



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by Theresa Runstedtler


Cover design by Pete Garceau


Cover photograph copyright © Vernon Blever/NBAE via Getty Images


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Bold Type Books


30 Irving Place, 10th Floor New York, NY 10003


www.boldtypebooks.org


@BoldTypeBooks


First Edition: March 2023


Published by Bold Type Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. Bold Type Books is a co-publishing venture of the Type Media Center and Perseus Books.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Bold Type books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Runstedtler, Theresa, author.


Title: Black ball : Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Spencer Haywood, and the generation that saved the soul of the NBA / Theresa Runstedtler.


Description: First edition. | New York, N.Y. : Bold Type Books, 2023 | Includes bibliographical references and index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022029151 | ISBN 9781645036951 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781645036968 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: National Basketball Association—History—20th century. | African American basketball players—History—20th century. | Basketball—Social aspects—United States—History—20th century. | Discrimination in sports—United States—History—20th century. | Race relations—United States—History—20th century.


Classification: LCC GV885.515.N37 R86 2023 | DDC 796.323/640973—dc23/eng/20220722


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022029151


ISBNs: 9781645036951 (hardcover), 9781645036968 (ebook)


E3-20230112-JV-NF-ORI














For John Runstedtler. Dad, you were my first teacher in critical thinking. I hope you’re relaxing in heaven.


For Gus, my miracle child. You’ve already taught me so much about life and love.





















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Bold Type Books logo]















Introduction



“NBA and Cocaine: Nothing to Snort At,” declared the Los Angeles Times headline wryly. “There are no reliable figures on the use of cocaine by players,” Times staff writer Chris Cobbs admitted, “but estimates by people in the game range from 40 to 75%, with perhaps as many as 10% getting high with freebase.”1


When that story ran in August 1980, the National Basketball Association (NBA) appeared to be a league in crisis. And given that around 75 percent of the league’s players were African American, it appeared to be a Black crisis. Cobbs’s exposé came in the wake of the well-publicized drug arrests of several Black players for possession of minor quantities of cocaine. Not only had game attendance and television ratings dipped in recent years, but now professional basketball seemed to be on the verge of a cocaine epidemic. This was a public relations nightmare for a majority-Black league that white sports fans already perceived as being violent, criminal, and out of control.


Black ballplayers’ use of cocaine—an expensive drug typically associated with white celebrities, jet-setters, and professionals—was yet another reminder of their undeserved fortune. At a time when the rest of the United States was still reeling from a decade of stagflation and economic recession, NBA players had become some of the highest paid professional athletes in the world. Many of them, Cobbs noted, came from “unstable families in inner-city ghettoes” and could not seem to handle their sudden wealth. Also, as one anonymous source told Cobbs, “The players are so street-smart, their sophistication is just below that of a hardened convict. They know every angle on how to get women and drugs. They are so far ahead of the security men it’s unbelievable. They know every hustle.” The chaos in the NBA seemed to mirror the chaos, crime, and violence in the streets of American cities. In both cases, young Black men were to blame. For his reporting, Cobbs won the Investigative Series award from the Basketball Writers’ Association of America.2


Although rife with rumor and speculation, Cobbs’s exposé has, for the most part, been accepted uncritically as emblematic of the supposed decline of professional basketball throughout the 1970s. As the oft-repeated narrative goes, Black players had brought their immaturity, selfishness, drug abuse, violence, and criminality—a very microcosm of America’s “urban crisis”—to the NBA. They lacked character and morality, and it showed not only in how they conducted themselves off the court but also in how they played basketball. They had imported their aggressive, flashy, individualistic, and above-the-rim style from the playgrounds of Black neighborhoods to the pro game. A once honorable and disciplined white game of teamwork and set plays had devolved into anarchy. As African American players came to dominate professional basketball over the course of the seventies, their bad behavior had tarnished its reputation, and their exorbitant salary demands had pushed it to the brink of financial ruin.3


Yet rather than revealing the truth of the NBA’s so-called Dark Ages, Cobbs’s sensationalistic story throws into relief the fault lines of a decade-long struggle over the future of the sport—one that intersected with broader racial politics. This dynamic tended to pit the white basketball establishment (team owners, front-office executives, coaches, sportswriters) and the pro game’s still majority-white fan base against its increasingly Black labor force—a labor force that came of age amid urban rebellions from Watts to Baltimore, the rise of the Black Power movement, and the numerous protests and boycotts that made up the “revolt of the Black athlete” in the late 1960s. With their racial consciousness forged in the heat of these battles, Black players found ways to extend the athletic revolt into the professional ranks, albeit with different goals and different strategies. In the years leading up to Cobbs’s account, they led the fight for free agency and a greater share of the profits. They introduced the moves and attitude of Black street basketball to the league. Above all, they demanded respect as professionals and as men—on their own terms. And they did this against the backdrop of continuing white resistance to racial integration. Alongside Black workers accused of unfairly capitalizing on affirmative action’s “racial quotas” and rising protests against the busing of Black children to white school districts, Black ballplayers also faced opposition to their own fight for racial justice.


As Black ball became a referendum on Black freedom, the pro game emerged as a kind of morality play about the shifting place of African Americans in US society—a site where the contours of Black citizenship and belonging in the post–civil rights era were rehashed and reshaped. The white-controlled business of professional basketball, much like the nation at large, had to reckon with rising Black demands for not just equality of opportunity but also equality of results. The supposed decline of pro basketball became a metaphor for the first decades of racial integration in America: the rules of the game had changed, allowing more Black people onto a formerly white playing field, and now they were ruining everything.


Despite such nostalgia about the game’s hallowed traditions and all of the hand-wringing over the seeming loss of fans, the NBA was the youngest and still the least popular of the US major professional sports leagues even into the early 1980s. Basketball had neither the cultural cachet of baseball, with its long history as America’s pastime, nor the near-religious fervor of football, with its embodiment of US manhood and militarism. The Canadian-born physical educator James Naismith first developed the game of basketball in the 1890s at the International Young Men’s Christian Association Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts. A middle-class, Progressive Era reformer, he designed the amateur sport to help manage the baser instincts of young immigrant/migrant working-class men in America’s growing cities and to socialize them in the discipline and mores of industrial capitalism. Regardless of Naismith’s intentions, working people on both sides of the color line made basketball their own, and rough play, brawls, and professional games became part of the ever-evolving sport. Up until the late 1940s, professional basketball remained a largely regional and small-town sport, composed of competing circuits and numerous independent barnstorming teams. With no central institution or league running pro ball in the first half of the twentieth century, no formal color line existed. Instead, the game followed the local rules of race in different parts of the country.4


This all began to change in 1949, after the formation of the National Basketball Association as the result of a merger of the Basketball Association of America and the National Basketball League. Contrary to popular NBA lore, this was by no means a peaceful merger. Ownership groups in the two rival leagues had battled it out in the late 1940s, but they eventually came together to avoid mutual destruction and collectively assert control over the game. They hoped to take advantage of the post–World War II economic boom and the expansion of consumer culture. Over the next few decades, advances in technology, from television to commercial air travel, helped the league begin its pursuit of a national footprint. The NBA desired to cement its control and construct a monopoly over the pro game. It also wanted to enter the big time. It pushed its franchises to relocate from small towns to major metropolitan areas. It favored the use of white players and enacted strict measures of control over how they entered the league and whom they could play for, which kept them underpaid and disempowered.5


Despite the NBA’s current-day reputation as a politically progressive league dominated by Black athletes and defined by urban Black culture, its embrace of African Americans, whether as players, coaches, executives, or fans, was slow and hesitant, if not downright reluctant. The first Black ballplayers entered the league in 1950, when the Boston Celtics drafted Charles “Chuck” Cooper and the Washington Capitols selected Earl Lloyd and Harold Hunter. Although Hunter was cut before he ever played a game, he was the first African American to sign an NBA contract. A few months later, the New York Knicks purchased the contract of Nat “Sweetwater” Clifton from the Harlem Globetrotters.6 The league’s approach to Black players was one of “controlled integration,” complete with an informal racial quota that restricted the number of African American players on any one team.7


NBA club owners chose men like Chuck Cooper as much for their unblemished reputations and diplomatic character as for their talent. Like other Black pioneers in the United States’ major professional sports leagues, Cooper and his generation faced blatant racism on and off the court, whether it was the anti-Black slurs of opposing players and fans or the refusal of service at southern establishments while on the road.8 Looking back on his career, Cooper recalled, “No black superstars were permitted in basketball then. White management couldn’t afford it because they knew white spectators wouldn’t put up with it. You had to sort of fit in, if you were going to get in, make your contributions in a subordinate role.”9 Cooper, Lloyd, and Clifton all played supporting roles on their respective teams, primarily as rebounders and defenders. The 1950s was also a time when all players, but especially Black players, were poorly compensated and were subject to the whims of white coaches, management, and team owners about everything from trades to exhibition schedules. In light of their precarious situation, Cooper’s generation endured the abuse in stoic defiance rather than challenging it publicly.10


The early fifties also marked the first stirrings of unionization in the league. Led by Boston Celtics point guard Bob Cousy, the National Basketball Players Association (NBPA) was, in its early days, largely the province of white stars, and its stance with the owners was conciliatory rather than antagonistic. The fledgling association drew up and delivered its first set of formal demands to the NBA in 1955; however, league president Maurice Podoloff blew them off for as long as he could. The NBPA forced his hand in 1957 by meeting with the American Guild of Variety Artists. Fearing that the players might affiliate with a larger, more established union, Podoloff organized a meeting between the NBPA and the team owners. In addition to granting a few minor concessions, the league’s board of governors recognized the NBPA as the formal body representing the players’ interests and agreed to meet with it once a year. Yet Podoloff’s evasion of more substantive issues, including a pension plan, continued.11


By the late 1950s, the NBA was a league on the verge of racial and labor transformation. Elgin Baylor and the next generation of African American pros arrived just as the civil rights movement was picking up steam, and they were no longer willing to suffer in silence while playing subordinate roles. As a rookie for the Minnesota Lakers in 1958, Baylor became an instant star. The six-foot-five forward showed the league that Black players could be high scorers. He also showed that Black players were willing to flex their newfound star power against racial discrimination. In January 1959, when the Lakers arrived in Charleston, West Virginia, to play an exhibition game, Baylor and his African American teammates were denied accommodation at a local hotel. In a notable show of solidarity, Lakers coach John Kundla chose to move the entire squad to a Black hotel. Baylor was incensed but still on track to play the next day. But when a restaurant denied him service before the game, he could no longer stomach the indignity and refused to take the court. Although Baylor was not the first to take such a stand, his one-man strike in West Virginia pushed NBA owners to declare that they would no longer schedule games where Black players would be forced to experience the “embarrassment” of segregation. Franchises did not always follow through on that promise, but it was no longer acceptable to simply assume that African Americans would stay at separate hotels on the road.12


And Black players remained vulnerable in other ways. During the 1955‒1956 season, the Cincinnati Royals’ six-foot-seven forward Maurice Stokes became, in some respects, the NBA’s first major Black star. Stokes won Rookie of the Year and made the All-NBA Second Team three years in a row. Despite the promising start to his career, by March 1958 it was over. In an exhibition game against the Minnesota Lakers, Stokes went up for a shot, got bumped in the air, and landed heavily on the floor. Game-day medical care for players was rudimentary in those days. Unconscious for three minutes, Stokes finally came to with the help of smelling salts. Less than fifteen minutes later, he was back in the game. Over the next few days, Stokes felt weak, lethargic, and nauseated—all now recognized as hallmarks of a possible head injury. However, he continued to travel and play through the discomfort, with no medical intervention on the part of the team. His decision to get on a plane from Detroit to Cincinnati almost killed him. Partway through the flight, he began bleeding out of his mouth and ears, vomiting, and convulsing. Incoherent and unable to speak, Stokes was rushed to St. Elizabeth’s Hospital upon arrival in Cincinnati, where doctors managed to stabilize him. However, his brain was severely damaged. Although he endured vigorous rehabilitation, he never fully recovered, and he died just twelve years later in 1970 at the age of thirty-six.13


NBA president Podoloff had been on that fateful flight and had witnessed Stokes’s near-death experience. But the league essentially washed its hands of the injured athlete and his mounting medical bills. The players stepped into the breach, raising more than $10,000 for Stokes from two exhibition games played in 1958. Over the next decade they continued to hold annual charity games, collecting around $750,000 for Stokes’s medical care. The NBA’s callous refusal to help their fallen brother had stoked the ire of the players. Black players, in particular, realized just how vulnerable and disposable they remained.14 Coupled with their experiences of being Jim Crowed, the league’s abandonment of Stokes in his time of need prompted African American players to become even more militant in their demands.


As more African Americans entered the league in the sixties, they joined the NBPA and began to reshape the goals and ethos of the organization. They brought the tenor and tactics of civil rights into the union with them, refusing to accept the status quo. “Playing conditions at that time just weren’t appropriate for a professional league,” Cincinnati Royals star guard Oscar Robertson recalled of the early 1960s. “Players didn’t have health insurance. We always stayed in second-class hotels. Teams refused to send their trainers on the road trips. Players didn’t get paid for preseason.”15 Meanwhile, Podoloff continued to brush off the NBPA’s calls for a pension. When a new NBA commissioner, J. Walter Kennedy, replaced Podoloff in 1963, the issue remained unresolved.16 When NBPA president Tommy Heinsohn requested a meeting with the team owners at the 1964 All-Star Game to discuss a pension plan, they predictably refused.


The players realized that they had to raise the stakes, so they chose the biggest stage to play on. Scheduled for prime time on ABC on January 14, the 1964 All-Star Game in Boston was critical to the team owners’ plans to catapult the NBA into the big time. On the line was a national television contract. If the game brought in good ratings, ABC would consider adding the NBA to its regular sports programming. Fed up with the years of stonewalling, the players were prepared to mount a boycott in order to get a signed deal for a pension.17


With the game scheduled to start at 9:00 p.m., all the players had gathered in one locker room, awaiting an update from Kennedy. At 8:25 the commissioner entered the room and sheepishly explained that there would be no signed agreement that night. However, he insisted that the owners had agreed to work out a pension plan with the players. They would just have to trust Kennedy at his word. With league executives and team owners banging on the door with threats and warnings about their future careers, the players discussed their next move. They continued to hold out until 8:50 p.m.—just ten minutes before the scheduled tip-off.18 At the very last minute, Kennedy returned and told them to have NBPA lawyer Larry Fleisher draw up a pension-plan proposal and send it to his office the next day. The players then voted to proceed with the game. A few months later the league got its television contract with ABC, and the players got their first pension plan. It was not the best deal, but it was a small victory. Retired players would receive a total of $20,000 over ten years, with the NBA and the union to share the cost of the plan.19


At the same time that the NBPA began to flex its muscles, the style of professional ball began to shift. The game had already become quicker and more spectator friendly because of the widening of the lane from six to twelve feet in 1951 and the introduction of the twenty-four-second shot clock in the 1954‒1955 season. These strategic rule changes coincided with the advent of players steeped in a Black hoops tradition that came of age under Jim Crow—from the establishment of the Black Fives to the rise of the Harlem Rens to the expansion of Black college ball to the exploding popularity of playground ball. With moves that made the game more aerial, aggressive, and improvisational, they introduced the NBA’s still largely white fan base to the exhilaration of slam dunks and the weightless artistry of hang time.20 For a league still struggling to find its footing next to the more established Major League Baseball (MLB) and National Football League (NFL), a league with relatively small television revenues whose popularity lagged behind that of National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) ball and the Harlem Globetrotters, this seemed like a potential recipe for profit. Yet Black players were both cheered and chastised for their innovation. White basketball purists decried their exuberant play as a contamination of Naismith’s hallowed vision, a corrupting influence, even though the game had always been a “dynamic, social, and embodied process of continual invention.”21 The inspired play of Elgin Baylor, Bill Russell, Wilt Chamberlain, and other African American stars may have offered a glimpse of pro basketball’s future, but the NBA of the 1960s remained a white-controlled league marketed to white spectators.


By the latter part of the decade, however, the league was reaching a racial tipping point. The emergence of the baby boomers and their countercultural rebellion, alongside the successes of the civil rights–Black Power era, helped usher in the increasing acceptance of Black entertainers and athletes on the national stage. Pro basketball, with its growing firmament of freewheeling African American stars, seemed poised to become the “sport of the seventies,” and optimistic sportswriters forecast its rapid expansion and increasing profitability. But there was nothing inevitable or easy about Black players’ rise to dominance in the NBA—nor was the league a breakout success. Pro basketball became emblematic of the seventies but not for the reasons that journalists had predicted. Instead, Black players’ various fights to reshape the professional game during this decade came to embody ongoing battles over race and labor beyond the sport. As the NBA worked to maintain its fraying monopoly and mechanisms of labor control, a new generation of African American players became a force to be reckoned with.


I came to this project as someone with a long-standing tie to the NBA. Back in the late 1990s I was a member of the Toronto Raptors Dance Pak (now known as the North Side Crew). I remain part of the Raptors’ extended family. We still keep in touch and have reunions on significant team anniversaries. They will forever be a part of my life. But as much as I love the league, my time with the Raptors also gave me a glimpse of the game’s enduring racial and labor struggles on the court, in the media, and behind the scenes.


Even from the vantage point of a dancer, it was hard to miss the league’s unspoken racial politics. In the early years, with Isiah Thomas as general manager and a shifting slate of owners, the Dance Pak had a surprising amount of freedom. We didn’t look like the typical NBA dance team. We were more urban athletic than sexy glamour. There was no fixation on weight. Paying homage to African American hip-hop culture, we wore coveralls, bandannas, and sequined jerseys, and we danced to the latest rap and R & B hits. Our team was made up of women and men of all different races and ethnicities.


After Thomas left and the team was later sold to Maple Leaf Sports & Entertainment (then owners of the Toronto Maple Leafs of the National Hockey League), things changed. As a group, the Dance Pak became skinnier, whiter, and blonder. Our outfits became tighter, smaller, shinier, and lower cut. Will Smith and Motown replaced Busta Rhymes and Biggie Smalls on the sound system. And when we moved to the newly built Air Canada Centre (now Scotiabank Arena) in 1999, it became even more apparent that we were performing for wealthy white season-ticket holders on the floor rather than the regular (often nonwhite) fans in the nosebleeds. In some respects this book has been more than two decades in the making—a way for me to make sense of what I became a part of in the late 1990s.


Now, as a scholar of African American history, I have turned my critical eye to our received wisdom about the supposedly apolitical nature of Black professional basketball players in the seventies. After writing Jack Johnson, Rebel Sojourner, a book about the first-ever Black world heavyweight champion—a man who challenged global white supremacy and Western imperialism in the early 1900s—I could not help but see these players as part of what sportswriter Howard Bryant calls “the Heritage,” the time-honored tradition of African American athletes amplifying the hopes and concerns of their people.22 Like Jack Johnson, they have also been misunderstood, overlooked for their political importance in the context of their time and for how their stories can inform our present struggles.


Although the men in this book won numerous battles, many of the issues they faced, both on and off the court, remain unresolved. I began this research just as star quarterback Colin Kaepernick was being blacklisted by the NFL for daring to take a knee during the national anthem, a peaceful gesture devised to protest police brutality and systemic anti-Blackness in the United States. Kaepernick’s demonstration came on the heels of an uptick in Black sporting activism that coalesced with the broader #BlackLivesMatter movement. In 2012 LeBron James and the Miami Heat took a pregame photo wearing hoodies in support of Trayvon Martin, the Black teenager gunned down by vigilante George Zimmerman in Florida. In 2014, after a New York City police officer choked African American Eric Garner to death, Black NBA and NFL players wore “I Can’t Breathe” on their warm-ups, demanding justice for Garner. In many respects, Black players’ hard-won battles for higher compensation and labor protections in the seventies opened up the space for this vibrant critique decades later. Although most of them were not out in their communities organizing protests against hyper-policing, endemic poverty, and other forms of structural racism, their battles against the white basketball establishment’s monopolistic control of the sport deserve recognition as a significant part of the enduring Black freedom struggle.


Contrary to how the NBA now markets itself and its history, the league was by no means an uncomplicated champion of African American advancement in this earlier moment. In an effort to discipline its majority-Black players, it frequently sought the support of white fans and the white-dominated sports media. It also worked in tandem with NCAA officials to control the flow of labor into the professional ranks. As in other aspects of US society, African American ballplayers had to fight for recognition and rights in the face of strong resistance. At the same time, they held an ambivalent position in Black America. They had both proximity and distance from their communities; they were role models yet not representative. They had a degree of power, but especially for those who were not stars, their grasp on economic and social mobility remained tenuous. They embodied the “double consciousness” of the Black male professional athlete in post–civil rights America.23 


Even though all of the major US professional leagues had desegregated by the 1970s, race still mattered. Black players’ growing dominance in professional basketball was hardly a racial panacea; it was a double-edged sword. As some of the most visible Black male professionals who had “made it” in white American society, they became icons of Black success for some and symbols of inherent Black inferiority for others. Although they challenged white authority and many became financially prosperous beyond their dreams, public debates about their “pathologies” often reinforced negative ideas about Black men and about Black culture and politics more broadly. With their relative fame, wealth, and clout, they became easy targets amid the economic hardships caused by seventies stagflation and deindustrialization, the violence of the “urban crisis,” the white backlash against the Black Power movement, the emergence of the “silent majority,” and the anti-Black politics of “law and order.” How team owners and league executives dealt with them, how the white media reported on them, and how white fans reacted to them sometimes reflected and often foreshadowed racialized policy debates outside of sport. Because they dared to push for the right to sell their talents on the free market and challenge the overwhelming whiteness of the basketball establishment, they were labeled as ungrateful, undisciplined, and even immoral. The idea of the “troublesome” Black basketball player came to define the decade.


That trouble, however, was ultimately “good trouble.” The 1970s were pivotal to the rise of the dazzling, star-laden NBA we know today, largely because of the efforts of African American players who challenged the status quo. They rejected the rigidity of the professional game, bringing with them masculine bravado, broken backboards, and Black joy personified. Black players also leveraged the existence of the NBA’s competing league, the American Basketball Association (ABA, 1967‒1976), and turned to legal strategies and union organizing in order to push for better salaries and benefits as well as more control over whom they played for and under what conditions. For African Americans in professional basketball, this was hardly a bleak decade: their growing prominence helped to usher in some of the first Black coaches, general managers, and even league executives. They took advantage of their increasing visibility in the media to express new forms of Black masculine identity and to weigh in on current affairs. In so doing, they demonstrated Black economic and cultural possibilities in the post–civil rights era.


Black Ball traces how these players, some household names, others more obscure, ultimately transformed professional basketball in this neglected yet crucial period. It moves from the antitrust lawsuits involving Connie Hawkins, Spencer Haywood, and Oscar Robertson and the NBPA, to the innovative playing style of Earl “the Pearl” Monroe and Julius “Dr. J” Erving, to the challenges facing outspoken and unapologetically Black players such as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Wali Jones, and finally to the emergence of African American front-office pioneers such as Wayne Embry and Simon Gourdine, who sought to change the NBA from within. These rapid developments bred racial resentments: white fans, league officials, and sportswriters blamed Black players’ supposed pathologies for the NBA’s declining fortunes, whether embodied by Kermit Washington’s infamous punch of Rudy Tomjanovich and the uptick in on-court violence or the overlapping “cocaine crisis” of the late 1970s involving the likes of Bernard King, Terry Furlow, and Eddie Johnson. Though sometimes disparaged and often disregarded, this earlier generation helped pave the way for the growth of the NBA as a global profit machine and cultural force. Without their skills, style, and savvy, there would be no Michael Jordan, Allen Iverson, LeBron James, or James Harden today.
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Part 1



Battling Monopoly















Chapter 1



Exile


Connie Hawkins’s Long Journey to the NBA


There is a lot of disappointment… a lot of years wasted. Now I just want to prove what kind of player I am in the NBA and clear my name.


—Connie Hawkins, Life, 1969


In spring 1968, at the ripe age of twenty-six, the six-foot-eight African American power forward Cornelius “Connie” Hawkins took to the court for his first playoffs as a professional in the American Basketball Association (ABA). He had waited years to showcase his skills as a pro, but now he was the Pittsburgh Pipers’ breakout star and the fledgling league’s Most Valuable Player. After leading his team in a three-game rout of the Indiana Pacers, Hawkins, also known as “the Hawk,” prepared to play the Minnesota Muskies in the Eastern Division Finals. Although Pipers owner Gabe Rubin was counting on big playoff gates at the Civic Arena, located in the city’s Hill District, racial politics off the court intervened.


At 6:00 on the evening of April 4, civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. was shot on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. King was rushed to a nearby hospital but was pronounced dead about an hour later. That same night, as King’s life hung in the balance, the Pipers faced the Muskies at home, beating them 125‒117. It was a come-from-behind win, thanks in part to the Hawk’s 26 points.1


As news of King’s murder began to circulate, it sparked uprisings in more than a hundred cities across the United States, including Pittsburgh, where persistent racial inequality had created a tinderbox of Black grievances. Civil unrest—violence, vandalism, arson, and looting—erupted in the city’s impoverished African American neighborhoods, including the Hill District, Homewood, and the North Side (where Hawkins and his family lived). Over the next few days, around 3,650 National Guardsmen and 300 state troopers were deployed to restore order.


In the midst of this chaos, on April 6 the Pipers lost at home to the Muskies in front of a smattering of only the most intrepid spectators. By the time the unrest died down on April 11, one Pittsburgher was dead, 36 were injured, and around 1,000 were arrested. After winning the next two games in Minnesota, the Pipers returned home on April 14 for game 4, and Rubin hoped that ticket sales would rebound. Playing to the crowd, Hawkins “toyed around with some behind-the-back dribbles and one-handed pass-catching,” leading his team to a 114‒105 victory over the Muskies.2 The Pipers had clinched the Eastern Division title four games to one, but Rubin’s anticipated profits failed to materialize. In the aftermath of the uprising, white fans had stayed away from the Civic Arena, fearful for their safety.3 Although King’s tragic death had cast a pall over the series, it was not the first time that Hawkins found himself at the intersection of basketball and the Black freedom struggle.


Two years earlier, on November 3, 1966, Hawkins had little idea that his lawsuit against the NBA marked the beginning of a new chapter in professional basketball, one that would radically change the balance of power between team owners and players over the course of the next decade. His attorneys, David and Roslyn (Roz) Litman of Pittsburgh, had filed the $6 million treble-damage antitrust suit in the US District Court of Western Pennsylvania as a last resort. They had first met the quiet, lanky nineteen-year-old when he played for David’s brother’s team, the Pittsburgh Rens, in the short-lived American Basketball League (ABL). Since fall 1963, the Litmans’ successive letters to NBA commissioner Walter Kennedy and the individual NBA teams about their client’s eligibility to play starting in 1964 (the year his college class graduated) had fallen on deaf ears.4 First unjustly blacklisted by the NCAA and then by the NBA for his alleged ties to the 1961 college game-fixing scandal, Hawkins had bounced around professional basketball’s bush leagues in the 1960s. Despite his professed innocence, even the Eastern League, a haven for Black players overlooked by the NBA, wanted nothing to do with him, so he ended up playing a season in the ABL and then toured for four years with the Harlem Globetrotters.5


In May 1966, while Hawkins was in Europe with the Globetrotters, David Litman had stepped up the pressure with a face-to-face meeting with Commissioner Kennedy. It had gone badly. Kennedy made it clear that the league had no interest in investigating the veracity of the allegations against Hawkins. The next week, the Litmans received a letter from Kennedy. In it, the commissioner claimed that his hands were tied. Franchises made their own draft choices, and he had nothing to do with their lack of interest in the Hawk.6 Without any due process for Hawkins, the league had effectively shut out one of professional basketball’s top prospects of the decade. Known from his masterful summer-league play in New York City, Hawkins was touted as “a mixture of Bill Russell, Oscar Robertson and Elgin Baylor.”7


The Litmans decided that the time had come for their law firm to formally take on Hawkins as a client. The couple had long been involved in local civil rights and civil liberties cases as active members of the Pittsburgh branch of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Their partner Howard Specter joined Roz and David in building the case. Although the Litmans believed that Hawkins’s antitrust suit stood on solid legal ground, at the time there was little precedent to suggest that their strategy would succeed.8 The suit alleged that the NBA had conspired “to bar him from player membership” in the league.9 They hoped that suing the league and its teams for engaging in a group boycott of Hawkins as a restraint of trade and violation of the Sherman Antitrust Act would compensate him for his years of lost earnings and also open the door to a career in the NBA.


Hawkins did too. He was unemployed and out of money. Just a few months earlier, he had left the Globetrotters after impresario Abe Saperstein refused to put an escape clause in his contract that would allow him to leave on his own terms. Despite his years of playing, Hawkins and his extended family still lived in “a small, rundown three-story frame house” in the middle of the Black North Side neighborhood. With no income and emptied of savings, Hawkins had to borrow money to feed his family. What else could he do? He had no college degree. He had no training in anything other than basketball. Yet the NBA, the only real game in town, refused to give him a chance to play. “Connie has been hurt irreparably by the NBA’s blindness,” David Litman complained. “He’s never had an endorsement, he’s earning a fraction of what he’s worth and, with no widespread reputation, what kind of job opportunities do you think a person like him will have when he can’t play anymore?”10 Operating as a monopoly, the NBA was depriving Hawkins of his right to earn a living commensurate with his talent in his chosen profession. With the help of the Litmans, Hawkins readied himself for the fight of his life.


As the details of Hawkins’s case came to light, in large part thanks to the dogged reporting of journalist and biographer David Wolf, they exposed the myriad forms of manipulation and exploitation faced by young African American ballplayers, both on and off the court. His treatment by the white basketball establishment—the powers that be who controlled the NCAA and NBA—mirrored his treatment in the criminal-justice system. In the summer of 1960 the eighteen-year-old Hawkins had been playing on the courts in Manhattan Beach, Brooklyn, “when a tall man with dark, receding hair walked over and extended a hand that was almost as large as Connie’s.” Little did Hawkins realize that it was Jack Molinas, a former NBA player whom the league had effectively banned for life in 1954 for betting on games. Now a lawyer in New York City, the gregarious six-foot-six man “was the mastermind of a nationwide gambling ring that was in the process of paying 36 college players $70,000 to fix 43 games.” Molinas used the city’s playgrounds to meet vulnerable young players, particularly poor Black youths, for his game-fixing operation. But Hawkins knew nothing of Molinas’s shady dealings, past or present. To Hawkins, he was an older white fan who loved basketball and happened to pick up the tab at restaurants after tournament games. “I just thought Jack was a nice guy,” Hawkins later told Wolf. “He’d buy us food, drive us home from the beach or lend us his car. One time he told me he knew how hard it was for poor kids their first year at school and if I needed help or money, just let him know. He said he liked me.”11


Later that summer, Molinas had invited Hawkins and friend Roger Brown (another top African American college prospect from Brooklyn) to his law office. He gave them $10 each for transportation and dinner and introduced them to his client “Joey.” It all seemed harmless. Molinas and Brown left the room while Hawkins chatted with “Joey” about hoops. Hawkins thought nothing of the conversation. “Joe started talking about basketball: who was better Wilt or Russell? Then he asked did I know any good college players,” Hawkins recalled. No stranger to playground ball in New York City, Hawkins knew many college athletes. At the time, it was not uncommon for pros, collegians, and high schoolers to play each other in three-on-three games in the off-season. “I told him Wilky Gilmore of Colorado, Vinnie Brewer of Iowa State and some others.” Then “Joey” asked if Hawkins could introduce him to them, and Hawkins said, “Sure.” Hawkins thought “Joey” was just another rabid New York basketball fan—another white guy attempting to live vicariously through the athletic prowess of young Black ballplayers. However, “Joey” was Joe Hacken, “a Molinas lieutenant with nine bookmaking convictions.”12


Given the aggressive and corrupt college recruitment tactics that Hawkins experienced, his interactions with Molinas and Hacken would have seemed innocent, if not benign. By the time he met them, he was primed to expect that receiving cash and favors from white men was a normal part of being a talented Black basketball prospect. Hawkins had played for the Bedford-Stuyvesant powerhouse Boys High School with the goal of getting a scholarship to play NCAA ball. Even as a teenager, his talent was undeniable. “I can recall seeing Connie while still in high school play against a team of pros that included Wilt Chamberlain, and Connie held his own,” Harlem native and former Indiana Pacers point guard Jerry Harkness noted. “He was already as good as the pros when he was 16.”13 Heavily recruited by hundreds of colleges, Hawkins had scouts regularly slipping him cash and coaches promising him free clothes, plane tickets, and even a salary. Local promoters also slid him cash when he played in amateur tournaments. Hawkins had no qualms about taking the money. Everybody else was doing it, and he needed it. His father had left the family when he was just ten years old, leaving his mother to raise six children on her own. By his senior year at Boys High in 1960, Hawkins was six-foot-seven and recognized as one of the finest ballplayers to ever come out of the Big Apple.14


Even though he was weak academically, Hawkins went on to play college ball for the University of Iowa Hawkeyes. His time at Iowa involved more of the same white paternalism. Because of his poor scholastic record, he was not eligible for an athletic scholarship. Instead, Iowa admitted him on probation and arranged for him to pay his own way. An Iowa alumnus got him a job at a local filling station. Whether or not Hawkins actually had to show up to be paid is unclear, but this “job” provided for his tuition, books, room and board, and spending money. For its part, Iowa’s Athletic Department set him up with tutors and hoped for the best.15 Because freshmen were ineligible to play NCAA ball (the rule remained in place for basketball and football until 1972), the Hawk had a year to get his academics in order.


Hawkins returned to New York City for Christmas vacation in 1960. Excited to be back home and eager to show his old friends how well he was doing as an NCAA player, he blew through $200. Now he had no money to cover his dormitory fees for the upcoming semester. Desperate for cash, he remembered what Molinas had said to him back in the summer. He called Molinas and asked for a $200 loan. Molinas brought the money to Hawkins’s home the day before he went back to school. Shortly thereafter, Fred Hawkins, Connie’s older brother, repaid the loan on his behalf.16


Meanwhile, the New York County District Attorney’s office was closing in on Molinas’s gambling operation. In spring 1961, former collegiate player and schoolteacher David Budin admitted to arranging several fixed games as part of Molinas’s nationwide network. During his interrogation, perhaps hoping to take some of the heat off of himself, Budin implicated several NCAA players, including Hawkins and Brown. Although he gave no specifics about their alleged involvement, Budin reputedly said that Molinas had them “in the bag.”17


Hawkins became the DA’s next target. On April 27, 1961, Coach Sharm Scheuerman summoned the Hawk to Iowa’s fieldhouse. Detective Anthony Bernhard was there to question him about Molinas and the man he knew only as “Joey.” Hawkins seemed confused. He didn’t even appear to know what a “point spread” was. Still, Bernhard ordered the young player to come to New York to help with the investigation of Molinas’s gambling network. Bernhard promised Scheuerman that Hawkins would be back at school in three days. Three days turned into two weeks, throwing Hawkins’s life into chaos. Back in New York City, Hawkins was put under protective custody and forced to stay at the Prince George Hotel on East 28th Street with other NCAA players who were also part of the investigation. He was not allowed to call his mother, nor was he informed of his rights or offered legal counsel. Because he thought he would be in New York only for the weekend, he didn’t even have a change of clothes. Detectives questioned the teenager extensively. Despite being interrogated at least twenty times over a six-day period, Hawkins told a consistent story—one that did not implicate him in the scandal.18


Hawkins’s harrowing experience was not unlike those of other young Black men caught up in New York’s criminal-justice system in the early 1960s. Although President Richard Nixon’s federal War on Crime was still a few years away, by 1964 New York state anticrime laws, including the “stop-and-frisk” and “no-knock” bills, had codified the already disproportionate policing of African American neighborhoods. Hawkins’s ability to play ball offered no protection from harsh treatment. He and other Black youths bore the brunt of a system that increasingly “denied their innocence and presumed their criminality.”19


Finding himself increasingly isolated, exhausted, confused, and afraid, he decided to change his story. “They kept saying I’d go to jail if I lied,” Hawkins recounted. “Then they’d say they thought I was lying. So I thought I’d go to jail if I didn’t tell a different story. And I knew what they wanted me to say. They were always saying ‘Didn’t you get offered $500 for introducing players?’ I just decided I’d never get out if I kept telling the truth.”20 In subsequent interrogations over the next eight days and in front of a New York County grand jury on May 10, Hawkins falsely confessed to connecting gamblers with college players. Thanks to Hawkins’s testimony, Hacken was indicted. The DA’s office had hoped Hacken would then flip on Molinas, but Hacken pled guilty and kept his lips sealed.


New York district attorney Frank Hogan told the press that Hawkins was an “intermediary” in Molinas’s gambling ring, having “introduced Hacken to a number of college players.” Although Hawkins was never charged with anything, the Black freshman’s face was splashed all over the newspapers.21 The African American Philadelphia Tribune was saddened to hear that Hawkins and Brown “were involved on the fringes of this dirty, rotten, stinking business.” The Tribune lamented, “Gamblers have a way of getting to young, unsuspecting and susceptible athletes.”22 Crooks like Molinas trolled the playground courts looking for talented but naive Black teens with uncertain economic futures.


The white basketball establishment was much less sympathetic to their situation. After the grand jury, an assistant DA gave Hawkins a plane ticket back to Iowa City. Coach Scheuerman was waiting for him at the airport and told him that he had to leave college because of his alleged involvement in the scandal. Publicly, though, Scheuerman claimed that Hawkins had quit “because of scholastic and financial difficulties.”23 DA Hogan’s statement, along with Hawkins’s coerced confession, effectively derailed the budding basketball star’s career for the next eight years.


When the Litmans filed the Hawk’s lawsuit in November 1966, there had been only two other unsuccessful antitrust suits lodged against the NBA—one of which involved none other than Jack Molinas. Even though Molinas was still a compulsive gambler (he and Hacken were involved in a game-fixing scheme by 1957, just three years after the NBA had barred him for life), he had sought reinstatement to the league in 1958. When the league rebuffed him, he filed a $3 million antitrust suit that took aim at the reserve clause—a clause in professional contracts that effectively bound a player to one team until that team decided to trade or release him—as “an unreasonable restraint of trade.” Molinas’s suit also argued that his suspension by the league and its subsequent refusal to reinstate him were “the result of a conspiracy” and therefore violations of the Sherman Act.24 Concerned about the case’s potential repercussions for the league’s reserve system, and ultimately its monopoly power, the NBA had offered Molinas a small settlement. Molinas turned it down, hoping for a bigger windfall. However, in 1961 a New York district court dismissed Molinas’s case for lack of proof.


Nor was Hawkins the first African American player to find himself blacklisted from the NBA. Cleo Hill offered another cautionary tale. In the early 1960s, the talented six-foot-one guard from Newark, New Jersey, was pushed out of the league for refusing to abide by the NBA’s still rigid racial etiquette. Hill became the first player from a historically Black school (Winston-Salem Teachers College) to be picked up in the first round of the 1961 NBA draft. The St. Louis Hawks, enticed by Hill’s electrifying play, had signed him to a one-year, no-cut contract for $7,500. However, the high-flying and high-scoring rookie ruffled the feathers of the Hawks’ white veterans.25 In those days, Black players were supposed to be the supporting cast, not the stars, and after only one season St. Louis cut him. No other NBA team picked him up, and no attorneys came to his aid. In 1963 Hill began a five-year career in the Eastern League, which, at the time, was filled with many talented African American players who had been passed over or blacklisted by the NBA for equally dubious reasons.


The odds did not look good for Hawkins, but unlike Hill he had sympathetic white lawyers to strategize on his behalf. On November 3, 1966, a US marshal served Kennedy with the $6 million suit while the commissioner was in Pittsburgh to gauge the city’s suitability for a future NBA franchise. When journalists asked for his reaction, Kennedy refused to comment.26 Although Kennedy likely viewed it as little more than an annoyance, the lawsuit signaled something much bigger. It heralded the rise of a new generation of Black ballplayers whose legal and labor challenges would shake the racial and economic structure of pro sports.


As the out-of-work Hawkins awaited his day in court, the establishment of the ABA in 1967 opened up another opportunity for him to play professionally. The existence of this rival league changed the game not only for Hawkins but also for every other player, especially Black players who had been left out in the cold by the NBA. Even though the NBA had technically desegregated in the early 1950s, an informal racial quota system had continued to limit the number of African Americans in the league up until the late 1960s. Ray Scott, a six-foot-nine forward/center who played in the league from 1961 to 1970, recalled that on any given team “there was a quota—sometimes two or three, and the highest was four.” According to Scott, “You had hard-core owners who were trying to market to the public. It was where they saw their public, and they didn’t look at the black community.”27 Making matters worse, NBA scouts tended to overlook talented athletes from Black colleges and universities at a time when relatively few attended predominantly white institutions. The NBA brass also routinely rejected Black ballplayers, like Hawkins, who had less than spotless reputations. Now the ABA wanted them.


Hawkins initially greeted news of the ABA with cautious optimism. “I was happy when I first read articles about the league,” he told David Wolf, “but I thought they was bullshittin’.”28 He had already seen Abe Saperstein’s ABL collapse after one season. Even the NBA was still trying to cement its position as a viable sports property alongside the more popular MLB and NFL. “The [NBA’s] television contract was still weak,” recalled Mike Storen, the first vice president and general manager of the ABA’s Indiana Pacers. “The NBA was a very distant third in the eyes of the sports fan.”29 In this weakness, the ABA’s collection of opportunistic entrepreneurs saw an opening.


The origins of the ABA are a bit hazy. Some credit the “lean, smooth Yaleman” Constantine Seredin, then head of a New York City public relations firm that connected athletes with advertisers, for coming up with the idea for a rival league.30 Others point to Dennis Murphy, a one-term mayor of Buena Park, California, turned marketing executive, as the one who led the charge to establish the ABA. Murphy’s original idea had been to launch an American Football League (AFL) franchise in Anaheim, believing that a merger between the AFL and NFL was imminent. But the two leagues consolidated in 1966, before Murphy and his investors could get their plan off the ground. They shifted their sights to founding a new professional basketball league to rival the NBA. They hoped to replicate what the AFL team owners had achieved: to create just enough competition to force a merger with the NBA.31


ABA team owners were banking on the fact that their franchises would grow in value once they became part of the NBA. “We heard that there would be an ABA investors meeting in New York,” Dick Tinkham, former legal counsel for the Pacers, recounted. “You brought a check for $5,000 and you were in—not just in the meeting, but in the league! So we got the five grand and we were in.”32 Although the performance bond was eventually set at $50,000, the barrier to entry remained relatively low, and many ABA investors were willing to take the risk in joining this new enterprise, hoping that it would pay off sooner rather than later.33


This speculative gamble by a set of scrappy and irreverent white entrepreneurs proved to have unintended consequences. It not only opened up new opportunities for Hawkins and other African Americans to enter the professional ranks, but it also undermined the NBA team owners’ autocratic control over their players. Although initially dubbed the “lively league,” the ABA soon gained a reputation as an “outlaw league” because of how it flouted the traditions of pro basketball both on and off the court, paving the way for the racial transformation of the game.


To help create an aura of legitimacy and pull in more investors, the ABA hired former DePaul University and Minneapolis Lakers six-foot-ten white star George Mikan, “Mr. Basketball,” to be commissioner. Now forty-two years old and bespectacled, Mikan had been first-team All-NBA for six consecutive seasons in the late 1940s and early 1950s.34 Because he refused to move to New York City, the ABA’s league office was originally located in Minneapolis, where he was an established attorney and owner of a travel agency.35


By the beginning of its first season, in fall 1967, the ABA boasted eleven teams: the Indiana Pacers, Kentucky Colonels, Minnesota Muskies, New Jersey Americans, and Pittsburgh Pipers in the Eastern Division, and the Anaheim Amigos, Dallas Chaparrals, Denver Rockets, Houston Mavericks, New Orleans Buccaneers, and Oakland Oaks in the Western Division. Although most teams were in markets previously overlooked by the NBA, the ABA set out to challenge the established league head-on in three major metropolitan areas: New York, San Francisco, and Los Angeles.36


Now the dilemma was to stock the new clubs with talent. “Our biggest job was to find players,” recalled Max Williams, former coach and general manager of the Dallas Chaparrals. “I got a lot of letters and calls. One guy wrote me from the state penitentiary in Oklahoma. He said if he could produce a contract, they’d let him out to play ball for Dallas. I passed on that one. We had an open tryout and drew about 100 guys. That was just a zoo, people killing each other, but we didn’t find anyone of significance.” Most ABA players initially came from the Amateur Athletic Union leagues and the Eastern League. Bob Bass, then coach of the Denver Rockets, had scoured NBA rosters for the names of players no longer in the league and attempted to track them down.37


For the ABA to draw fans, however, it needed stars, so team owners initially hoped to pluck them from the NBA. Although Commissioner Mikan assured sportswriters that there would be no deliberate raids of NBA teams, he acknowledged, “We would be stupid… not to ask players if they are not tied down.” With the new league, Mikan predicted that player salaries would increase, spiraling costs and inducing expansion in the NBA.38 Indeed, rumors of the ABA’s impending arrival had prompted the NBA to grant franchises to San Diego and Seattle.39 Unaccustomed to having any serious competition for talent and spectators, NBA club owners were in for a rude awakening. The ABA now threatened its hallowed draft and reserve systems, which for years had kept players underpaid and under the thumbs of the team owners.


In challenging the established league, the ABA also helped to transform the character and pace of the professional game. Billing itself as “a movement to bring excitement back to pro basketball,” the ABA instituted four key changes to the pro game: the 3-point shot, the 30-second rule, the 12-foot lane, and the multicolored ball.40 The ABA believed that the 3-point shot, taken 25 feet from the basket, would reward the skillful shooter and challenge the defense by forcing it to guard the perimeter. With the 30-second rule, ABA players would have 6 more seconds than their NBA counterparts to take a shot before having to give up possession. The extra time would open up the game, giving players more time to maneuver. The ABA also decided to use a 12-foot lane—the same size as the NCAA lane, but 4 feet narrower than the NBA lane.


ABA games would feature a red, white, and blue ball, reminiscent of the one used by the Harlem Globetrotters. Mikan was not a fan of the brown ball used by the NBA. “The arenas were darker then than they are now, and the ball just sort of blended into the background,” he later explained.41 Rather than sporting the typical black-and-white uniforms, the referees would also be jazzed up, dressed in red shirts, white trousers, blue belts, and blue shoes. Mikan hoped that these splashes of color on the court would appeal to spectators in the arena while also being immediately recognizable to TV viewers at home. However, little did Mikan and the ABA team owners realize that their upstart league would change the color of the game in more ways than one. It would soon become an incubator for a new style of pro ball—Black ball—and its existence would help spur Black players to lead a more forceful push for higher compensation, better contract terms, and more control over their careers.


As the ABA came together in the spring of 1967, the now twenty-four-year-old Hawkins was still living in a rundown rowhouse on Charles Street in Pittsburgh’s Black North Side neighborhood, unable to support his family on his meager earnings. “He was playing in an industrial league at the Young Men’s and Women’s Hebrew Association (a team called the Porky Chedwicks) and admission was 50 cents a night,” local sportswriter Jim O’Brien recalled.42 The Hawk supplemented his paltry income from the Porky Chedwicks by cobbling together a number of side gigs. He played with a comedic basketball troupe called the Harlem Wizards, and he participated in playground tournaments for charity in New York City.43


The ABA’s Oakland Oaks were the first team to express interest in signing the still disgraced and unemployed Black player.44 Fearful of doing anything that might hurt his lawsuit against the NBA, Hawkins discussed the opportunity with David Litman. Litman thought that an ABA contract would only help the Hawk’s cause, proving that he was a player of professional caliber. But Litman also worried that a cross-country move would throw a wrench in his plans to keep Hawkins’s trial based in Pennsylvania, where the judge and jury would likely be more sympathetic to the longtime resident’s plight. The NBA’s chief counsel, George C. Gallantz, was attempting to get Hawkins’s suit thrown out, arguing that western Pennsylvania was an improper venue because the NBA did no business there and had no team in the district.45 If Pittsburgh remained Hawkins’s place of employment, however, it would strengthen his case, so Litman put feelers out to Gabe Rubin, owner of the ABA’s Pittsburgh Pipers.


Rubin was a “portly, dapper little man” with a “gravelly voice” who owned a local movie theater called the Nixon.46 “You could say that the Nixon Theatre featured ‘adult art films,’” O’Brien reminisced. “I knew the Nixon as a place I wasn’t allowed to go as a teenager.”47 The Nixon had made Rubin a small fortune—the operative word being small. Although he claimed to have very deep pockets, Rubin had nowhere near enough money to sustain a franchise through a long-term fight against the NBA. Like many of the other initial investors in the ABA, Rubin hoped to profit from a quick merger. “He talked an opulent game and operated on half a shoestring,” David Wolf observed. Notoriously stingy, Rubin was the master of getting people to work for him for free. O’Brien, who at the time edited a small paper called Pittsburgh Weekly Sports, crafted numerous press releases for Rubin. “I put in a lot of work for him,” O’Brien recounted. “Then he’d phone me and pick my brain for hours. But when I mentioned money, Gabe always said, ‘We’ll discuss it later.’ Finally, after I’d bugged him for two months, he paid me $200. It came out to about two dollars an hour.”48


Rubin had negotiated with the Oakland Oaks for the rights to sign Hawkins. Although Litman was still concerned about his client’s eligibility to play in the ABA, Rubin assured him that Commissioner Mikan would give the green light for Hawkins to enter the league. Sure enough, in April 1967, Mikan announced that he was allowing Hawkins, Roger Brown, Tony Jackson, and Doug Moe to play in the ABA. All four players had been passed over by the NBA for their alleged ties to Molinas’s gambling ring, but none of them had been charged with anything.49 “The thing I was concerned about was, Would he do it again? We investigated and found he’s totally a rehabilitated family man,” Mikan later told Wolf.50 In truth, the ABA had never done any serious investigation. They were not particularly interested in clearing Hawkins’s name. Their “forgiveness” was strategic, for the fledgling league was desperate for talented ballplayers.


Litman then set his sights on negotiating a flexible contract with Pittsburgh: “The ABA was only a hiatus and a tool that we were using to get into the NBA. My major concern wasn’t money, it was getting a clause in the contract that would permit Connie to go to the NBA in the event the case was settled.”51 Because he had not done much legal work in the sports industry, Litman was unaware of the significance of his unconventional requests. Although the pro basketball leagues did not have as draconian a reserve system as Major League Baseball, they kept players bound to teams through the option clause. When a player signed a contract, this clause gave the team an option to his services for the next season. Unless the team decided to trade or release him, the player could attempt to gain his freedom to move only by refusing to sign a contract and sitting out the season. Somehow Litman convinced the Pipers owner to delete the option clause and add a no-trade clause in Hawkins’s contract.


Because Rubin, also a neophyte in the business of pro sports, was more concerned about getting Hawkins for cheap, he had agreed to the unorthodox terms. Commissioner Mikan had likewise approved the deal, skeptical that the NBA would ever lift its ban of the blacklisted player.52 Hawkins’s contract with Pittsburgh included a $5,000 bonus, with a $15,000 salary for the first year and a $25,000 salary for the second, with the option of becoming a completely free agent at the end of the second season.53 Still, his salary was a pittance compared to those of his contemporaries in the NBA, with the 76ers star center Wilt Chamberlain making around $250,000 per year and veteran Cincinnati Royals guard Oscar Robertson earning about $100,000.54


Despite being woefully underpaid, Hawkins’s access to top-flight representation and the flexible terms of his contract foreshadowed the changing power relationship between the players and the owners in professional basketball. As the players became more savvy in their business dealings, the club owners no longer held all the cards. And as they began to find common cause, the players would soon launch a more frontal assault on the NBA’s option clause.


Even though publicly the ABA claimed it would not go after NBA players still under contract, behind the scenes the team owners planned to poach talent from the established league. “All the owners got together one day and we drafted all the NBA players. It was like dealing baseball cards,” Dick Tinkham recalled. “We hadn’t played a game, but we were deluding ourselves into thinking that all these NBA guys would jump leagues.”55 There were initially rumors that Chamberlain might make the jump, but he chose to stay with the 76ers, as did most other NBA players reportedly mulling over a move.56 Unable to lure more than a few NBA players to the new league, ABA team owners soon set their sights on the NCAA as potentially the best source of rising stars. “The college crop is immense,” Basketball News noted, “and a lot less of a legal problem.”57


One exception to this trend was Rick Barry, the first NBA superstar to announce he was jumping to the ABA. When Barry, the San Francisco Warriors’ talented white forward, decided to sign with the ABA’s Oakland Oaks in June 1967, he quickly became the centerpiece of the new league’s marketing campaign. Thanks to his skills and the color of his skin, Barry graced the covers of early ABA media guides and pictorials and became the most reported-on player in the league. If the outsized promotion of Barry is any indication, the ABA, though now popularly remembered as a “Black league,” was by no means trying to position or sell itself as such in its early years.


Signing Barry was definitely a coup for the ABA. He had been the NBA’s leading scorer in the 1966‒1967 season, knocking the bombastic Chamberlain out of the top spot after seven consecutive wins.58 Under the leadership of the Oaks’ majority owner, the popular singer Pat Boone, the new team had privately plotted to steal Barry from its rivals across the bay. Hiring Bruce Hale as head coach was the first step. Hale just happened to be Barry’s father-in-law, and he had also coached the young star at the University of Miami.59


Knowing that the Oaks were interested in signing him, Barry told both Oakland and San Francisco to submit their best and final contract offers. The Oaks offered him $75,000 per year for three years and an unprecedented 15 percent stake in the team. He would also receive 5 percent of the gate receipts once $600,000 was reached.60 In contrast, Frank Mieuli, the Warriors team owner, tried to lowball Barry, offering $45,000 per season with potential bonuses of $30,000. Mieuli’s offer felt like a slap in the face. Hobbled by a sprained ankle and shot up with Carbocaine to dull the pain, Barry had still managed to carry San Francisco through the 1967 playoffs after center Nate Thurmond had broken his hand. He had more than paid his dues.


Although the Warriors still retained the rights to Barry for another season because of the option clause in his contract, the young star’s lawyers advised him to sign with the Oaks. They did not think the option clause would hold up if tested in court. Neither did the Oaks majority owner and his attorneys. “We would never have been interested in signing Rick Barry if we didn’t feel he was legally free to sign with us,” Boone told reporters.61 For his part, Barry hoped he could jump leagues without ever having to miss a season. On January 20, he announced his three-year deal with the Oaks to the press: “The offer Oakland made me was one I simply couldn’t turn down.”62


Barry’s potential departure from the NBA threatened the entrenched system of player recruitment and retention that had long favored the interests of professional sports team owners. “I feel the whole structure of sports as we know them have been shaken by Barry’s move,” Mieuli cautioned. “If it can happen to the Warriors what’s to prevent it from happening to any other pro team?”63 The Warriors sued Barry for breach of contract, hoping that the courts would find in their favor.64 Mieuli could not fathom a professional sports system in which athletes had an actual voice in where they wanted to play.


For now, pro basketball’s option clause would remain intact. In August 1967 the Warriors won in court to keep Barry from jumping to the Oakland Oaks. Judge Robert J. Drewes ruled in San Francisco that the option clause in Barry’s contract with the Warriors was binding. Therefore, he was not legally free to play with the Oaks. “There is no vindictiveness on our part against Barry,” Mieuli claimed on the heels of the court’s decision. “We just did what we thought we had to do and felt right along the NBA option clause was legal.”65


Still, Judge Drewes’s decision presented Barry with a choice. He could play for the Warriors for the season or not play for anyone until his contract with San Francisco expired on September 30, 1968. Ever the iconoclast, Barry snubbed his nose at the NBA and chose instead to sit out his option year and then join the ABA in the 1968‒1969 season. Rather than playing ball, he would work with the Oaks as a commentator for the team’s televised games. His choice was certainly made easier by the fact that he would still receive his guaranteed $75,000 salary with the Oaks whether he played or not.66 The NBA might have won this battle, but there was a much bigger talent war brewing on the horizon.


Even though Barry was forced to sit on the sidelines, Oakland and the ABA continued to lean on the white superstar for publicity. He traveled to ABA cities to boost ticket sales and court corporate sponsors.67 At the Oaks’ home opener in October, Barry wore a mustard jacket and fawn slacks and hobnobbed with Boone’s Hollywood friends. “Bench those nothing bums,” the fans yelled, “we want Barry!”68 Mieuli and the Warriors could only look on with regret and contempt, for Barry seemed to be having the last laugh.


Despite his controversial challenge to pro basketball’s option clause and benching for the season, Barry did not seem to be hurting for fans or financial opportunities. He received invitations to play at celebrity golf games and to make appearances at basketball schools across the country. He was reportedly courted by Hollywood producers for possible film projects, asked to judge a beauty contest, invited to be a color commentator for university games, and offered $5,000 to pose for a series of national magazine ads. Sales of the Rick Barry Basketball Shoe and Spalding’s Rick Barry outdoor basketball boomed, and businesses offered to sponsor his Rick Barry Youth Basketball Clinics. With his Porsche and his convertible Chevrolet Stingray, his natty wardrobe, and his luxury apartment overlooking Oakland’s Lake Merritt, Barry was living well.69 If Barry had been Black, both his determined defection to the ABA and his unabashed life of luxury would have been cause for harsh public criticism. Instead, he was a celebrated and sought-after figurehead for the new league. Black players who dared to defy the system in the same ways as Barry would not be so lucky.


“I regard it as a handsome contract. I feel as though I’ve gotten a new life,” Hawkins said in June 1967 of his newly minted deal with the ABA’s Pittsburgh Pipers. He was relieved. Playing for peanuts with second-rate teams had left him exhausted, depressed, and unfulfilled. “This kind of (barnstorming) basketball hurts me,” Hawkins told Seymour Smith of the Baltimore Sun. “It’s been hurting me for the last four years.” Litman saw the ABA contract as a chance to emphasize his client’s innocence and pro-level talent. “He never had any connection with point-shaving,” Litman averred. “As far as his basketball ability is concerned, the worst thing I ever heard anyone say is that he could make any team in the N.B.A.”70


In its first season the ABA’s claims of burgeoning success were still more hype than reality. Although it had two strong franchises from the start—Indiana and Denver—the ABA was, in many respects, a bush-league operation in its early years. When Pittsburgh played New Orleans in Memphis on October 30, the game was delayed thirty minutes after the power went out, plummeting the arena into darkness. Apparently, an opossum had gotten caught in the building’s wiring, and by the time the lights came back on, most of the small crowd of four hundred had already left.71


Pittsburgh, despite Rubin’s bluster, was one of the least stable franchises in the ABA. There was frequent turnover in his front office. Cheap and dictatorial in his management of the team, Rubin insisted on personally approving all expenditures, no matter how small. At the same time, the attendance at the Pipers’ home games was initially abysmal, with often far fewer than a thousand spectators in the stands. Ever the cheerleader, Commissioner Mikan still maintained that the league was in good financial shape, with a “healthy and substantial” network television proposal on the table—yet no ABA games appeared on network TV for the next three years. Even with these hurdles, the ABA was leaps and bounds ahead of the short-lived ABL experiment of the early 1960s. “Schedules were met, players were paid, and nobody traveled by station wagon,” Hawkins’s biographer Wolf noted. “Salaries were generally reasonable.”72 If the new league could attract more fans, it seemed as if it might actually be able to challenge the NBA’s monopoly on pro ball.


While Pittsburgh struggled financially, the Hawk’s flashes of brilliance on the court helped to resuscitate his stalled career. After he scored 34 points against the New Jersey Americans in his first ABA game on October 23, fans eagerly anticipated his appearance at the Pipers’ home opener against the Minnesota Muskies the next night.73 “Probably the ablest of the Pipers,” the local Black newspaper, the New Pittsburgh Courier, declared, “Connie will be a fulcrum, both ways, for the coming season.”74 The twenty-five-year-old rookie was under a lot of pressure to perform. But he was rusty and inconsistent at first, having been away from serious competition for the better part of four years. “Much of the time, he seemed in a daze—listless, almost aloof,” Wolf recalled. After a particularly sluggish first half against the Denver Rockets on November 1, in which he scored just two points, Hawkins confided in Coach Vince Cazzetta in the locker room: “I can’t get going… I feel lost out there.”75 Hoping to jolt Hawkins into action, team trainer Alex Medich gave him a green Dexamyl pill, a popular amphetamine among pro ballplayers at the time. It seemed to do the trick. In the second half, Hawkins scored 27 points, leading the Pipers to an overtime victory of 112‒103.


However, Dexamyl was no quick fix for Hawkins’s uneven play. Although most agreed that at his best the Hawk was “the most dangerous player in the league,” his somewhat spotty performance also gained him a reputation for being, in the words of New Jersey coach Max Zaslofsky, “a lazy player who just plays when he wants to.”76 Early on, he became a target of local white sportswriters, who assumed he was a coddled and entitled prima donna—a common critique of talented Black players at the time. They expected him to instantly perform on command, regardless of the fact that he had been publicly shamed and shut out of top-level professional play since 1961.77 Hawkins tried to ignore it, but the criticism stung. What did they expect? In the first five games of the season he averaged 26 points per game.78 He was working hard. He did care. Hawkins felt entirely misunderstood. His calm persona on the court did not do him any favors. “With his placid demeanor and graceful loping stride,” Wolf noted, “he makes things look so easy, some wonder if he’s trying.”79


After a short period of adjustment, the African American star settled in and became a dominant force in the ABA. However, thanks to the league’s lack of network TV presence and the small crowds at Pittsburgh home games, few hoops fans actually saw Hawkins play. Still, his legend grew, especially among Black basketball fans, thanks to regular coverage in the Black press. He became a kind of underdog hero for the Black community—a hardworking, long-suffering man who finally had his chance to shine. By December 1967, Hawkins ranked in the top ten in five of six ABA statistical categories: he was first in field-goal percentage (52.5 percent), third in scoring (25.1 points per game), fifth in both rebounding and assists, and eighth in free-throw accuracy.80 As Chicago Defender sports columnist Lawrence Casey declared, “Connie can dribble like a guard, play in the hold like a pivot man and has the size, strength, moves and shots to go with any forward alive.”81 Dubbed “Mr. Versatility,” he was already playing the kind of “positionless basketball” that would come to dominate the modern pro game.
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Connie Hawkins with the American Basketball Association Most Valuable Player award for the 1967–1968 season.








Hawkins led the Pipers all the way to the first ABA Championship Finals, where they faced the New Orleans Buccaneers. Led by Doug Moe, a talented white player also blacklisted by the NBA for his alleged ties to Molinas, the Buccaneers put Hawkins and the Pipers to the test. It was a punishing series that went all the way to seven games. Although the Hawk’s heroic performance in the championship helped to cement his reputation as a bona fide superstar, he suffered the first of two serious knee injuries sustained while in the ABA—injuries that would haunt him for the rest of his career. The Pipers took the first game, with Hawkins scoring 39 points, whereas New Orleans won the next two.82 In game 4 the Pipers eked out a come-from-behind win in New Orleans thanks in part to his 47 points; however, Hawkins tore a ligament in his right knee.83 With Hawkins injured on the bench in game 5, the Buccaneers won 111‒108 in Pittsburgh. The Pipers worried that their star might be out for the rest of the series. “When you lose a player that averages 30 points a game it’s going to hurt,” said Coach Cazzetta.84 With the championship on the line, Hawkins steeled himself to return in game 6. Although his heavily bandaged knee was still stiff and excruciatingly painful, he somehow managed to score 41 points, securing a Piper victory in front of 7,200 hostile Buccaneers fans, some of whom taunted him with racial epithets.85


With the series tied at three games apiece, the Pipers returned home for the seventh and deciding game. Much to the team’s surprise, droves of Pittsburgh’s hoops fans—11,475 of them to be exact—showed up for the game. Still injured, the Hawk put up 20 points, 16 rebounds, and 9 assists, leading the Pipers to a 122‒113 victory and the first-ever ABA championship title. It may not have been the NBA, but it was a major triumph for the long-disgraced Hawkins.86


It is no wonder that he later looked back on the 1967‒1968 season as one of the “most enjoyable and exciting of his career.”87 Not only had his team won the championship, but he had also led the league in scoring (1,875 points in 70 games, averaging 26.8 points per game) and two-point field-goal accuracy (52.1 percent), finished second in rebounds (13.5 per game), and posted 76.4 percent at the free-throw line. He won both the ABA’s regular season and playoff Most Valuable Player awards and was unanimously voted an ABA first-team All-Star.88 Maybe his luck was finally changing.


In August 1968 the Hawk’s good fortune continued—Judge Rabe Ferguson Marsh Jr., of the US District Court of the Western District of Pennsylvania, decided in his favor. After NBA attorney George Gallantz filed a motion to have Hawkins’s lawsuit thrown out of court “for lack of proper venue,” the Litmans had spent several months investigating the NBA’s dealings and preparing a response. In reviewing the Litmans’ evidence, Judge Marsh concluded that Hawkins’s suit could proceed in Pennsylvania’s Western District because the NBA, and several of its teams and team owners, did, in fact, do business there.89


Hoping to stall things again, Gallantz filed another motion to transfer the case to New York City, citing a federal rule that the “convenience” of witnesses and parties to the case and “the interest of justice” should be considered when setting the venue for a trial. He contended that New York City was an ideal location because it was the site of both the 1961 gambling scandal and the NBA’s corporate offices.90


Worried that a move to New York would allow the NBA to out-finance them and continue to postpone the case, the Litmans pushed back. They asserted that most of the key witnesses would be NBA team owners and general managers, and they would be coming to trial from all over the country. Again, Judge Marsh ruled in Hawkins’s favor, arguing that the NBA had failed to prove that more people would be inconvenienced by coming to Pittsburgh rather than to New York City.


As the legal wrangling continued, Hawkins decided to play out his option with Pittsburgh. He still desperately hoped that the NBA would give him a chance, especially because the Pipers seemed to be on shaky financial ground. Before the start of the ABA’s second season, the team changed majority ownership, prompting a move to Minneapolis. Thanks to chronically low attendance, Rubin had been losing money from the start. Unable to find a radio station or sponsor to broadcast the games for the upcoming season, he decided to sell 85 percent of his stock in the Pipers to a thirty-eight-year-old Minnesota attorney named Bill Erickson, who also happened to be the ABA’s general counsel. Commissioner Mikan encouraged Erickson to move the Pipers to Minneapolis because the Muskies’ recent departure to Miami had left the home of the ABA’s league offices with no team.91


Hawkins showed up to the Pipers’ training camp a week late. He had held out while Litman worked to get him a $5,000 bonus to help cover his extra living costs now that the team was based in Minneapolis. At first, Erickson had been unwilling to negotiate and even wanted to add another year to Hawkins’s contract. However, Litman warned him that because Hawkins had signed a nontransferable contract with the “Pittsburgh Basketball Club” and Erickson had formed a new corporation with his purchase of the team, his client’s contract might actually be void, making the Hawk a free agent. Erickson quickly backed down on the extra year and agreed to the bonus.


Even with the extra $5,000 in hand, Hawkins had reservations about returning to the Pipers. Cazzetta was no longer coach, having resigned after Erickson had refused to give him a raise to help cover the costs of relocating his large family to Minneapolis. In Cazzetta’s place the Pipers brought in Jim Harding, an autocratic disciplinarian who had racked up a number of NCAA violations in his years as a college coach at Loyola (New Orleans) and LaSalle (Philadelphia).92


Yet, Harding was in for a challenge. It was fall 1968. In the midst of Black urban uprisings and the rise of Black Power activism, Black ballplayers were no longer willing to sit back and take abuse from a white man like Harding. Hawkins and his African American teammates were convinced the new coach was a racist. Harding was not only extra harsh with them but also quick to fire them for flimsy reasons. He cut Black center Ted Campbell based on rumors of marijuana use and Black forward Richie Parks because he thought Parks was giving him defiant looks.93 Harding even showed little respect for Hawkins, the league’s MVP.


In his own quiet way, Hawkins rebelled against Harding. When Harding tried to correct his jump shot, Hawkins just ignored him, which only riled up Harding even more. Hawkins also refused to comply when Harding tried to introduce a more rigid dress code: a white shirt and tie were to be worn on the road at all times. This was not how Hawkins dressed. Much like other young Black men of the time, he had a closet full of turtlenecks, Ban-Lon shirts, sweaters, slacks, and dashikis, and when he wore a suit, he usually paired it with a brightly colored shirt. The Hawk’s embrace of “soul style”—a mix of African American and African-inspired modes of dress—was not just a fashion statement; it was a political act. As the rallying cry of “Black is beautiful” grew louder in the late sixties, dressing on one’s own terms became an important expression of Black manhood and, by extension, Black Power.94 Because of their public visibility, Black pro ballplayers were at the forefront of this stylistic transformation, challenging the respectability politics of their parents’ generation and showcasing new modes of rebellious Black masculinity. “This ain’t no college. I ain’t no college guy,” Hawkins told Harding. “Why do you want me to dress like one?”95


Perhaps Harding thought that if he could make Hawkins and his teammates dress like college guys, he could control them like college players. Yet even college athletes were becoming harder for coaches to discipline. Although the Hawk never had a chance to play NCAA ball, he took his personal stand against Harding’s racism right around the same time that Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their black-gloved fists on the podium at the Mexico City Olympics in October 1968. “My raised right hand stood for the power in black America. Carlos’s raised left hand stood for the unity of black America,” Smith later explained to sportscaster Howard Cosell. “The black scarf around my neck stood for black pride. The black socks with no shoes stood for black poverty in racist America. The totality of our effort was the regaining of black dignity.”96 Their now iconic stand helped amplify a wave of Black athletic protest against white authorities at colleges across the nation—a surge of activism that African American sociologist and activist Harry Edwards dubbed “the revolt of the black athlete.” Black amateur and professional athletes alike no longer wanted to be used as triumphant symbols of white American racial tolerance while they and their communities still faced injustices in sports and beyond.


In the meantime, celebrated white forward Rick Barry was finally free of his NBA contract with the San Francisco Warriors and was allowed to play for the Oakland Oaks. While African American athletes struggled for basic respect, Barry dominated the mainstream sports news coverage of the ABA and drew big gates wherever he played. In his first three games, Barry scored a total of 114 points in front of 24,984 fans. Hawkins, in contrast, continued to play in relative obscurity. Moving to Minnesota proved disastrous for the Pipers. Some nights they had fewer than 2,000 fans in the stands.97


The Hawk’s rocky sophomore season continued to be full of both ups and downs. In early January 1969 he met a young journalist whose reporting would change the trajectory of his basketball career. Tenacious Manhattan native David Wolf began working on a story about him for Life magazine. The stocky, twenty-five-year-old sportswriter had grown up in New York City at the same time as Hawkins and recalled watching the high school phenom play at Madison Square Garden. Following the 1961 game-fixing scandal, Wolf became fixated on the ballplayer’s ill-fated career. When he first started interviewing Hawkins, he had no real inclination that the rumors about the Hawk’s involvement with Molinas were false. Wolf had simply intended to write a short piece on Hawkins’s feelings about his ongoing exile from the NBA.98


Fateful as Hawkins’s meeting with Wolf would soon prove, there were already signs that the ABA star’s best playing days might be behind him. During a practice, he tore a piece of cartilage in his knee just days before an upcoming home game against the Oakland Oaks on January 18. Minnesota’s front office had tried to promote the game as a battle between two superstars—Hawkins and Barry—and the two best teams in the league. However, when Barry injured himself and pulled out of the game, their plans to draw a large crowd seemed to be in jeopardy. Hawkins felt immense pressure to play. “If I wear a brace and they wrap the leg real tight, I could do it,” he told Wolf. “What the hell for?” Wolf asked. “Wait till the whole leg is a little stronger.”99 On game day, they tightly bandaged his knee, and with six minutes remaining in the first quarter, Hawkins took to the floor in front of 4,722 fans, a large crowd by Minnesota standards. Although he hobbled, unable to run or pivot, dragging his injured leg around the court, he still managed to score 14 points.


During halftime, with the Oaks up 55‒49, trainer Medich removed part of the tape around Hawkins’s knee to give him a bit more mobility. Hyped up, adrenaline pumping, the Hawk scored another seven points in the third quarter. But after going up for a rebound, he crashed back down to reality. Hawkins landed hard on his leg, locking up his knee. Curled up on the floor and squirming in pain, the Pipers’ star had to be carried to the bench. Although his knee unlocked, he never returned to the game, and Oakland won 111‒108. Hawkins had tried his best to avoid going under the knife, but he now had to have an operation to repair his knee.100 When he returned on March 19 to play against Oakland, some eight weeks after surgery, he was a shadow of his former self.


Meanwhile, the Litmans continued to build their client’s case against the NBA. Wolf also began to interview Hawkins and compile his own research on the lawsuit. Thanks to the Hawk’s brilliant record in the ABA, his professional-level talent was no longer in question, so his antitrust case now hinged on the Litmans’ ability to prove two main contentions. The first was that the NBA and its member teams had conspired to arbitrarily blacklist him. Because the league had a virtual monopoly on professional basketball during the time in question, the suit alleged that it was in violation of the Sherman Act, which prohibited restraint of trade. The second was that Hawkins had no involvement in the 1961 game-fixing scandal.101


As Wolf crisscrossed the country to conduct his own investigation, often bumping into the Litmans as they prepared for trial, he uncovered evidence in support of both contentions. Witness after witness told Wolf that Hawkins had no involvement in the scheme: he had never knowingly associated with gamblers and had never introduced a player to a fixer. Wolf even spoke with Molinas and Hacken, who both attested to Hawkins’s innocence. It turned out that the only damaging statements about Hawkins’s involvement in the scandal were his own—statements he had made, under duress, as part of a false confession. Hawkins was no gambler, no criminal. He had never been in trouble with the law, let alone charged with anything. He had certainly done nothing to justify being banned by the NBA.102


Wolf also discovered that the NBA had barred Hawkins without any concern for the ballplayer’s right to due process or presumption of innocence. The league never bothered to seriously investigate whether or not Hawkins was actually involved in the 1961 scandal. Instead, it had banned him based on rumors and accusations in the press and unsubstantiated statements from the district attorney’s office. In 1965, the year after Hawkins became eligible for the NBA draft, the New York Knicks, St. Louis Hawks, and Los Angeles Lakers had asked Commissioner Kennedy for permission to negotiate with Hawkins, but Kennedy had denied their request. By the time the Litmans received the commissioner’s letter in May 1966, in which he stated that he had no control over the draft picks of individual teams, the NBA board of governors had voted to officially bar the Hawk, pending an investigation by Kennedy.103


With this plan to ban Hawkins already in place, Kennedy had invited Hawkins and David Litman to his office, where Hawkins was to be questioned by Kennedy and the NBA’s attorney. After the questioning, Hawkins would be permitted to make a statement, and then Kennedy would make his final ruling. Litman had, at first, agreed to the hearing, but he insisted that the process be amended for the sake of fairness and impartiality. Either the league had to inform him of the specific charges against his client and give him time to investigate them before the hearing, or the NBA had to allow him to cross-examine the Hawk’s accusers and then let him investigate and present a defense.104 When the league refused both of Litman’s proposals, he had no choice but to advise Hawkins against meeting with Kennedy.


On May 16, 1969, Life published Wolf’s findings in a nine-page feature article on Hawkins titled “The Unjust Exile of a Superstar.” Perhaps anticipating the concerns of the magazine’s mostly white middle-class readers, Wolf was careful to make the case that Hawkins was not a “Black Power guy.” He described the player as “a warm, gentle man of simple tastes”—one who still spent his off-seasons on Pittsburgh’s North Side because he felt most comfortable there.105 Wolf’s was a sympathetic, if paternalistic, portrait of a naive young Black man who grew up in poverty and was wronged by the system.


Although Wolf’s damning exposé went out on the wire services, bringing the Hawk’s hard-luck story to a national audience, there was no immediate response from NBA executives. However, many NBA players telephoned him to volunteer their help. Senator Edward Kennedy (D‒Massachusetts) was one of the first public figures to contact Hawkins, inviting the ballplayer to the athletes’ memorial dedication of the Robert F. Kennedy Stadium in Washington, DC. At the dedication Hawkins spoke with more NBA players, including his former Iowa teammate Don Nelson, who now played for the Boston Celtics, and Ray Scott of the Detroit Pistons. He was touched as they expressed their support and offered to testify at his trial about his basketball talent.106


For three weeks the NBA said nothing. Then, out of the blue, on Friday, June 6, David Stern, who was helping NBA counsel Gallantz with the Hawkins case, called the Litmans’ office. Roz Litman was at work prepping for another round of depositions on the West Coast when she answered the phone. Stern, then a twenty-six-year-old lawyer for Proskauer, Rose, Goetz, and Mendelsohn, told her to expect a call on Monday from Gallantz about a possible settlement. She could barely believe her ears. Stern advised her that a league meeting was taking place in Detroit over the weekend where Hawkins’s case would be discussed. “I almost dropped dead,” Roz Litman remembered. “But I had to act as though I wasn’t impressed. I said I wanted to proceed with the depositions because it was hardly likely that one telephone call would result in a settlement.”107 She hung up and ran into her husband’s office jumping and shouting.


Sure enough, at 10:50 a.m. on Monday, June 9, Gallantz called to talk about the possibility of a settlement. Right off the bat, Roz Litman asked if the settlement would include a contract for Hawkins to play in the NBA. This was, after all, the main thing that her client wanted. She held her breath. For a moment Gallantz was silent. “A contract,” he said, “is feasible.” She shook with excitement. “The rights to Hawkins have been assigned to Phoenix,” Gallantz added. Roz Litman called Hawkins to tell him the news, but she warned him not to get his hopes up just in case the negotiations went south. “I had no feelings,” Hawkins later recalled. “I’d formed a mental block in my head. I didn’t believe it could ever happen, so I sort of shrugged my shoulders and forgot about it.”108 He had become very accustomed to disappointment over the past eight years.


The Phoenix Suns were a new expansion franchise still struggling to gain their footing in the NBA. In the 1968‒1969 season, their first in the league, they had posted a paltry 16 wins in 82 games. At the same meeting where NBA executives and team owners discussed a possible settlement for Hawkins, they had held a coin toss to decide whether the Phoenix Suns or the Seattle SuperSonics would have the rights to the ABA star. Still smarting over losing Lew Alcindor—UCLA’s towering three-time All-American center, who had dominated the college game—to the Milwaukee Bucks, the Suns were ecstatic when they won the toss. But the Detroit meeting had been a heated one, with some NBA executives strongly against any kind of settlement. In the end, however, the league voted to settle. Wolf’s exposé had done its damage. “It was damn clear we were going to lose if we went to court,” one NBA general manager later told Wolf.109


After several nail-biting weeks of haggling over the terms of the settlement, both parties finally came to an agreement. Hawkins would receive a five-year, no-cut contract for $410,000; a $600,000 annuity starting at age forty-five; $250,000 in damages (50 percent at signing and the rest over five years); and an option to purchase a percentage of the Suns. The Litmans would receive $35,000 for their firm’s legal expenses and a cut of the damages for their legal fees. The total value of the package minus the option was $1,295,000. As the significance of his victory began to sink in, Hawkins was overcome with emotion. “Oh thank you. God, oh thank you Father, oh Jesus, oh God thank you,” he wept.110 His long and arduous journey to the NBA was over. He no longer had to worry about money. His family was set for life.


As confirmation of the Hawkins settlement spread, the NBA went into damage-control mode. Commissioner Kennedy issued an official statement through his New York office. Blaming circumstances supposedly beyond his control, he tried to sidestep any responsibility for unfairly barring Hawkins from the league. “Shortly after I became commissioner, I attempted to look into the serious charges against Hawkins,” Kennedy wrote. “I was unable to complete that investigation.” Ironically, the lawsuit’s “depositions and other procedures” had brought those facts to light, proving Hawkins’s innocence.111


For Sam Lacy of the Baltimore Afro-American, Kennedy’s terse, unapologetic statement rang hollow: “There was so much milk and honey emanating from the mouths of National Basketball Association officials last weekend, it’s a wonder to me they didn’t choke on it.” It was too little too late, for the league had failed to provide Hawkins with anything resembling due process—until he sued them. “B-r-o-t-h-e-r!… Kennedy should be sentenced to seven years of looking in a mirror at himself,” Lacy wrote. “It took the NBA that long (seven years) to decide that Connie Hawkins was guilty of no wrongdoing.… Anyone with common sense would agree that the commissioner is being a little fuzzy when he implies the same ‘depositions and other procedures’ which have been produced today weren’t available over the seven years of the player’s disbarment.”112


The Hawk’s triumph was historic. It was the first time that an American athlete had won an antitrust battle against a major professional sports league. With the support of the Litmans and Wolf, he had put league executives and team owners on notice. This new generation of Black ballplayers would no longer accept unjust treatment at the hands of monopolistic team owners without a fight—in the courts, if necessary. Taking advantage of the openings created by the formation of the ABA, they brought the defiant spirit of the revolt of the Black athlete with them into the pro ranks, exposing more cracks in the armor of the white basketball establishment.
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