
		
			[image: Who Got Game?:Basketball, Amazing but True Stories!]

		

	

			[image: Who Got Game Basketball: Amazing But True Stories!, by Derrick Barnes, illustrated by Jez Tuya. Published by Workman Publishing]



	

			Copyright © 2023 by Derrick Barnes

			Illustration copyright © 2023 by Jez Tuya 

			All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced—mechanically, electronically, or by any other means, including photocopying—without written permission of the publisher.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			ISBN 978-1-5235-0554-8

			eISBN 978-1-5235-2710-6

Design by Sara Corbett, Molly Magnell, John Passineau, and Kara Strubel 

			Cover by Sara Corbett

			Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			Workman books are available at special discounts when purchased in bulk for premiums and sales promotions as well as for fundraising or educational use. Special editions or book excerpts can also be created to specification. For details, please contact special.markets@hbgusa.com.

			Workman Publishing Co., Inc., 

			a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			1290 Avenue of the Americas

			New York, NY 10104 

			workman.com

			Distributed in Europe by Hachette Livre, 58 rue Jean Bleuzen, 92 178 Vanves Cedex, France.

			Distributed in the United Kingdom by Hachette Book Group, UK, Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, London EC4Y 0DZ.

			WORKMAN is a registered trademark of Workman Publishing Co., Inc., a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 



	

			To my little Cuzzos 

			cameron (biggie), justin, and tyler

			#barnesBrOthersFOrever —DB

			To my darling wife, 
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			i lOve you. —JT
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introduction

			Basketball. B-Ball. H0ops.

			No matter what you call it, the sport has a long history. A Canadian physical education teacher named Dr. James Naismith invented basketball, and the first game tipped off in 1891 in a tiny YMCA in Springfield, Massachusetts. No lie. Today, there are organized leagues of ballers of all ages, all over the planet. More than 250 million people worldwide lace up their sneakers and hoop on neighborhood courts, in school gymnasiums, and in multimillion-dollar arenas, from Boston to Barcelona to Beijing.

			You might already know some of basketball’s biggest icons and superstars. Many of them go by a single name or initials: Magic, MJ, LeBron, KD, Steph. But this book shines a little bit of light on the ballers, buzzer-beaters, and record-breakers who don’t always get the attention they most definitely deserve: like the game’s first female hoopers, or the first NBA players and coaches of African American descent. You’ll find out about the highest-scoring game in NCAA history, or what exactly a quadruple-double is. Now you will know, and everyone around you will, too, because you’re going to flex like the ultimate basketball aficionado.

			So consider this the tip-off. Let’s go!

		

		

	

		
				
Chapter 1


			
Premier Pioneers

			
Important b-ball icons
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			Not everyone in this chapter had a sweet jump shot or could dunk from the foul line. But there’s no doubt they were all mold-breakers. These hoops pioneers are just a handful of the many important people from all around the world who have helped spread the popularity and mad love for basketball. Each are pillars, foundational pieces, and legends. If you didn’t know their names before, you sure will now.

			Ever heard of that phrase, “If there wasn’t a __________, then there wouldn’t be a ____________”? These are the names that you may want to insert in the first blank slot. Let’s check them out.
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			 Julius "Dr. J" Erving: The "Air" before Jordan.

		


			Before JULIUS ERVING laced up his Chuck Taylor sneakers and joined the pros in 1971, dunks were boring. Hard to believe, right? Well, back then, dunks were just another easy, high-percentage way for a tall “big man” (forward or center) to drop the ball through the hoop. No flash, no style, and definitely no 360s, alley-oops, or reverses. A center might stand in the painted area of the court, right beneath the rim, and gently dunk the ball like a tiny, glazed doughnut dipped into a cup of coffee.

			But then Julius came along. He added some power and acrobatic artistry, transforming a dunk into a “slam.” He even soared in for a slam dunk from as far away as the free throw line, flying like he had a pair of broad, golden wings across his back. 

			Julius was a good ballplayer at Roosevelt High School in Hempstead, New York, where he earned the nicknames “The Doctor” and “Dr. J.” He wasn’t recruited by any powerhouse colleges, so in 1968, he enrolled at the University of Massachusetts, which wasn’t as famous for its hoops team. But before playing for UMass, Dr. J became a legend at Rucker Park, or “the Rucker”— a world-famous basketball court in Harlem, New York.

			Playing above the rim with flair and style was the norm at the Rucker, unlike in the NBA at the time. Dr. J had tremendous leaping ability and crazy athleticism. He commanded that space above the rim like an air traffic controller. He played with force, pride, and a fully rounded Afro hairstyle flowing in the wind. In the early 1970s, when the phrase “I’m Black and I’m proud!” first resonated throughout the African American community, Dr. J would become an instant cultural hero.

			At UMass, Erving averaged an outstanding 26.3 points and 20.2 rebounds per game. He decided to go pro and skipped his senior year. But the NBA had a rule that players needed to be at least four years out of high school in order to get drafted. That’s when a smaller pro league, the American Basketball Association (ABA), came in. 

			Players could leave college early and hoop in this exciting new pro league. The ABA had athletic, high-flying players and wild new inventions, like the three-point shot, an annual slam-dunk contest, and a red, white, and blue basketball. 

			[image: ]

			After starring for the Virginia Squires for two seasons, Dr. J was traded to another ABA team, the New York Nets. That’s when he really heated up, winning three straight MVP awards and the 1974 and 1976 ABA Championships. Dr. J also won the very first slam-dunk contest, held in 1976 during the ABA All-Star Game. For most hoops fans, that dunk was the first they’d seen made from the free throw line. Jumping to the rim from that far back, he looked like the Statue of Liberty—in sneakers.


		
			Doc’s Most Famous Dunk

			On January 5, 1983, Dr. J shocked the basketball world with one of his signature dunks. His Philadelphia 76ers hosted the LA Lakers, headlined by superstars Magic Johnson and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar. During the game, the ball ricocheted into the air toward the sideline. It bounced once, Doc scooped it up, and then he charged toward the rim. He took flight from the baseline, cradling the ball like a baby. While in midair, he swung the ball in a windmill-type motion and then rocked the rim with authority. It was a thing of beauty, aptly dubbed the “Rock the Cradle” dunk. The more than 18,000 fans in attendance that night at the Spectrum Arena lost their minds! 

		

				After the end of the 1976 season, the ABA closed its doors and four of its teams (the Nets, Nuggets, Pacers, and Spurs) joined the NBA. Erving went to the Philadelphia 76ers, where he won the NBA MVP award in 1981 and led the team to its third-ever championship in 1983. 

			Doc played his entire eleven-season NBA career with Philadelphia. He retired in 1987 with 30,026 points combined from the NBA and ABA. He left the game as a well-respected and iconic superstar. He has influenced every high-floating baller who has followed him, whether they know it or not. Doc was a slam-dunking pioneer.
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			The NBA's First Black Players: Nathaniel "Sweetwater” Clifton, Chuck Cooper, Earl Lloyd

		



			For a long time, professional basketball lacked anything close to the diversity we see today. Three out of four current NBA players is of African descent, but when the NBA began in 1946, just 150 players filled the rosters for initial teams— and all of them were White. 

			The very first non-White player was a Japanese American point guard named Wataru “Wat” Misaka. He was drafted by the New York Knicks in 1947, the same year that Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in Major League Baseball. Even after Misaka and Robinson made history, the country’s biases and unwillingness to accept all people as equals—both on and off the court—would not fully go away.

			Everything began to change in basketball in 1950, when the NBA welcomed its first three Black players: Nathaniel “Sweetwater” Clifton, Chuck Cooper, and Earl Lloyd. For the most part, their White teammates and coaches treated them fairly. But these iron-willed pros endured terrible racist abuse from White fans, and in some cities they couldn’t stay in the same hotels or eat in the same restaurants as the rest of their teams. 

			Sometimes it’s hard to imagine that this behavior happened regularly. But these things did happen—in America, and not so long ago. And it takes fearless, hopeful pioneers to create change. Who were these young “catalysts” who changed the NBA forever?

			First up: Nathaniel “Sweetwater” Clifton. While Lloyd and Cooper were great teammates and essential role players, Clifton was a bona fide star. The center/forward made an NBA All-Star team and averaged 10.0 points and 8.2 rebounds per game for his career. The man they called “Sweetwater” (nicknamed for his obsession with soda as a kid) was a multisport athlete, playing both basketball and baseball. He hooped at Xavier University and fought in the army during World War II. After returning home from the war, Sweetwater played with the Harlem Globetrotters, a super-popular, all-Black traveling exhibition basketball team. Then, in 1950, he signed with the New York Knicks, becoming the first undrafted Black player to ever sign a contract with an NBA team. 

			[image: ]

			Clifton played his first NBA contest on November 4, 1950, against the Tri-Cities Blackhawks (today’s Atlanta Hawks). The six-foot-seven-inch dazzling scorer enjoyed an eight-year NBA career, including seven seasons with the Knicks and one with the Pistons. He was inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2014 and was also celebrated for his community service in New York City.

			In 1950, Charles “Chuck” Cooper became the very first Black player drafted in the history of the league. The Boston Celtics selected the shot-blocking All-American small forward out of Duquesne University in Pittsburgh with the fourteenth selection in the second round. Chuck played his first game on November 1, 1950, with the Celtics against the Pistons.
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			After a solid rookie year, he had a six-season career, playing for the Celtics, Hawks, and Pistons. He retired in 1956 and became extremely active in his hometown community of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, working in education and equal rights. Cooper was inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame in 2019.

			Earl Lloyd, nicknamed “The Big Cat,” was a defensive-minded, All-American forward from West Virginia State University. He was the second Black player drafted in 1950 when a former NBA team called the Washington Capitols picked him in the ninth round. Although Lloyd was selected at the tail end of the draft, he was actually the first Black man to play a game in the NBA.

			On Halloween night, October 31, 1950, Lloyd suited up against the Rochester Royals (today’s Sacramento Kings). All of his teammates were White, but they had played on college teams with Black players and welcomed Lloyd as one of their own. The Capitols lost the game, and Mr. Lloyd scored only 6 points. He played just seven more games with Rochester after that. 

			After serving in the Korean War, Lloyd then played six seasons with the Syracuse Nationals (today’s Philadelphia 76ers). He helped them win a championship in 1955, when he became one of the first Black men to play in an NBA Finals game (along with rookie teammate Jim Tucker). Lloyd played two seasons with the Detroit Pistons and then called it quits. He made history again in 1971 by becoming the first Black head coach in the history of the Pistons. In 2003, he was inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame.

			Here’s a major salute to these three gentlemen for paving the way for every Black basketball player to set foot onto an NBA court after them. They shone as players, coaches, and icons, both in the game and in their communities.
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			George Mikan: The Game's First Great Big Man

		



			Gheorghe Mureşan of Romania and Manute Bol of Sudan are listed as the tallest players in NBA history. Both men stood at seven feet, seven inches tall. But long before either one of them hit the court, GEORGE MIKAN was considered the NBA’s first real star and its first dominant big man. So much of what defines the center position in today’s game—rebounding, shot-blocking, and deadly moves like the hook shot—all started with George Mikan.

			Nicknamed “Mr. Basketball,” Mikan played in the NBA from 1947 to 1956. He stood at six foot, ten inches, which was mighty tall in pro hoops at the time. Not only was Mikan enormous, but he was also surprisingly agile, athletic, and quick-footed for his height. 

			Mr. Basketball wasn’t always a graceful colossus of the court. As a boy he was shy, a little clumsy, and wore thick, round glasses. He grew up in Joliet, Illinois, and was from a Croatian and Lithuanian immigrant family who owned a popular restaurant. Young George was always the tallest kid in all his elementary school classes. He even hit six feet before he was eleven years old!

			In high school, George tried out for the varsity basketball team, but the coach didn’t think an extra-tall kid who wore glasses during games could play ball. Big mistake! After George enrolled at DePaul University in Chicago, first-year coach Ray Meyer saw something special in him. Coach Meyer worked with his new freshman giant for more than six weeks. He took him through a tough battery of drills and agility tests until George was light on his feet like a ballerina and his confidence was through the roof.

			In one drill, George would make a layup with his left hand, catch the rebound with his right hand, shoot a layup with his right hand, rebound the ball with his left hand, and repeat it over and over. That is now called the Mikan Drill, and nearly every center and forward around the world has practiced it.

			Big George became a three-time All-American and two-time College Player of the Year while at DePaul. Opposing teams just couldn’t do much to stop him. They couldn’t get a shot off without him swatting the ball down like it was a mosquito. Plus, he mastered a nasty left-handed skyhook shot that was unblockable.

			After graduating, George led the Chicago Gears of the National Basketball League (NBL) to a championship in 1947. But he is best remembered as being a dominant player in the NBA with the Minneapolis Lakers. (Yep, those same Lakers that now play in Los Angeles.) He led the Lakers to five championships in seven seasons, making them the NBA’s first dynasty team. But because of his big frame and physical style of play in the paint, Mikan suffered a ton of injuries. He retired after the 1955–56 season. He later opened his own law firm in Minneapolis and became the first commissioner of the ABA.
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			The NBA’s first real superstar left a long-lasting legacy of length, height, power, and size. Mikan averaged a whopping 23.1 points and 13.4 rebounds per game. When he left the sport, he was the league’s record holder for most points ever, with 11,914. Maybe best of all, he was the very first NBA player inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame in 1959.

			When Mikan passed away in 2005, Shaquille O’Neal—himself a Laker from 1996 to 2004—paid for his hero’s funeral expenses. Superstar centers like Shaq, Anthony Davis, Nikola Jokić, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar owe a ton of respect to the first great center who made it possible for every big fella to dominate the game. 
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			"Muggsy" Bogues: Five-foot-three and Rising




			As a child, Tyrone Bogues’s family called him “Little Ty.” But after he started balling at age seven on the hoop outside the Lafayette Court housing projects in Baltimore, Maryland, a new nickname was born. 

			Tyrone quickly developed a reputation on the court as a defensive headache to taller players . . . and that was pretty much everybody. It didn’t matter the grade, team, or school, he was always the smallest guy. But Little Ty used that as motivation to just play harder. He was a leader in his crew of friends, who soon nicknamed him “MUGGSY” BOGUES after a character from an old film series called the Bowery Boys. He became an ultra-aggressive defensive player who could easily steal or “mug” the ball from any opponent.
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			Muggsy honed his ball-handling skills at the local rec center, where he faced some of the best competition in the city. They’d laugh when they saw him step onto the court. He never grew taller than 5'3", even into his NBA days. But it didn’t matter to Muggsy. With an enormous 44-inch vertical jump, the little guy could even dunk. He became a neighborhood superstar and earned respect from the taller players.

			By the time he reached Paul Laurence Dunbar High School, Muggsy teamed up with three other local superstars from his neighborhood: Reggie Lewis, David Wingate, and Reggie Williams. Each of them would eventually become NBA ballers. Muggsy was the point guard and team captain of the Dunbar Poets (named after Paul Laurence Dunbar, one of America’s greatest scribes). They never lost a game. Check it out: From 1981 to 1983, that squad went 60-0! Some have called them the greatest high school basketball team of all time.

			Muggsy went on to play at Wake Forest University and continued blowing the minds of his doubters. By the time he graduated in 1987, he was the all-time leader in the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) in steals and assists. Later that year, the Washington Bullets (today’s Wizards) made history by drafting the shortest player in NBA history with the twelfth overall pick. After one season in Washington, Bogues went to the NBA’s brand-new expansion team, the Charlotte Hornets.

			It was in Charlotte that Muggsy became an NBA giant as a part of a formidable trio alongside forward Larry Johnson and center Alonzo Mourning. Muggsy played there for nine years and became one of the greatest and most beloved players on one of the league’s most popular teams. Having proven himself as a great passer and stealer, he left Charlotte in 1997 as the team’s all-time leader in steals, assists, and minutes played. After four more seasons with the Golden State Warriors and Toronto Raptors, Bogues retired at the end of the 2001 season.
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