFL, NHL, MLB, World Cup (with its record-­breaking viewing audiences recently), the Boston or NYC Marathon, cricket in India, Wimbledon, or any other sporting event determine what’s cool on people’s feet the way basketball has, and always will? Do you even know what brand Lionel Messi wears? Do you care? Pele (RIP) wore Pumas. Do you think that had any impact on sales in New York, the undisputed sneaker center of the world? 

			I’m not trying to diss any other sports, endorsements, athletes, or brands. It’s just that push comes to shove, ain’t nothing stepping on the toes of basketball when it comes to importance in the footwear game. Nike founder/CEO Phil Knight even once said that the Swoosh was a running shoe brand, but its soul was basketball. 

			So, when you consider all the hoopla over kicks, from the reseller market to the lines for exclusive drops, just know that the firm roots of that tree date back to the ’60s, ’70s, and ’80s, when a roundball and a rim drove people in New York insane trying to figure out what to wear when playing. Sneakers became a multibillion-dollar industry because of basketball—this book is the story of how.

			The journey you’re about to take is guided by Russ Bengtson, who I consider not only a friend, but also a source for footwear/basketball knowledge and perspective. I’ve trusted, followed, and admired Russ for over two decades now since his days as editor in chief of SLAM magazine to his on-camera work at Complex. 

			“Uncle” Russ (as DJ Clark Kent and I have nicknamed him) gave me the most unexpected and unique interview for KICKS magazine during the press campaign for my sneaker book back in 2003. I’ll never forget it. Instead of asking me the same questions that every writer was posing, the supreme sneakerhead pulled out joints from the ’80s from his personal closet and then asked me for my impression of each. When he showed me the Nike Air Ships, I lost my mind! I hadn’t seen them since the winter of ’84-’85 when they released. And I didn’t know another soul who knew that Michael Jordan had worn the Ships during his rookie season before Air Jordan Is came out. But Russ knew.

			Of course he did. 

			And that’s why he’s that dude who should write this book. I hope your read is as unforgettable as that time he interviewed me 20 years ago. 

			Mic drop . . .

			And do me a favor—please go outside and play ball after you’ve finished flipping through these pages! That’s the right thing to do.
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The Genesis: 


			Where It All Began
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   Intro


			
				If you ever want to get a good look at the history of basketball, just go to a sneaker store. Most of it will be right up there on the walls, from Converse Chuck Taylor All Stars to the latest Nikes for LeBron James and Kevin Durant, Under Armours for Steph Curry, and PUMAs for Breanna Stewart. There’ll likely be Air Force 1s and Air Jordan 1s, adidas Superstars and Top Tens, Reebok Questions and PUMA Clydes. Let’s face it: For so many people, turning on a basketball game means looking at players’ feet. Sneaker history is basketball history.

			Hoops has its roots in America’s Northeast, starting with Dr. James Naismith’s YMCA gym in Springfield, Massachusetts. Converse, the brand that created some of the first footwear for indoor basketball, had the same regional roots. Over the ensuing century, the sport and the shoes worn to play it became globe-spanning, multibillion-dollar businesses (Statista put the 2022 number at $72.7 billion for sneakers sales as a whole). Pro basketball went from games being shown on tape delay to a 24/7 spectacle you can watch on your phone, and reselling sneakers is now its own multibillion-dollar industry. 

			I’m not new to all of this. I’ve written about sneakers and hoops for a long time, my first such piece being a single column on obscure ’80s basketball shoes I wrote in the early ’90s for The Review, the University of Delaware’s student-run newspaper. I joined the SLAM magazine crew in 1996, where I eventually took over sneaker coverage and became editor in chief. I wrote a monthly sneaker column for Mass Appeal (following in the footsteps of legendary digger and collector Chris Hall), had an NBA column in Japan’s DUNKSHOOT, wrote for HOOP, and was hired by Complex to be their first sneaker editor. All along the way I was getting interviewed myself: I’ve appeared on many podcasts and panels over the years and was part of Thibaut de Longeville’s Just for Kicks documentary, as well as a bunch of other sneaker docs. Before all that, though, I was just a kid who was into sneakers. 

			The initial idea for this book came from a memory of sneakers and basketball that I could never untangle. I know I got my first pair of Nikes—a pair of blue-on-white Bruins—in fourth grade, which was absolutely before I started following hoops. But while I distinctly remember wanting the first Air Jordans when they came out in 1985, I can’t for the life of me recall whether Michael Jordan got me into Jordans or whether it was the other way around. Either way, a few years later I got my first pair and was taking the train from Long Island to Madison Square Garden to see the man himself play.

			I undoubtedly am not alone in this. The stories of basketball and basketball shoes are so intertwined it hardly makes sense to try to separate them. The game was invented, sneakers were developed, and each grew the other. Teaching the game helped sell the shoes; selling the shoes helped spread the game. For a half-­century, a gentleman by the name of Chuck Taylor crisscrossed the country (and later the world) for Converse doing both. They eventually put his name on the shoe. And those shoes dominated the sport, despite remaining virtually unchanged for decades. They were made from either white or black canvas, with a rubber toecap, steel eyelets, and vulcanized rubber soles. When the NBA was established in 1949 in a merger of predecessor leagues, that basic sneaker design was already fifty years old. Chucks were just a piece of the uniform, as essential and as exciting as socks.

			But by the time Taylor died in 1969, a revolution was brewing, one that would finally usher his long-lived eponymous shoe out of the game. The young scion of a German brand and an eager American hoops fiend thought they could do basketball shoes better—and they did, with the adidas Superstar. By then, the game had grown up, too. Now, more than a half-century later, shoes are the primary means of expression for the most individualistic players in team sports. This book is an attempt to explain how (and why) that has happened.

			Let me try to get ahead of a few questions: Why 15 sneakers? More to the point, why these particular 15? Some sneakers are obvious choices (the aforementioned Chuck Taylor or first Air Jordan); others perhaps not so much (the adidas Top Ten or Nike Adapt BB). Undoubtedly you will have favorites that won’t even earn a mention—an inevitability when you consider just how many shoes there have been over the past decade or two alone. But taken together, the 15 featured within these pages tell a story. And if you look at the arc of basketball sneakers and the arc of basketball itself, they follow a similar—albeit not quite identical—pattern. Both are more like a bell curve, with a long steady period of slow change followed by a burst of experimentation and innovation and just trying stuff before settling back down into a generally agreed-upon style. But while you can track those stories separately, they’re really best told in one narrative.

			Over the past few years there have been quite a few books published about sneakers, to say nothing of the countless tomes on the subject of basketball. Each has touched on the other—how could they not—but to me, raised fully in both worlds, it just isn’t enough for a sneaker book to dabble in basketball, or a basketball book to dabble in sneakers. To unwind either of those stories and present them as independent of one another is unfair to both and leaves out crucial elements. In fact, one provides a window into the other.

			Sneakers enhanced and even helped create true basketball superstardom, from Walt Frazier’s PUMA Clydes taking NYC by storm in the ’70s to Air Jordans exploding globally in the ’80s and ’90s. They played a huge role in marketing leagues (NBA, WNBA, and ABA alike) before the leagues even knew how to market themselves. They trace the evolution of the game on court, from a center- dominant sport full of “big shoes for big men” to one run by fire-from-anywhere sharpshooters in lightweight lowtops. And they gave players new means to express themselves: from Dee Brown in Reebok Pumps to Sheryl Swoopes in a signature Nike sneaker of her own. For someone like Kobe Bryant, who approached his game and his shoes the same way—all in, immersing himself in every single detail no matter how small, seeking every possible advantage he could—each aspect reinforced the other. 

			I’ll finish here by returning to the sneaker store, where 100 years of sneaker technology and marketing are on display. One thing that always bothered me—something I would bring up again and again to sneaker companies and friends within the industry, who were undoubtedly tired of hearing it—was the lack of context. “Retro” had just become a way to put product back on shelves without any real effort to explain the what and the why and the when of all of these shoes: how they fit into the bigger picture of basketball or even the bigger picture of sneakers. You could buy the shoes, but you could never get the full story. It’s about time someone told it.
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Chapter One

			
The Birth of the Cool:

			Converse Chuck Taylor All Star

			[image: sneaker timeline from 1917-2019]

			When Dr. James Naismith drew up 13 rules for a new indoor game back in 1891, there was no such thing as a “basketball sneaker.” There’s no chicken-or-the-egg riddle to solve here—it was a brand-new sport meant to be played with what was already on hand (and on foot). Naismith grabbed a soccer ball and set his players out on the wooden gymnasium floor. He had nailed some peach baskets to the lower rail of the elevated running track that circled the perimeter. As it turned out, their 10-foot height was perfect.

			Naismith used basketball to keep his YMCA charges active and fit during cold New England winters, not to sell shoes, balls, or any other equipment. He was a teacher, not a designer or an entrepreneur. Someone else—many someone elses, as it turned out—would fill those roles.

			
THE ARCHITECT


			Marquis Mills Converse’s future was also shaped by New England’s harsh winters. Born in New Hampshire, Converse had managed other footwear companies in the Northeast before starting his own at age 47. He founded his eponymous company in Malden, Massachusetts—not far from basketball’s Springfield birthplace—in 1908 to manufacture winter boots. In 1912, the company began to produce automobile tires under the “Triple Tread” name that also graced their footwear.

			The first Converse basketball sneaker, the Non-Skid, was introduced in 1917 both to outfit players of the increasingly popular sport and to keep factory employees working year-round. Renamed the All Star in 1919, the Non-Skid wasn’t the very first basketball shoe—Connecticut’s Colchester Rubber Co. makes that claim—but it quickly became the industry standard. Rubber companies produced the earliest sneakers: U.S. Rubber (now known as Uniroyal) created Keds in 1916 and B.F. Goodrich Co. introduced PF Flyers in 1937. Keds was the first brand to attach a canvas upper to a rubber sole, marking a significant milestone in sneaker history and establishing the next half-­century of sneaker technology, but they didn’t make a serious move into basketball until launching PRO-Keds in 1949. By that point, Converse had a substantial head start.

			
[image: captioned image]

			Converse Non-Skid, 1923.


			Key aspects of the Non-Skid are still visible in the Chuck Taylor All Star today. Major features like the ankle patch, the “bat wing” rubber toe bumper, and even the diamond-shaped tread pattern would look familiar to those who wore Converse’s earliest basketball offerings. As for the game of basketball itself, well, the main goal has always been to put the ball in the basket, just as Naismith intended—only it happens a lot more often nowadays. (And there’s no need to retrieve the ball from a peach basket.) Back in 1917, games were physical, low-­scoring slogs with center jumps after every field goal. Teams that took early leads literally fought to keep them. There was no shot clock, and the first jump shot was still decades away. Venues that held early pro contests installed netting to separate the spectators from the court, which is why basketball players are still sometimes called “cagers.”
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			Converse All Star, 1928.

		

			
				PRO-Keds

			
				U.S. Rubber launched PRO-Keds in 1949—the same year the NBA was born—on the feet of the game’s biggest star. That was George Mikan, 6'10" center of the Minneapolis Lakers, who was the leading scorer in the National Basketball League (NBL) in 1948, the Basketball Association of America (BAA) in ’49, and then the NBA (the merger of the NBL and BAA) in ’50 and ’51. In 1952, Mikan had a game with 61 points and 36 rebounds. U.S. Rubber eventually outfitted his teammates, too.

			The Lakers were basketball’s first modern professional dynasty. Minneapolis had won the 1948 NBL championship, then jumped to the BAA and won another title in 1949. They clinched the inaugural NBA title in 1950, lost to the eventual-champion Rochester Royals in 1951, and then ran off the NBA’s first three-peat from ’52 to ’54. Ballplayers may not have recognized the shoe in the ad, but they definitely would have identified the bespectacled Mikan.

			The PRO-Keds were familiar-looking canvas high-tops, but they did offer something new. Colors, for one thing—black, white, blue, red, and gold—when Converse was still releasing All Stars in only black or white. There were canvas reinforcements on the sides that provided extra support, “double” cushioning in the heels, and a “Caterpillar” tread pattern with a pivot pad on the forefoot. But upon Mikan’s retirement, PRO-Keds lost some of their luster. No matter—they’d be back.

		
				[image: captioned image]

			George Mikan’s PRO-Keds ad.

			

			

			

			Naismith’s new game spread quickly. The very first, short-lived professional leagues were established before the turn of the 20th century. The Amateur Athletic Union (AAU), founded in 1888, oversaw the earliest college games. Naismith himself launched the basketball program at the University of Kansas. And the sport soon made its way overseas. The formation of the International Basketball Federation (FIBA) in 1932 cemented global competition and led directly to basket­ball debuting as an official Olympic sport—for men only—at the 1936 Summer Games in Berlin. (The United States won gold, defeating Canada 19–8 in a muddy outdoor game. Naismith, by then 74 years old, presented the gold medals.)

			Throughout the Midwest, rubber companies like Firestone and Goodyear fielded semipro teams, while ballrooms like the Renaissance in New York and the Savoy in Chicago served as home bases for teams that would achieve regional—and eventually national—dominance. The Savoy team, promoted by an entrepreneur named Abe Saperstein, would become the Harlem Globetrotters, which competed with (and beat) the best white teams. The Globetrotters were never actually based in Harlem, but they did live up to the latter part of their name, traveling the world and spreading the hoops gospel. In the early days of basketball, these traveling players would prove essential.

			THE SALESMAN

			In 1921, Converse’s Chicago office hired a 20-year-old semiprofessional ballplayer from Indiana named Chuck Taylor to be a regional salesman. The following year, he put on his first basketball clinic at North Carolina State University. Taylor’s résumé included unconfirmed stints with legendary professional teams like the Original Celtics and the Buffalo Germans, but his talents as both player and salesman were real enough. And any would-be salesman’s first product is always themselves. “He was a showman,” said Taylor biographer Abe Aamidor. “It’s not that he was lying—it was just part of the act. The important thing is he may have been the first person who understood that a person could be a brand.”

			
						[image: ]

					Left: High schoolers tip off after a (rare) made basket in 1899. Right: Chuck Taylor, the man.

			

			Taylor became so synonymous with Converse that in 1934 his name was added to the All Star’s ankle patch. All Stars would soon be known simply as Chuck Taylors. While only in his thirties, the man had become a shoe. The recognition did not come with any additional financial windfall; he never received any bonus or royalties. But he did make full use of an unlimited expense account. Living out of hotels and traversing the country in increasingly nicer cars, Taylor put on clinics that spread the game and sold shoes. The more people got into basketball, the more they got into Converse, and over time, the two became virtually interchangeable. 
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			Early All Star ads, like this one from 1947, spoke directly to hoopers.


			Taylor made well over 100 stops per year at colleges and high schools from the 1920s through the 1950s. News reports described him as “one of the nation’s best teachers of basketball fundamentals” (Charlotte News) and, in a particularly over-the-top bit of hyperbole, “one of the greatest hardwood performers ever known” (Montgomery Advertiser). “Everything in Taylor’s repertoire is fundamental,” wrote the Chattanooga News in 1935. “His technique is based on the professional idea of simplifying hoop tactics to the ’nth degree.”

			Coaches who attended his popular clinics seemed to bear this out: “Taylor has no trouble holding his audience,” said H. S. Morgan, director of city athletics in Milwaukee. “After his demonstration the persons in attendance here would not let him leave the floor for 45 minutes as they plied him with questions,” wrote the Quad-City Times. His clinics were free and generally pitted two teams against each other (with Taylor playing for one of them), thus assuring at least two local squads would attend. Adding to the momentum, in 1922 Converse had introduced the Converse Basketball Yearbook, an annual publication featuring the nation’s best teams. And of course, those teams all wore Converse.

			
[image: captioned image]

			All Star lows (or oxfords) didn’t debut until the 1950s.
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			Elgin Baylor took the game to the air.


			Taylor, ever the consummate pitchman, hawked more than just shoes; he also sold his own model Wilson basketball and kneepads. But some of his ideas weren’t so strong. One such innovation was a weighted pair of All Stars to wear in practice, used much like a batter in an on-deck circle taking swings with a baseball doughnut. The thought was that when players laced up their normal pairs for games they would feel lighter and quicker, but players mostly seemed to suffer injuries instead.

			After the itinerant salesman finally established a home address in Florida in the 1960s, he wouldn’t have much time to enjoy retirement. Taylor left Converse in 1968, was inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame as a contributor in April 1969, and died in June of that year, the day before his 68th birthday.

			BEAUTIFUL SIMPLICITY

			It may be hard to believe, but there was a time when the Converse Chuck Taylor All Star was legitimate performance basketball footwear. The game grew up in Chucks. The double-layered canvas upper fit snugly, the steel eyelets assured the laces tightened evenly, and the thin, vulcanized rubber soles provided some light cushioning and arch support. The patented diamond tread pattern was eventually fortified with a “pivot button” on the forefoot, increasing traction and longevity. Grooves in the insole were meant to increase airflow. The upper also featured a “peg top,” slightly elevated at the rear, that was intended to place less pressure on the Achilles tendon, even when the shoe was laced tightly to the top.

			“There’s a beautiful simplicity and purposeful design in the original Chuck,” said Nike sneaker designer Eric Avar at the 2019 relaunch of Converse’s performance basket­ball program. Much like Levi’s 501 jeans, another timeless American classic, the Chuck Taylor has matured from staple to archetype. Form followed function; both are products with a purpose and very few embellishments.

			Throughout the 1920s and ’30s, the All Star evolved along with the game. There was a leather version, a women’s model, and a crepe-sole model called the Hickory. But the All Star remained the All Star. Across industries throughout the first half of the twentieth century, there was no push to introduce new models every year just for the sake of it: The Ford Model T stayed in production for two full decades, from 1908 to 1927, and the Levi’s 501 has been in production since 1873. Planned obsolescence was still in the distant future.

			Even aesthetic changes were slow in coming. First the All Star was brown, then black. Converse designed a white model (with patriotic red and blue stripes on the midsole foxing) for the US team to wear at the 1936 Olympics in Berlin—the same games that Jesse Owens dominated in a pair of handmade spikes by German shoemaker Adi Dassler. (If that person is unfamiliar, reread the first six letters of his name.) The Chuck Taylor would remain the official shoe of the US men’s Olympic basketball team right through 1968. Low-cut “oxford” models weren’t developed until the 1950s, when the Harlem Globetrotters literally cut down high-tops at Converse headquarters to figure out what worked and what didn’t. And if you wanted any color other than black or white, you were dyeing them yourself until 1971.

			THE BIRTH OF THE NBA

			Professional basketball found its groove in 1949 when the three-year-old BAA and 12-year-old NBL merged to form the National Basketball Association. Establishing itself as the premier league, the NBA sliced through the Gordian knot of pro and semipro leagues that had defined basketball’s first decades. But there was still a long way to go. In the beginning, the NBA was a professional sports afterthought, a way for arena owners to fill seats when their hockey teams weren’t playing. Games were still aggressively physical, relatively low-scoring, and played in industrial cities by mostly white men who held down regular jobs in the off-season. Travel was bad, schedules were worse.

			The NBA drafted its first Black player in 1950 when the Celtics selected Chuck Cooper with the first pick of the second round, although it took some time for the league to drop its unofficial racial quotas limiting the number of Black players per team. This development did not please Globetrotters owner Abe Saperstein. Up to that point he had gotten his pick of the best Black players and, given that he didn’t need to follow the NBA’s rules, would poach talent at times. Before heading to the NBA in 1959, Wilt Chamberlain skipped his senior year at Kansas and spent a gap year with the Globetrotters, earning $50,000 and touring the Soviet Union. Underclassmen wouldn’t be eligible to play in the NBA until the 1970s.

			Starting in the mid-fifties, the NBA made huge strides. The addition of a 24-second shot clock in 1954 sped up gameplay, and the arrival of generational talents like Bill Russell, Oscar Robertson, Elgin Baylor, and Chamberlain suffused the sport with unprecedented basketball intelligence and athleticism. Russell and Chamberlain redefined the center position, Baylor took the game above the rim for the first time, and Robertson set the standard for the prototypical big guard. But even as the sport improved, the league’s talent would further concentrate.

			Ten years post-merger, in 1959, the original seventeen teams had contracted to just eight, and the Western Division reached no farther west than Minnesota. There wouldn’t be as many as seventeen teams again until 1970. But when the Minneapolis Lakers moved to Los Angeles before the 1960–61 season, the NBA became a continental league, spanning the country from coast to coast. Two years later, the Philadelphia Warriors moved to San Francisco and joined the Lakers out west. Basketball may not have become the national pastime, but, at last, it was truly national.

			
DOMINANCE


			Most of the game’s new stars played in Converse. Hell, most everyone did, from kids to pros and all hoopers in between. By the time the NBA was founded, the Chuck Taylor shoe—thanks to Chuck Taylor himself—had been the basketball footwear for decades. Only now, the sneaker was being elevated by pro players. While first developed for a ground-bound game, Chucks proved equally capable when the sport took to the air.

			Converse-shod athletes blew apart the NBA record books in the 1961–62 season. Oscar Robertson averaged a triple-double in Cons in just his second NBA season. (That wouldn’t be done again until Russell Westbrook, 55 seasons later.) Chamberlain, who wore All Stars throughout his career, scored 100 points in a game against the Knicks and averaged 50.4 points and 25.7 rebounds in just his third season. But neither of them won MVP—that went to Bill Russell, the 27-year-old leader of the 60-win Celtics.

			Between 1960 and 1968, Russell and Chamberlain split eight of nine NBA MVP awards (Robertson won it in 1964). Russell won 11 rings in 13 seasons, and Chamberlain set unbreakable records in both points per game (50.4) and minutes per game (48.5—keep in mind a regulation NBA game is 48 minutes long) in 1961–62. Both stars logged a lot of playing time in Chuck Taylors.
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			Wilt Chamberlain spent his entire career in Chucks.
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Doctors’ Warnings

		
				Back in 2016, The Huffington Post spoke to a series of podiatrists about the Chuck Taylor, and all thought the shoe would be an on-court disaster. Dr. Alex Kor, then the president of the American Academy of Podiatric Sports Medicine, went so far as to say, “I’m not convinced that I would suggest them for Wilt Chamberlain or Bill Russell, . . . It is absolutely amazing that [they] were able to complete an NBA season without sustaining major foot problems.” Chucks might indeed spell doom for modern feet, accustomed as they are to being coddled in cutting-edge performance footwear. But the American-made, basketball-ready Chucks of the 1950s and ’60s were more substantial than the flimsy fashion shoes of the 2010s and beyond.
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			The Big O., 1958.

		

			For his career, Chamberlain averaged an NBA-record 45.8 minutes per game over 14 seasons and led the league in minutes played in each of his first five seasons (and nine times overall). Number two on the all-time minutes per game list? Bill Russell, at 42.3.

			Despite all that wear and tear, their Chucks didn’t seem to hurt them much. As of this writing, six of the top 11 single-game scoring performances in NBA history were done in All Stars—five by Chamberlain (including his 100-point masterpiece in 1962) and Elgin Baylor’s 71-point stunner against the Knicks in 1960. Chucks didn’t hold any of the immortals back—or down. “I was six-foot-ten, two hundred pounds, with quickness, agility, and impeccable timing—all of it self-trained,” Russell wrote. “I was also on the track team. . . . As a very competitive high jumper, I could touch the top of the backboard, if I needed to, and be looking down at the rim.”

			None of them were paid to wear Chucks or appear in advertisements. Robertson expressed contempt for the lack of compensation in his 2003 autobiography: “When they contacted me [for a retro campaign], I said I did not want to be involved. When I was a star, they never came to me or asked another black person for an endorsement.” True enough, but when Robertson was a star, Converse didn’t ask anyone to endorse Chuck Taylors. They wouldn’t pay a player for their endorsement until Julius Erving in the mid-seventies.

			In fact, Converse was such a dominant force in the world of basketball sneakers that pro players were essentially only paid to not wear Converse. Among them were Lakers center George Mikan, who became the face of the Keds brand upon the introduction of the PRO-Keds line in 1949. PF Flyers signed Celtics point guard Bob Cousy to promote the Bob Cousy All American sneaker in 1958. And Wilson paid Celtics forward Tommy Heinsohn to wear their canvas shoes in the 1960s—but they certainly didn’t pony up very much.

		
				PF Flyers

		
				The “PF” in PF Flyers stands for “Posture Foundation”—it’s understandable why the name was shortened. The brand was founded in 1937 by Benjamin Franklin “B.F.” Goodrich, who two years earlier had put out an eponymous shoe for badminton player Jack Purcell. You may have heard of them. Converse’s parent company later bought out B.F. Goodrich’s sneaker business in 1972 and folded the Jack Purcell into the Converse line.

			In 1958, PF Flyers developed the Bob Cousy All American, a familiar-­looking canvas high-top with a rubber toe cap and a circular-patterned sole to emphasize pivoting. Or, as they put it, “quick positive traction for ‘STOP and GO’ fast action in all directions.” Cousy, the MVP in 1957, was the most recognizable NBA player after George Mikan had retired. And he was a prolific endorser; the point guard did ads for Seamless basketballs, Jantzen sportswear, and even Kent cigarettes.

			Unless you read the ankle patch or noticed that Cousy’s shoes had two stripes on the foxing rather than just one, they were virtually indistinguishable from his Celtics teammates’ black Chuck Taylors. But it was the ads and endorsement that made a difference. As companies sought to take down Converse, signing up players took on greater importance. They just needed to develop better shoes.

		

		

		
	[image: captioned image]

			Cousy’s kicks.

		

			For most players, though, shoes were simply another piece of team equipment, and those shoes were Chucks. When Heinsohn dressed in his first Celtics uniform in 1956, the rookie power forward didn’t just put on a jersey, shorts, and warm-ups—he also laced up black Chuck Taylors. “We got two pairs of shoes for the season,” he remembered some sixty-odd years later. “And if you needed a third pair, you had to buy them yourself.”

			Celtics coach Red Auerbach designated black Chucks as the team’s official shoe because they showed less dirt than white pairs and would need to be replaced less often. Auerbach made that penny-­pinching decision back when teams traveled by car and bus to places like Rochester, New York, and the Tri-Cities of Illinois and Iowa. The Celtics, in those pre-championship days, were operating on a shoestring budget. Players didn’t earn all that much, either. Heinsohn, as thrifty as Auerbach, made his two pairs last the season.

			CELTIC PRIDE

			Like Marquis Converse, Tommy Heinsohn was a local product—raised in Jersey City but a 1956 territorial draft pick after starring at Worcester, Massachusetts’s Holy Cross, the alma mater of teammate Bob Cousy. (Unlike Heinsohn, though, Cousy wasn’t wanted by the C’s; Boston literally drew his name out of a hat in the 1950 dispersal draft. All Cousy did was make the All-Star team in 13 straight seasons and lead the league in assists in nine of them.) Heinsohn would become a Hall of Famer, but it was the other player the Celtics got in the ’56 draft that would put the final—and most important—piece in place for Auerbach’s basketball revolution.

			Bill Russell didn’t join the Celtics until late December after competing in the Olympics in Melbourne, Australia, where the undefeated US team easily vanquished the Soviet Union in the gold medal game. By the time the 6'10" center with a 7'4" wingspan arrived in Boston, the Celtics were already 16-8 and on their way to their second-best season in franchise history. Russell made an immediate impact—he grabbed 34 rebounds in just his fourth professional game—but he still had some lessons to learn.

			“The first thing you faced was getting banged around,” Heinsohn said. “He wasn’t used to that, and guys all tested him because he looked like if you hit him his bones would rattle.” Russell may have disagreed with this assessment. “My attitude when I arrived in Boston was: ‘I am the best basketball player on the planet. Every game we play, I am, and I will be, the best basketball player in the building,’” he wrote in his 2009 memoir, Red and Me. “I believed that and I played like I believed it.” 

			Russell’s tenacious D proved as revolutionary as Cousy’s dribbling wizardry: Defense sparked the offense, and the Celtics were literally off and running in Auerbach’s fast break. The entire game changed, and God help you if you couldn’t keep up. “Neil Johnston, who was the league-leading scorer the year before, he had a hook shot and Russell blocked almost every hook he took,” Heinsohn recalled. “He ran Neil Johnston and those type of players out of the game.” Johnston, the earthbound Philadelphia Warriors center who led the league in scoring for three consecutive seasons from 1953 to 1955 and played in six straight All-Star Games, retired in 1959 at age 30. “People still ask me today, ‘Who taught you to do that?’” Russell wrote of his defense. “Well, nobody! I had never seen a blocked shot in a basketball game before I did it!”

			Heinsohn wasn’t so bad himself. That rookie season, Tommy Gun made the All-Star team and finished third in team scoring behind Cousy and Bill Sharman, dropping a season-best 41 on March 5, 1957. He’d contribute mightily to the Celtics first NBA championship, posting 37 points and 23 rebounds in a double-­overtime Game 7 win against the St. Louis Hawks in the Finals. Russell, by then fully acclimated to the pro game by anyone’s standards, added 19 points and 32 boards in 54 minutes. Heinsohn was named Rookie of the Year, and Cousy won MVP. But the Celtics were just getting started. After losing to the Hawks in a Finals rematch the following season, Boston won eight championships in a row. They finished out the ’60s having won 11 titles in 13 seasons, an accomplishment that is as unlikely to be matched as any in the sport.
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			The Celtics (left to right: Tommy Heinsohn, Bob Cousy, Red Auerbach) contemplate making two pairs last a whole year.

			

			
THE BEGINNING OF THE END


			The Celtics weren’t the last dynasty to launch in Chucks. UCLA coach John Wooden was a meticulous basketball mind who turned his Bruins into the Celtics of college basketball. They won 10 titles in 12 seasons and went undefeated four times. You could do things the Wooden way, or you could play somewhere else. He gave his charges precise instructions for everything, starting with the proper way to put on their socks. His players wore Chuck Taylors, albeit ones Wooden had modified with a razor blade, slicing out an inner seam he thought would give them blisters.

			Wooden kept the Bruins in Converse until the late ’60s, when he made the switch to adidas, a German company that had finally entered the basketball market and would soon dominate it with a superior product. Even a personal appeal to the coach from fellow Indiana native Taylor, by then retired, wasn’t enough. The Celtics would soon move on to adidas, too. Auerbach and Wooden were coaches on opposite coasts who had diametrically opposed personalities, but each sought out the best players and equipped them with the best of what was available. By 1969, that was no longer the Chuck Taylor.

			For decades, all the greats had started their basketball journeys in Chucks. “Main Street was my home turf, the place where I became a player and beat all comers,” Magic Johnson wrote in Magic, his 1983 autobiography. “I also set fashion trends there by wearing red Chucks . . . and multicolored shoelaces.” Dr. J set himself apart as a rookie in the American Basketball Association (ABA) by wearing red Chuck Taylors with the Virginia Squires. Charles Barkley wrote in one of his memoirs about being the first kid in his neighborhood to get a pair of Chucks. Hall of Fame Knicks guard Walt Frazier started out in Chucks, too: “That was the only shoe. In high school, college, and the first two or three years in the pros. Converse was it,” he said. Hawks center Tree Rollins was the last NBA holdout in the early ’80s, his canvas Chucks emblazoned with Converse’s Star Chevron logo.
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					Bill Russell grabs a board, 1964.



			But there would be a final postscript. Mickey Johnson was a fleet-footed, slender-built, 6'10" Chicago native out of little-­regarded Aurora College. In 1974, Johnson was drafted in the second round by Portland, then acquired by Chicago in a trade. He made the Bulls after their preseason roster had been decimated by injury (Cliff Pondexter), holdout (Bob Love), and defection to the ABA (Maurice Lucas) and played sparingly as a rookie. The next year, Johnson nearly averaged a double-­double, and he would go on to enjoy a strong 12-year career.

			In Johnson’s final season in 1985–86, his second stint with the New Jersey Nets, he wore leather Chuck Taylor All Stars, much to the amusement of some opponents. “They would laugh at me and ask me why I’m wearin’ these dated shoes,” Johnson said. “I thought they were awesome. They were very comfortable.” And even though Converse sent him plenty, he made pairs last. “Oh, I could get twenty, thirty games out of a pair,” Johnson said. “They were just that durable. It didn’t stretch that much. Some people had to have insoles in there because the bottom was so flat, but me, I didn’t need any of that.”

			Johnson didn’t even get his ankles taped. And it was those strong ankles that allowed him to wear Chuck Taylors in the first place. “You had to prepare to stop on a dime because they really will stop on a dime,” he said. “You want to make a cut, you’ll end up leaving the rest of your body, and your foot is still standing still.”

			There was just one other player wearing leather Chucks in 1986: one of Johnson’s Nets teammates. Micheal Ray Richardson had gotten his start on the Knicks before being traded to the Golden State Warriors for Bernard King. From there he was dealt to New Jersey, where he had his last of four All-Star seasons in 1985. Johnson thought Richardson had seen him in Chucks and adopted the style; Richardson claims he was wearing them first. Either way, they were the final two playing in Chuck Taylors for a 39-43 Nets team in front of sparse crowds at the Brendan Byrne Arena.

			Whoever was first, whoever last, Johnson and Richardson both wore them for the same reason: because they loved them. “I had the white ones, the gray ones, the red ones, and the dark blue—they were all leather,” Richardson said. “If you ask me, it’s one of the best shoes ever made, was that Chuck Taylor All Star.”
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			The young Dr. J already had swag.
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			Mickey Johnson wore leather Chucks on the Nets . . .
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			. . . and so did Micheal Ray Richardson.
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