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Introduction


The old American Basketball Association . . .

Most fans remember it for the quirky red, white and blue basketball. Or perhaps as the league that made famous the 3-point shot. Maybe some fans know that the ABA gave birth to the Slam Dunk Contest. Astute basketball fans think of it as the league that gave us Julius Erving, Larry Brown, Doug Moe and Connie Hawkins, as well as Moses Malone and a couple of other high school kids who went straight to the pros. Some even remember that it was the birthplace of the San Antonio Spurs, the Denver Nuggets, the New Jersey Nets and the Indiana Pacers.

Ever hear of a guy named Bob Costas? His first radio gig was in the ABA as the voice of the Spirits of St. Louis, where he tried to explain to the world—or at least the good part of it reached by KMOX’s booming 50,000-watt signal—that star Marvin Barnes had missed yet another team flight, this one from Louisville to St. Louis that was scheduled to depart at 8 A.M. eastern time and arrive at 7:59 central.

Why did Barnes miss the flight?

Because, as Barnes explained, he “didn’t want to get in no time machine.”

Then again, Barnes seldom made any flight before noon, regardless of the time zone. After missing one flight, he hired a private jet to take him to a road game, then forgot to pay the pilot. At the end of the first quarter, the pilot showed up at the arena wanting his money. During the next timeout, Barnes, in uniform, went into the dressing room, came out with his checkbook and paid the man.

True story . . . we think.

Barnes also had 13 telephones in his house, but that’s another story. Is it true? Maybe. When asked about it, Barnes counted up to seven phones in his house, then started laughing so hard he quit counting.

Hardcore basketball fans think about Marvin Barnes as much as they think about Julius Erving when it comes to the ABA. It’s like Barnes was the bad angel on one shoulder, Erving the good angel on the other.

Erving was the league statesman, the spokesman, the player who could outdo anyone on any playground with his soaring dunks and double pumps under the basket. And in the boardroom, Erving could sound like one of the league’s owners, selling the ABA as a real alternative to the NBA—and how if the NBA were smart, they’d merge the two leagues right now. Dr. J’s on-court aerobatics made the case as persuasively as any economic argument could.

If Marvin Barnes had been smart, he’d have listened a little more to players like Erving. Of course, it would have helped if Barnes had just shown up with his teammates. Too often, he wandered in about 30 minutes before tip-off, sometimes with a bag of burgers and fries from McDonald’s, then sat on the trainer’s table getting his ankles taped as he chowed down a Big Mac. Then went out and scored 40.

True story . . . or at least that’s how some remember it.

But that’s what the ABA was about: stories, myths and legends—including the stories about the guy named John Brisker, who brought a gun to the dressing room; who once stomped a player’s head on the court; who later was killed in Uganda while doing some diamond business with Idi Amin.

True stories? Who knows?

But they’re all a part of the ABA, the most storied league of them all.

Keep this in mind: The ABA never should have been started, much less have lasted from 1967-76 while changing the entire structure of pro basketball in the process. The Indiana Pacers, New Jersey Nets, San Antonio Spurs and Denver Nuggets never should have played a single game, much less moved from the ABA to the NBA. The 3-point shot should be nothing more than a piece of long-forgotten basketball history, much like the center jump made after each basket.

That’s because when Dennis Murphy came up with the idea of the ABA in the 1960s—he’s not sure exactly when—it was supposed to have been a second pro football league, only the American Football League had already beaten Murphy and his friends to the idea.

Murphy was the mayor of Buena Park, California. He had assembled some money people for his proposed football league. When that concept fell through, he did some serious marketing research and came up with the idea of the ABA. That research consisted of one thing: counting the number of NBA teams. “There was only one hockey and one basketball league,” Murphy said. “So why not have another? Since I knew nothing about hockey, but basketball was my favorite sport, I figured I’d pursue the idea of a basketball league. I saw that the NBA had 12 [teams]. It seemed like there should be more teams. Why? I don’t know. What the hell, it was worth a shot.”

It’s hard today to imagine the pro sports landscape of the middle 1960s. There was no cable TV, no internet. There was no tremendous love for pro basketball, even the NBA variety, in most cities. The Boston Celtics were winning world titles every year, but they seldom sold out and usually were outdrawn by the National Hockey League’s Boston Bruins. Yes, the NBA had only a dozen teams, but close to half of them consistently lost money. There were only three channels available on most black-and-white TVs, and the networks often recorded higher ratings for bowling and boxing than for NBA playoff games. Had Murphy actually studied the situation with some people who could realistically assess the utter lack of interest in pro basketball, the experts would have told him that pro sports was like this: Baseball was still king, but football was ascending to the throne: pro football was the emerging as the sport of the 1960s. Pro basketball was a distant third in most cities. In some places it was fourth, behind either boxing or college basketball.

There already had been a second pro basketball league in the early 1960s, the American Basketball League. It folded despite the presence of an owner named George Steinbrenner and a coach named Bill Sharman, who was a Hall of Fame player for the Boston Celtics and would win NBA and ABA championships later in his career. Remember, more people wanted to watch bowling than the NBA. Another pro basketball league? Been there, done that and here’s the red ink on the bank statements to prove it.

Murphy and his buddies didn’t worry about that. In fact, they didn’t even think about it. They wanted a piece of the pro sports action—almost any piece of any sport. They had seen the upstart AFL force a lucrative merger with the established National Football League, and they figured they could get in on some of that action in another arena. They were dreamers, schemers and sometimes liars. Often, the biggest whoppers they told were to themselves, just to keep the league alive. They were driven more out of desperation than inspiration.

Dick Tinkham was one of the early owners in the league, putting together the Indiana Pacers. Tinkham said, “We had no plan. None. We wanted to start a second basketball league and force the NBA to merge with us. That was a goal. But a plan? We had none. We went by the seat of our pants and made it up as we went along. If a rule didn’t fit with something we wanted to do, we just changed it or ignored it. If someone had an idea, no matter how lame-brained, usually someone tried it.”

Which brings us to the red, white and blue basketball.

It was the brainchild of George Mikan, the man voted the NBA’s best player for the first 50 years of the 20th century. He was 6-foot-10 in an era when that made him look 7-foot-10. He was Chamberlain and Shaq before there were Chamberlain and Shaq. When Dennis Murphy and the boys were hunting for a commissioner of the new league, they found Mikan in Minneapolis, where he owned a travel agency and practiced a little law.

Once again, this was the result of in-depth research: “I think Dennis Murphy read an article about me in Sport magazine which said I’d make a good commissioner of the NBA because I had a law degree.”

The new owners of the new league that had yet to play a game, sign a player or even buy a basketball approached the NBA’s first real star and offered him the keys to the ABA. Of course, there were no buildings, either.

But the guys did seem to have some money, and Mikan convinced them to pay him $50,000 annually for three years.

That was a lot of money in 1967, more money than Mikan had ever made as a player.

The new owners wanted the ABA office to be in New York.

Mikan said it had to be in Minneapolis, because his travel agency was in Minneapolis and he wasn’t moving.

So they headquartered the ABA in Minneapolis, which was not exactly the media capital of America. Of course, Mikan could have said Siberia, and the owners would have invested in sled dogs and snowshoes to make him happy. Having Mikan gave them legitimacy. He was a real basketball name, one of the all-time greats, a Hall of Famer. He was everything the founders of the ABA were not—he was Mr. Pro Basketball.

What does this have to do with the red, white and blue ball?

“The ABA had a red, white and blue ball because I said it would have one,” said Mikan.

Most of the owners stared up at the monstrous Mikan as he if had just lost his mind, but no one was about to look him in the eye and tell him that. How could they, unless they stood on a ladder?

Besides, they wanted Mikan. And Mikan—who wore glasses—said he had trouble seeing the brown ball when he watched basketball games. If Mikan had had better eyesight, would the ABA also have had a brown ball? Who knows? Mikan just said the league was the American Basketball Association, and America’s colors are red, white and blue. You can see a red, white and blue ball.

“The owners acted like I wanted to burn the flag when I said to forget the brown ball,” said Mikan.

Once again, no marketing surveys, no firms hired to determine the viability of a red, white and blue ball. George Mikan wanted a red, white and blue ball, so the ABA had a red, white and blue ball.

Something else Mikan added: We will have a 3-point shot.

OK, said the owners. Why not? If we have a 3-colored ball, why not a 3-point shot?

True stories, for real.

That’s why it’s so easy to fall in love with the ABA—especially when looking at it in the nostalgic tint of life’s rear-view mirror. You hear these stories and realize there will never be anything quite like this again.

•  •  •

That’s also why people have been reading Loose Balls since it was first published in 1990. It’s the story of some of basketball’s biggest names: Julius Erving, Rick Barry, Billy Cunningham and Spencer Haywood. Even Wilt Chamberlain passed through the ABA. But it’s the guys like Dennis Murphy who make the story irresistible. They were making it up as they went along. It’s as if a bunch of neighborhood kids got together, decided to put on a little show with some music in their garage and came up with Oklahoma! or Cats.

It just never should have happened . . . but it did.

This book is much like the league. The Dennis Murphy of the project was a former Simon & Schuster editor named Jeff Neuman. He had grown up an ABA fan, watching Julius Erving and the New York Nets. He proposed the idea of an ABA book to me. I had grown up in Cleveland and had never seen an ABA game, although my mother used to buy me a red, white and blue basketball every Christmas. Just like George Mikan, she liked the colors better than the standard drab brown of the NBA.

I knew nothing about the ABA. As I began to research the league, I discovered there was little actually written about it. Nor did much film remain. All that lived on were the people involved and their memories. Or, as Bob Costas told me, “Virtually everything that is known about it comes by word of mouth, as if it happened centuries ago.”

Neuman told me to write it that way: Just write what they said.

This reminds me of what frustrated reporters sometimes admit in private: “We don’t write the truth. We just write what people say is the truth.”

Forget about not being able to handle the truth, as Jack Nicholson screams in A Few Good Men. When it comes to the ABA, it’s really impossible to know the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

What you have are incredible stories that seem even more amazing with the passing of time.

I started much like Murphy did with the real ABA. I talked to one person from the league. Then another. And another. They’d tell me that I needed to contact this guy, who knew the real scoop. They gave me names and phone numbers of people whom I’d never heard of, despite being a veteran pro basketball writer at the time. Virtually everyone—big name or obscure front-office worker—wanted to tell their story about the ABA. They loved the league. They wanted to make the book work. They trusted me with their time, stories and in some cases pieces of their heart and a good chunk of their youth.

It’s what people said that forms the truth about the ABA, or as much truth as we know or need. Sometimes, memories were fuzzy. Other times, accounts didn’t match up. In some cases, they seemed so outrageous, I couldn’t believe they were true—but I put them in the book anyway, especially when several sources told me the same story. The book is pure oral history, as if you were sitting at a table with Larry Brown, Doug Moe, Bob Costas and so many others—listening to them tell the story of the ABA.

That idea also was Neuman’s, and the concept was completely foreign and incredibly scary to me, despite the fact that I had already written eight books. It was our version of the red, white and blue ball. We knew some people would be put off by the format, but others would be fascinated by it. The idea was to make it easy to read, free flowing, sometimes wild, usually unusual.

Part of what made the book popular is the hip style that reflected how the game was played in the old ABA.

As veteran agent Ron Grinker said, “The NBA was a symphony, the ABA was jazz.”

And the tunes matched the times.

Which brings us to the Slam Dunk Contest.

This was vintage ABA. The year was 1976. The war between the ABA and the NBA had lasted nine long years. The ABA was down to seven teams and one division. How can you have an All-Star game with seven teams? That was the question facing ABA executives (or what was left of them). Three teams had folded since the start of training camp. The game would be in Denver, because Denver had a strong fan base, a great coach in Larry Brown and a superstar in David Thompson. Why not have the Nuggets play a group of All-Stars from the other six teams?

Why not, indeed?

Done.

(In fact, this was what the National Hockey League had done during its many years as a six-team league—play an All-Star game between the Stanley Cup Champions and the top players from the other five teams. Of course, the Denver Nuggets weren’t the reigning ABA champions—the Kentucky Colonels were—but nobody was going to let that stand in the way of a good promotion.)

They wanted something special for halftime. They had already imported Glen Campbell and Charlie Rich to do a concert around the game. Hey, this was 1976. Denver was the West. Campbell and Rich were still hot in country music. But they wanted something else, something funky, something that could catch the attention of the country.

A guy named Jim Bukata, a former ABA public relations man, said, “Let’s have a Slam Dunk Contest.”

Everyone at the table said, “Hey, that sounds great, a Slam Dunk Contest.”

Then silence struck.

How do you have a Slam Dunk Contest? As far as any of them knew, there had never been a dunking contest. So like everything else in the ABA, they began to just make it up. And it ended with Julius Erving winning it when he drove the length of the court, took off from the foul line, flew 15 feet in the air—and dunked!

True story . . . almost.

His foot went a little bit over the foul line—we actually do have film of this—but it was close enough! Give him 14 feet, 10 inches and a dunk for the ages.

Here were the competitors in the contest: David Thompson, George Gervin, Larry Kenon, Artis Gilmore and Erving. Now there’s a starting five that would have won a few games in any league.

And when the NBA finally brought four teams into the NBA for the 1976-77 season (Indiana, San Antonio, Denver and the New York—soon to be New Jersey—Nets), the world discovered something ABA fans had known for the last nine years following the red, white and blue bouncing ball: These guys could really play!

In that first year after the merger, four of the NBA’s top 10 scorers had played in the ABA. Five of the 10 starters in the NBA finals between Portland and Philadelphia had played in the ABA. Denver won the Midwest Division. Ten former ABA players made the All-Star teams.

But more important, the ABA brought its loose, improvisational style to the NBA, a new approach to everything from playing to coaching to marketing. The dance teams that you see in virtually every NBA arena? The ABA had them first, or something like them. There were these girls in Miami who sat under the baskets, gave officials water during timeouts and jiggled for the fans. They wore bikinis. Or as one Miami Floridians operative said, “We are talking about a very brief bikini situation.” They were much more honest than many of today’s “dance teams.” They skipped the dancing part and just strutted their stuff. Let’s be truthful, the NBA has incorporated every major ABA innovation except for the red, white and blue ball. And with the league’s quest to sell merchandise, who knows? Maybe one day that tricolored ball will show up at an NBA arena near you. It’s already featured in the 3-point shooting contest at the All-Star weekend. The last ball of each rack, which counts double and is called “the money ball,” is red, white and blue.

True story.

—Terry Pluto,
October 2006



Cast of Characters


STEVE ALBERT: Broadcast the New York Nets in their final championship season and now does the same for the New Jersey Nets.

STEVE ARNOLD: The agent for Julius Erving and others, now in private business in California.

RICK BARRY: First NBA player to jump to the ABA. A member of the Hall of Fame and a broadcaster of NBA games for the TNT network.

BOB BASS: A coach of several ABA teams, now general manager of the San Antonio Spurs.

ZELMO BEATY: All-Star center for Utah, now a stockbroker in Seattle.

AL BIANCHI: Former coach of the Virginia Squires, now the general manager of the New York Knicks.

LEONARD BLOOM: Former owner of the San Diego franchise, now in private business in California.

ROY BOE: Former owner of the New York Nets, now a restaurant owner in Long Island, New York.

PAT BOONE: Former owner of the Oakland Oaks, still singing and playing pickup basketball in Los Angeles.

HUBIE BROWN: Former coach of Kentucky, now analyst for CBS.

LARRY BROWN: Former coach of Denver and Carolina, now coach of the San Antonio Spurs.

ROGER BROWN: All-Star forward with Indiana, now lives in Indianapolis and operates several small businesses.

JIM BUKATA: Former ABA public relations man, now works for International Management Group.

MACK CALVIN: All-Star guard with several ABA teams, now an assistant coach with the Milwaukee Bucks.

DON CHANEY: Spent one year with St. Louis, now coach of the Houston Rockets.

JIM CHONES: Former center with New York and Carolina, now a broadcaster for the Cleveland Cavaliers.

BOB COSTAS: Former broadcaster with St. Louis, now works for NBC.

DAVE CRAIG: Still trainer of the Indiana Pacers.

LARRY CREGER: Former assistant to Bill Sharman in L.A. and Utah, now operates the L.A. summer pro league.

BILLY CUNNINGHAM: Former member of the Carolina Cougars, now executive vice president of the Miami Heat.

MEL DANIELS: Former All-Star center with Indiana, now works for the Pacers as a scout.

JEFF DENBERG: Former New York sportswriter, now covers the Atlanta Hawks.

LARRY DONALD: Editor of Basketball Times.

ANGELO DROSSOS: Former owner of the San Antonio Spurs, now an investment broker in San Antonio.

NORM DRUCKER: Former ABA official, now works with the World Basketball League as chief of its officials.

WAYNE EMBRY: Former general manager of the Milwaukee Bucks, now general manager with the Cleveland Cavaliers.

JULIUS ERVING: Greatest player in ABA history, now has a variety of business interests in Philadelphia.

COTTON FITZSIMMONS: Veteran NBA coach, now with Phoenix.

EARL FOREMAN: Former owner of the Virginia Squires, now commissioner of the Major Indoor Soccer League.

WARNER FUSSELLE: Former broadcaster in Virginia, now works for Major League Baseball, Inc.

MIKE GOLDBERG: Former ABA legal counsel, now represents several NBA coaches.

RON GRINKER: Still an attorney and players’ agent.

JOE GUSHUE: Former ABA official, now in private business.

ALEX HANNUM: Former coach of Oakland and Denver, now lives in California and is in the construction business.

JERRY HARKNESS: Former Indiana Pacer, now lives in Indianapolis and is in private business.

DEL HARRIS: Former assistant in Utah, now head coach of the Milwaukee Bucks.

GEORGE IRVINE: Veteran ABA player, now player personnel director of the Indiana Pacers.

DAN ISSEL: Former ABA star center and forward, now broadcasts the Denver Nuggets games.

STEVE JONES: Played with seven different ABA teams, now lives in Portland and broadcasts the NBA on the TNT network.

BILLY KELLER: Former Pacer guard, now lives in Indiana and runs basketball clinics for the Pacers.

JOHNNY KERR: Former general manager of Virginia, now a broadcaster for the Chicago Bulls.

BILLY KNIGHT: Former Pacer star, now works in the team’s front office.

BARNEY KREMENKO: Former Nets public relations director.

SLICK LEONARD: Former Pacer coach, now a broadcaster for the team.

GENE LITTLES: Veteran ABA guard, now coach of the Charlotte Hornets.

JOHN LOPEZ: Texas sportswriter who grew up in San Antonio.

KEVIN LOUGHERY: Former Nets coach, now a broadcaster for the Atlanta Hawks.

BOB MACKINNON: Former coach of St. Louis, now player personnel director for the New Jersey Nets.

RUDY MARTZKE: Former public relations man in Miami and general manager in St. Louis, now writes for USA Today.

LEE MEADE: First ABA public relations man, now public relations man for a professional volleyball league.

TOM MESCHERY: Former coach of Carolina, now teaches high school in Reno.

GEORGE MIKAN: First ABA commissioner, now a businessman in Minneapolis.

DOUG MOE: Veteran ABA player and coach, now coaching Denver.

JOE MULLANEY: Veteran pro and college coach.

TEDD MUNCHAK: Former owner of the Cougars and ABA commissioner, now in private business in Atlanta.

DENNIS MURPHY: Founder of the ABA, now trying to start a Global Hockey League.

BOB NETOLICKY: Former Pacer forward, now works at the Indianapolis Auto Auction.

PETE NEWELL: Veteran NBA general manager, now a scout with the Cleveland Cavaliers.

TOM NISSALKE: Former coach of Dallas, San Antonio, and Utah, now coach of the Memphis Rockers of the WBL.

JIM O’BRIEN: Covered the ABA for The Sporting News, now editor of Street and Smith’s Basketball Magazine.

DAVE ROBISCH: Veteran ABA player, coaches in the World Basketball League.

BOB RYAN: Writes for the Boston Globe.

CARL SCHEER: Former general manager in Carolina and Denver, now general manager of the Denver Nuggets for a second time.

SAM SMITH: Former Floridians broadcaster, now broadcasts Miami Heat games.

LARRY STAVERMAN: First Pacer coach, now works for the Cleveland Stadium Corporation.

TERRY STEMBRIDGE: Former Spurs broadcaster, now in the oil business in Kilgore, Texas.

JOHN STERLING: Former Nets broadcaster, now works in broadcasting in New York.

MIKE STOREN: Former ABA executive, now in public relations.

ROD THORN: Former ABA coach, now director of operations for the NBA.

JOE TAIT: Veteran NBA announcer with the Cleveland Cavaliers.

DICK TINKHAM: Former legal counsel with Indiana, now a lawyer in Indianapolis.

DAVE TWARDZIK: Former Virginia guard, now an assistant with the L.A. Clippers.

JOHN VANAK: Former ABA official, now a private detective.

DAVE VANCE: Former Kentucky general manager, now a racetrack manager in Oklahoma City.

VAN VANCE: Former Kentucky broadcaster, now broadcasts University of Louisville basketball games.

HARRY WELTMAN: Former president of the St. Louis Spirits.

LENNY WILKENS: Veteran NBA player and coach.

CHARLIE WILLIAMS: Former ABA guard, now a sales representative for a steel company in Cleveland.

MAX WILLIAMS: Former Dallas general manager and coach, now in the oil business with Terry Stembridge in Kilgore, Texas.

WAYNE WITT: Public relations man for the San Antonio Spurs.


Year-by-Year Standings and Franchise Shifts

For each team, the history of the franchise can be traced by reading across. Won-lost records and standings (for each division) are listed below each team. Superscripts refer to logos and nicknames, overleaf Asterisks indicate the league champions.
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ABA Team Logos

The following are the team logos, as reproduced in The Sporting News’ ABA Guides and team programs.
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In an era where sports is overexposed and overtelevised, the ABA is the last significant sports venture that has any mystery about it. Julius Erving symbolizes the ABA, and the mystique that exists about Julius to this day is there because he began his career in “the other league.” How many people really saw Julius with the Virginia Squires? And the ABA lasted from 1967 to ’76, so it wasn’t in the dark ages, yet there was no national television contract, no cable deal, not even ESPN or CNN to show you what was happening in the ABA. Virtually everything that is known about it comes by word of mouth, as if it happened centuries ago. The ABA was like basketball’s Wild West, and Julius Erving, George Gervin, James Silas and all the other ABA stars were the gunfighters. They are men of legend known to millions, but whose actual deeds were seen by few.

—Bob Costas



Prologue


The first Slam Dunk Contest was like most things in the ABA—an act of desperation designed to get a few more fans to walk through the doors. Sports Illustrated called it “the best halftime invention since the rest room.” There were five contestants—Julius Erving, Larry Kenon, Artis Gilmore, David Thompson and George Gervin. Erving asked coach Kevin Loughery if it might not be a bad idea for a white player to be in the dunking contest; Loughery agreed, but neither Loughery nor Erving could come up with a white guy whose dunking was worthy of display. There was a sellout crowd of 15,021 on hand at McNichols Arena to see a prégame show of Glen Campbell and Charlie Rich, the dunkers, and, oh yes, the league’s All-Star Game.

CARL SCHEER: When it was decided that the 1976 All-Star Game would be held in Denver, frankly, I was scared to death. I wanted our franchise to look good, especially since we all believed that a merger was inevitable and we wanted to get into the NBA. But I was worried that we wouldn’t sell out just with the game. I knew we needed more than the game—we needed entertainment. Glen Campbell and Charlie Rich were very popular back then, so we lined them up for prégame entertainment. But I wanted more than just singers. That was when Jim Bukata and I sat down and said, “What else can we do?”

JIM BUKATA: ou have to understand where the ABA was at this point. Baltimore had folded before the end of training camp. Utah and San Diego went down early in the season. How could we even have an All-Star Game when we had only seven teams and one division?

The game was already set for Denver. We decided that the team in first place would play the All-Stars from the six remaining teams, and we prayed that the Nuggets would have the best record by the All-Star break so they could not only be the host city, but the host team. Thank God, that happened.

So we had a meeting to discuss some kind of basketball-related entertainment. The game was going to be on national television and we wanted a very strong gimmick for halftime. Throwing out ideas were Carl Scheer, (ABA financial director) Jim Keeler and myself. We talked about what the ABA was known for—its athletes and its dunking.

Then I said, “;Hey, let’s have a Slam Dunk Contest.”

Everybody said, “Great.”

Then we all said, “Okay, how do you have a Slam Dunk Contest?”

There had never been a dunking contest before, or at least none of us knew of one. We had no idea about rules or anything like that. So we simply made it up as we went along.

DAN ISSEL: The Slam Dunk Contest went right to the heart of the old ABA. The dunk was a bigger play in the ABA than it is in today’s NBA; it was a statement of your manhood and your talent. The dunk was so important to the ABA that the pregame warm-ups became a show. The Nets had a guy named Ollie Taylor who would just go off in pregame. He would windmill, do reverse dunks, everything you could think of, and the fans would get pumped up before the game even began. The contest was an inevitable extension of that.

JIM BUKATA: Once we decided to have a contest, we had to figure out whom to invite.

To save money, we decided to only have guys who were going to be at the game already—guys from Denver or the All-Stars. Why bother to fly in anybody else? We didn’t think this would be that big a deal. We picked the guys we thought would put on the best show and came up with Gilmore, Gervin, Thompson, Kenon and Doctor J. The winner was to receive $1,000 and a stereo system.

CARL SCHEER: We had five guys in the contest, but we knew that it would be a contest between Erving and David Thompson.

JULIUS ERVING: When the idea of a Slam Dunk Contest was presented, it concerned me some, because I had never been in one before. I always considered myself a very good dunker, and I wanted to win, but my best dunks were always done in the game. I didn’t think about them, I just did them.

The other thing about the contest was that it would be held at halftime, so we would all have been playing and our legs would be a little tired. Now the Slam Dunk Contest is held on a different day than the All-Star Game and the guys have fresher legs. Really, none of us did much preparing for the contest; we all sort of winged it.

GEORGE IRVINE: One dunk that Julius planned to do was to run the length of the court, take off from the foul line and slam it. In his usual obnoxious way, Doug Moe said that Julius would never be able to dunk taking off 15 feet from the basket. That wasn’t a knock on Julius; Doug talked endlessly about how great Julius was, but he didn’t think even Julius could dunk from 15 feet away. Most of the other players said he could and they swore they had seen him do it during games. So we started making side bets. Some guys said Julius could do it, others said he couldn’t.

JIM BUKATA: Before the contest, Doug Moe and Julius were talking about the foul-line dunk. Supposedly, Jumping Jackie Jackson, a New York playground legend, was the first guy to do it. Jumping Jackie also was the guy who supposedly jumped up and took a quarter off the top of the backboard. Both guys being from New York, Doug and Julius were talking about Jackson and some other playground guys. Julius said he could dunk from the foul line, Doug said no way. They made a side bet on it.

CARL SCHEER: Since the game was in Denver, David Thompson was the favorite of the fans. And really, Thompson and Julius were far above the other guys—it was a two-man duel.

JIM BUKATA: Probably the most spectacular dunk of the night didn’t even count. In the practice session, Thompson did this cradle dunk where he cradled the ball in his left arm and then leaped over the rim and punched the ball down through his arm into the rim. He really was dunking the ball with his fist.

DAN ISSEL: Everybody was pumped up about the contest. They told us that we didn’t have to stay around during halftime, that we could go into the dressing room, but everyone stayed on the court and we sat on the floor, sort of in a semicircle around the basket. When a guy would make a good dunk, you’d see the other players cheering, giving each other high fives. It was like we all were back on the playground, watching this shootout to see who really was the master of the dunk.

JIM BUKATA: The first dunks weren’t that special. It looked as if George Gervin was going to do something great: he had a basketball in each hand and he was going to dunk them both, one after the other, in windmill fashion. But at the last second, he threw one of the balls away and then just did a regular windmill dunk. Artis looked like he was trying to tear the rim off with his dunks. His thing was power.

JULIUS ERVING: As the contest began, I had a plan.

For my dunk from the left side, I did what I call the Iron Cross. I’d jump by the basket, spread my arms as if I were flying and then dunk the ball behind me without ever looking at the rim.

For my standstill dunk under the basket, I took a basketball in each hand and then slammed one after the other.

For my dunk from the right side, I drove under the basket, grabbed the rim with my right arm and slammed the ball with my left.

JIM BUKATA: I thought that Julius’s dunk where he swung on the rim after coming out of the right corner was the best, most imaginative dunk of the day. No one had ever seen anybody try that.

JULIUS ERVING: My favorite dunk was by David Thompson. He came out of the corner, spun 360 degrees in the air and slammed it. That was a 50 by anyone’s standards.

Thompson also had an amazing reverse dunk from the stand-still position under the basket, but he missed when he attempted to throw the ball off the backboard, catch it and slam.

CARL SCHEER: The fans were going crazy all during the contest, as if they were seeing something they’d want to tell their grandchildren about. And for the people watching on the court, the tension was building, because we were all waiting for Julius’s long dunk.

GEORGE IRVINE: When Julius got ready for his long dunk, I went to one side of the floor even with the foul line and Doug Moe was at the opposite side. We wanted to be sure that we knew where Julius took off from. We were sort of like net judges in tennis.

JULIUS ERVING: I had dunked in practice from behind the foul line, so I knew I could do it. But I had to get my stride just right. Everything had to be perfect for it to work.

CARL SCHEER: Julius went to the foul line, turned, and started pacing off in the opposite direction from the basket. He cradled the ball in his hand as if it were a baseball—it looked that small. As he paced off, the crowd started screaming. Then, when he got to about three-quarters court and turned and faced the basket, there was silence. The crowd knew it was going to see something special.

Julius stared at the basket for a moment. Then he took off with his long, majestic strides. The arena was so quiet you could hear his every step as his shoes touched the floor. I can still see that long, galloping stride as if he were an antelope, so graceful he was. Then he was off, in the air, and he brought the ball back from behind himself somewhere as if he were a helicopter. He rammed it through the rim, and only when the ball hit the floor did the crowd react. People just went crazy.

JIM BUKATA: If you watch the tape of the dunk, you’ll see Doug Moe pointing to the foul line, indicating that Julius’s foot was on the line.

JULIUS ERVING: I did step on the line, as Doug Moe was quick to point out.

I said to Doug, “Look, I’m not doing that again. No one else can dunk from anywhere near as far out as I just did.”

Then we all laughed.

[image: image]

HUBIE BROWN: I go around the country giving coaching clinics and people ask me about the best team I ever coached. I say, “It’s not even close—the 1975 Kentucky Colonels.” Then half the people in the audience look at me as if I were talking about something from outer space. We had a front line of Dan Issel, Artis Gilmore and Wil Jones. You’d have to admit that Issel and Gilmore went on to have monster careers in the NBA. Those guys played forever. In the backcourt we had Louie Dampier and Teddy “Hound Dog” McClain. People say, “Who?” I say that Louie Dampier was as good a clutch player as I have ever seen. He was phenomenal when it came to taking and making the shot when the game was on the line. In the last couple years of the ABA, think about some of the other forwards—Julius Erving, George McGinnis, David Thompson, Bobby Jones, George Gervin, Larry Kenon, Caldwell Jones, Maurice Lucas, Marvin Barnes, Danny Roundfield, Billy Knight, Moses Malone—I’m talking about great talent, better talent than you’d find in the NBA. The ABA also gave a chance to Doug Moe, Connie Hawkins and Roger Brown, who were banned from the NBA and then went on to have tremendous pro careers.

We were ahead of the NBA in so many different ways. We had the 3-point play. The NBA said it was a gimmick; now it’s one of the most exciting parts of the pro game. We used pressing and trapping defenses, something you never saw in the NBA. We had All-Star weekends, Slam Dunk Contests, and we even had the best officials because we had raided guys like John Vanak, Jack Madden, Norm Drucker and Ed Rush from the NBA. About everything we did in the ABA they do now in the NBA, except they didn’t take our red, white and blue ball.

LARRY BROWN: I loved that red, white and blue ball and I loved the ABA. The league was the greatest thing that ever happened to me and to everyone connected with it. The ABA gave me a chance to play when the NBA said I was too small. It gave me a chance to coach on the pro level, and that probably never would have happened if it weren’t for the ABA. Think about the coaches who got their start in that league—Hubie Brown, Doug Moe, Kevin Loughery, Al Bianchi, K. C. Jones, Tom Nissalke and Stan Albeck—these were men who went on to have significant and long careers in the NBA. How many of them would have gotten that chance without the ABA?

BILLY CUNNINGHAM: I played in both leagues, and I can say without a doubt that the ABA had a huge impact on the NBA. The ABA players and coaches forced a faster pace of the game, they pushed the ball up the court, they created a more exciting brand of basketball, the kind of basketball you see in most of the NBA today. When the Knicks were pressing and shooting 3-pointers and all of that under Rick Pitino, people acted as if that was something new. Hey, half the teams in the ABA played like that.

RON GRINKER: The difference between the two leagues is this: The standard of excellence in the NBA was the Boston Celtics, who were the masters of fundamental basketball. Those guys would pick-and-roll you to death. They played right out of the textbook. The ABA was Julius Erving, it was glitzy, get the ball out and let’s run and jump and play above the rim and we’ll make things up as we go along. The NBA was a symphony, it was scripted; the ABA was jazz. People weren’t sure exactly what they did even after they did it. They felt something and they tried it.

BOB COSTAS: The players, their fashions and lifestyles were a reflection of the times, from the huge Afros to the beards, bell-bottom pants and platform shoes. I remember Larry Brown coaching while wearing farmer’s overalls. But the real flair was on the court.

JULIUS ERVING: In some respects we were a maverick league, but so what? What was wrong with a red, white and blue ball? What was wrong with the 3-point shot or creating a faster tempo so that the little man would have an opportunity to play? What’s wrong with a little experimentation and encouraging an individual to excel in a team sport?

When I signed with the Virginia Squires in 1971, I was under the impression that there would soon be a merger, no more than a year or two away. But merger or no merger, I was 21, out of the college environment and on my own for the first time. And I loved every minute of it. Basketball was truly a game, there were few hassles, and on the court we were freewheeling. The guys were playing to win, but also playing for fun and playing to entertain, pretty much how it is in the NBA now.

Underneath all that was the feeling that we were all in this great struggle together, fighting for survival and respect. When the NBA or anyone else criticized us, it just brought us closer together. We were stigmatized because we weren’t the NBA, but wait a minute. Didn’t we come from the same college basketball system as the NBA players? Didn’t we play against the NBA guys in college and then later in summer leagues and All-Star Games? There was no difference between the players in the NBA and those in the last few years of the ABA.

What really upset a lot of us was the NBA’s condescending attitude toward ABA players after the merger. But then ABA teams like Denver and San Antonio went out and won their divisions, beating out the established NBA teams.

Listen, the ABA gave the NBA a wakeup call. We were the first league that really knew how to promote its teams and its stars. What the NBA now does with Michael Jordan, Larry Bird and Magic Johnson, the ABA was doing with players such as George McGinnis, George Gervin and myself.

In my mind, the NBA has just become a bigger version of the ABA. They play the style of game that we did. They sell their stars like we did. The only difference is that they have more resources and can do it on a much grander scale than we in the ABA ever could.

BOB COSTAS: The ABA tried to promote Julius Erving, and even though he spent the last three years of his ABA career in New York, he never received the respect he deserved. Julius made moves that were truly astonishing, moves that had never been seen before. You know that play Julius made against the Lakers in the fifth game of the 1980 playoffs, where he went under Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and then under the basket and then hit that incredible reverse layup? I saw him make plays that good or better several times just in my two seasons covering the ABA. But there was no ESPN or CNN or SportsChannel to bring Julius into the nation’s living room, even for a 10-second tease. Julius and the rest of the ABA stars performed in this netherworld of pro basketball that really wasn’t pro basketball because the NBA didn’t sanction it. It was almost as if the ABA players were a bunch of unappreciated artists saying, “We may die impoverished, but one day our work will hang in the Louvre.”

DAVE TWARDZIK: We felt as if we were in the shadows. You’d pick up The Sporting News and there would be NBA articles all over the place and maybe one column with ABA news. You’d go through Chicago and pick up a newspaper at the airport and you’d be lucky if they ran the ABA standings or the box scores. In the ABA cities, our coverage was usually very good, but just go a little outside that area . . . forget it. It was as though we didn’t exist.

GENE LITTLES: We had this immense pride that, right or not, we were as good if not better than the NBA. The difference was that they had television and we didn’t. We never felt inferior, because guys from the NBA would jump to the ABA and they didn’t tear up the league. The adversity kept us together and, like old foxhole buddies from the Army, we still help each other. My first pro coaching job was with the Utah Jazz as Tom Nissalke’s assistant, and Tom knew me from when we both were in the ABA. I now work as coach of the Charlotte Hornets and I was hired by Carl Scheer, who was the general manager of the Carolina Cougars when I played there. Harry Weltman was the GM in New Jersey. He had that same job with the St. Louis Spirits and Bob MacKinnon was his coach. Later MacKinnon became Harry’s assistant in New Jersey. ABA guys are very loyal to each other.

BILLY CUNNINGHAM: I went from Philadelphia of the NBA to Carolina of the ABA and had two of the most enjoyable years of my pro career. The ABA people were so much closer than the guys in the NBA. They really looked out for each other. When I played for the Cougars under Larry Brown and Doug Moe and with guys such as Gene Littles and Ed Manning, I felt like I was back in college. It was that kind of atmosphere. I would have finished my career in the ABA, despite the crummy travel, if I had thought the league had a chance to survive.

TOM MESCHERY: When I coached Carolina (in 1971-72), we had a stretch where we played 21 games in 31 days and we finished it off by playing Virginia three days in a row in three different towns. You usually played three days in a row on weekends—Friday, Saturday and Sunday—because those were the days you drew the best. So you really needed a lot of depth because of all the games, but for most of the years in the ABA, while you could carry 12 players on your roster, you only took 10 on the road to save travel expenses. I had come from the NBA, where we flew first class and went to major markets. In the ABA, we flew coach and we went to places like Salt Lake and San Antonio—places where you had to go somewhere else before you could get there. A two-or three-stop flight was the norm. But very few guys complained. They just scrunched their big bodies into those coach seats and made the best of it, because they wanted to play.

BILLY CUNNINGHAM: When I played for the Cougars, our home base was Carolina and we always had to fly to Atlanta first, then catch a connection to where we went next. I felt like I had a second home at the Atlanta airport.

JOE TAIT: When I traveled with the Cleveland Cavaliers as their radio broadcaster, we often ran into ABA teams in the Atlanta airport. Many of the guys would have that blank, almost haunted look about them, as if they had been on too many airplanes in too few days. They would tell you these harrowing tales of trying to get from Salt Lake to Norfolk with four stops in between. They always had 5 A.M. wakeup calls. To us in the NBA, it was amazing that those guys could still stand up, much less play.

DICK TINKHAM: I was with Indiana from the beginning of the ABA until the final season. We get a lot of credit from some people for being bright and innovative, and I guess we were. But if there is one message I’d like to get across about the ABA, it was that we had no plan. Sure, we wanted to merge with the NBA. That was a goal. But a plan? We had none. We went by the seat of our pants and made it up as we went along. If a rule didn’t fit with something we wanted to do, we just changed it or ignored it. If someone had an idea, no matter how lame-brained, usually someone tried it.

AL BIANCHI: We’d hold a draft at the drop of a hat. We drafted everyone—college kids, high school kids, underclassmen, NBA guys. We had a great time drafting people. If you still wanted a guy and a draft was over, you could put him on your draft list anyway. In Virginia, we developed a track record of finding pretty good players no one knew about, like Julius Erving and George Gervin. The NBA started drafting people we had taken, figuring that maybe we knew something. So we would draft guys we knew couldn’t play just to see if the NBA would take them, and sure enough, some of those names would show up on an NBA draft list and we’d just laugh.

DOUG MOE: One of the biggest disappointments in my life was going into the NBA after the merger. The NBA was a rinky-dink league—listen, I’m very serious about this. The league was run like garbage. There was no camaraderie; a lot of the NBA guys were aloof and thought they were too good to practice or play hard. The NBA All-Star Games were nothing—guys didn’t even want to play in them and the fans could care less about the games.

It wasn’t until the 1980s, when David Stern became commissioner, that the NBA figured out what the hell they were doing, and what they did was a lot of the stuff we had in the ABA—from the 3-point shot to All-Star weekend to the show biz stuff. Now the NBA is like the old ABA. Guys play hard, they show their enthusiasm and there is a closeness in the league. Hell, the ABA might have lost the battle, but we won the war. The NBA now plays our kind of basketball.

BOB COSTAS: I just wish that some of the great ABA players, such as Willie Wise, Mel Daniels, Roger Brown, Louie Dampier and the rest, could have played against NBA competition in their primes. No one will ever know how great James Silas could have been in the NBA, because he blew out his knee right before the merger. He played after that, but he wasn’t the same. Freddie Lewis was a terrific player, but his best days were in the ABA. That’s another aspect about the ABA—the mystique of the guys who never got a chance in the NBA.

LARRY DONALD: Those who lived through the ABA get a warm feeling thinking about those times. It’s what it must have been like to have been on the Confederate side during the Civil War. They were charging up the hill, outmanned, outgunned and outfinanced. But they had enough General Lees to keep it interesting. If you’re a basketball fan and have a drop of nonconformist blood in your veins, then you had to like the ABA.

HUBIE BROWN: It was Doctor J who said it all when he received the trophy as the NBA’s most popular player in 1977. He held the trophy over his head as only he could and said, “I accept this award on behalf of all the players who played in the ABA but aren’t here today.” It was a very moving gesture.

JULIUS ERVING: I was in the ABA from 1971 to ’76. It was the first third of my career, sort of a bridge from being an amateur to a professional, and I loved the ABA very much. I remember being at the first All-Star Game after the merger, looking around and seeing that 10 of the 24 players had been in the ABA. I said, “Just looking at the people here, I guess that should answer any questions you have about parity between the NBA and the ABA.”



Part I
OPENING GAMBITS




Birth Pangs


The patron saint of the ABA was Dennis Murphy, who later would be among the founders of the World Football League, the World Hockey Association, World Team Tennis, and the 6-foot-5-and-under World Basketball League. Now, he is putting together the Global Hockey League. As veteran official John Vanak said, “If they ever put any kind of league on the moon, Dennis Murphy probably will start it.” In the early years of the ABA, Murphy was either a general manager or public relations man—sometimes both—for the Oakland Oaks, Minnesota Muskies, Denver Rockets and Miami Floridians.

DENNIS MURPHY: The ABA began as a football league. It was in 1965, and the American and National Football Leagues were in a major war. I was the mayor of Buena Park, California; I had always been a sports nut and I was a USC fan. I was close to Jim Hardy, the former USC quarterback who played for the St. Louis Cardinals. Our idea was to put together a group to get an AFL franchise for Anaheim. We wanted to get some money people interested in bringing football to Orange County, for a couple of reasons. We knew that a merger between the two leagues was coming and we figured if we could get a team in Anaheim, we’d either end up with an NFL franchise or they would have to buy us out. Either way, we’d win. We even sponsored an AFL football doubleheader in Anaheim. But the two football leagues merged a few weeks later, so we were finished; we knew there was no way the L.A. Rams would want us to have a team in their territory. Jim Hardy and I had put a lot of work into this and we were pretty disappointed about ending up with zilch. I kept thinking about it, how we had a pretty good group of money people who loved sports and we should do something.

I thought, “There’s only one basketball league and one hockey league, so why not have another?” Since I knew nothing about hockey, but basketball was my favorite sport, I figured I’d pursue the idea of a basketball league. That was the reasoning—I liked basketball better than hockey. No surveys or anything like they’d do today. The NBA had only 12 teams in 1966. It seemed like there should be more teams. Why? I don’t know. It was worth a shot. What the hell, the AFL had worked, hadn’t it? They got a merger. Maybe we could force a merger with the NBA.

I knew Bill Sharman from my connections to USC. At the time, Sharman had just left as coach at Cal State-Los Angeles. He had coached Long Beach in the old American Basketball League (1961-62), which had folded, so he knew what we would be facing if we tried another league. It was Bill and I who came up with the name ABA, or American Basketball Association. For a while, I thought Bill would be our front man, our basketball guy who had a name and credibility, because he had been a fine player in the NBA, but Bill had to drop out because he was offered the San Francisco Warriors coaching job (for the 1966-67 season). Bill suggested that we use the 3-point play, which was a part of the old ABL. He also encouraged us to keep pressing ahead with putting together a league. He suggested that I call George Mikan, who was probably the biggest name in basketball—the Basketball Player of the First Half-Century, in fact. Bill thought that Mikan could get the league some attention. I thought about it and talked about it for a few weeks. One day I mentioned Mikan to my neighbor, Bill Goff, who said, “I know George from the insurance business. I talk to him a lot. Let me call George for you.”

So that was how the first contact was made with Mikan. Goff called George, then Bill told me to call. I talked to George and he said something that surprised me: “I just got a call from this guy in New York, Connie Seredin, who said he was putting together a new basketball league. He’s a real promoter type, lots of hype.” I wrote down Seredin’s name and called him. He was an advertising man in New York. I said since we both wanted the same thing, we should join forces. He agreed to a meeting. I kept talking to people and got some interest from people such as John McShane, a local radio DJ. I talked to people, they talked to other people, and soon Roland Speth, Larry Shields, Art Kim, Gary Davidson and Don Regan became involved. Seredin and I met in L.A. and we got along all right. I could tell that Connie’s head was a little in the clouds, but I thought things would be okay. He said he had all these money people back East, so we set up another meeting, this one in New York, between my group and his group.

The New York meeting was an absolute fiasco. I had the impression that Connie would have all these people there, but there were only about four of us. They didn’t seem very far along at all. It was nothing like Connie had led me to believe. But Connie and I did agree to merge; I would handle the organization and he would take care of the publicity.

We set up another meeting in California, this one at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. Now I was getting really worried, because the only person of substance Connie had was Gabe Rubin. That was when McShane and I realized that we really had to take this thing over. We each put in $10,000 and we asked Connie for $10,000. He said that was a stumbling block, and I think he put in about $3,000. By this time, there was a lot of suspicion between my group and Seredin’s group. But we did have the common bond that we wanted a basketball league. We had yet another meeting and pretty much ironed things out. McShane and I opened up an office on Fall Street in Orange County, we hired a secretary, and the ABA was in business. We put out some brochures, and it was at this point that Gary Davidson, a young lawyer, got involved. Gary has been credited with being a founder of the ABA, but he wasn’t. (Davidson admitted as much in his book, Breaking the Game Wide Open.,) Gary’s real role was with the people putting together the Dallas franchise.

We kept having meetings. The only people with any basketball experience were Art Kim and Gabe Rubin; Rubin had been with the Pittsburgh Pipers of the ABL, and Kim was involved with the Washington Generals, the team that played the Globetrotters. But we kept pushing, kept meeting, kept talking to people and in the end we got a group together that would form the ABA. We went back to Mikan several times, but he said, “I’ve got a great reputation. I get asked to do things 100 times a day and I’m not going off half-cocked. Get the thing moving. Get the money; I just don’t want to hear a lot of talk. Then maybe I’ll work with you. But I’m not about to jeopardize my situation with a lot of B.S.”

DICK TINKHAM: There were a lot of guys around trying to start basketball leagues in the 1960s. I was a lawyer and a friend of the DeVoe family in Indianapolis. John DeVoe had played basketball at Princeton, and DeVoe and I had been involved in an indoor racquet club in Indianapolis. One day we got a call from a guy in Louisville; the name escapes me. He was talking about something called “The Lively League,” with no players over 6-foot-4. Connie Seredin was the East Coast promoter putting it together. The guy from Louisville said that he would go in if we went in. But John, his brother Chuck and I talked it over. Indiana was a basketball-crazy place on the high school and college level. But who wanted to see a bunch of little guys play basketball? Then we heard from Dennis Murphy. The 6-foot-4 was gone, it was just a regular pro league. That was something that interested us. Given the basketball climate in Indiana, it just seemed that a pro team would be a natural. A local group had gone to the NBA about an expansion team, but the NBA wasn’t very enthusiastic and they talked about $1.5 million to get in. That sounds like pennies in today’s market, but was a lot of money in the middle 1960s. We heard that there would be an ABA investors meeting in New York. You brought a check for $5,000 and you were in—not just in the meeting, but the league! So we got the five grand and we were in. There were a lot of people like us in the sense that they liked basketball, but they didn’t want to pay $1.5 million to get into the NBA.

MIKE STOREN: Here is how Dennis Murphy operated. I was the business manager for the Cincinnati Royals of the NBA and I was a very close friend of Dick Tinkham’s. One day I heard from Tinkham, who asked about this Dennis Murphy and the new basketball league. I guess Murphy wanted $25,000 to get into the league. I told him not to give Murphy a cent, to wait and see what developed. And sure enough, the price went down (to $5,000).

CARL SCHEER: I was working as Walter Kennedy’s assistant in the NBA office when I heard this talk about starting another basketball league. Frankly, I couldn’t figure out why they wanted to do it. The ABL had died. The NBA was not exactly going great guns. Common sense back then would have told you that those guys had no chance to survive.

MIKE STOREN: The NBA was still trying to present itself as a viable third pro league—after baseball and football. The television contract was weak. There was a Sunday afternoon game and either Bill Russell or Wilt Chamberlain played. Ideally, it was Russell vs. Chamberlain. The NBA was a very distant third in the eyes of the sports fan. In my mind, the ABA had a snowball’s chance in hell of becoming a viable pro basketball league.

DICK TINKHAM: The early meetings for the ABA were incredible. We went to one in New York where some guys said they each had four or five franchises. We from Indiana felt like we were in the minority, because we only had one. But to the everlasting credit of Arthur Brown from ABC Freight in New York, he stood up in the middle of this insane meeting and said, “Now we’ll each put up a $50,000 performance bond and then we’ll go ahead with this venture.” There was an adjournment and a lot of the people—many who thought they owned five franchises—didn’t come back. The $50,000 bond scared them off, and the people left were serious and had a few bucks.

DENNIS MURPHY: All during this time, we were talking to George Mikan, trying to get him as the first commissioner. The league was starting to take shape. We had people of substance such as Art Kim (Anaheim), Arthur Brown (New York), the DeVoe Family (Indiana), Gabe Rubin (Pittsburgh), T. C. Morrow (Houston), Joe Gregory (Kentucky), Ken Davidson (Oakland), Charlie Smither (New Orleans), Bob Folsom (Dallas), and Larry Shields (Minnesota). So we were in the position to get Mikan.

GEORGE MIKAN: I think Dennis or someone had read an article about me in Sport magazine that said I would make a good commissioner of the NBA because I had played the game and also had a law degree. The ABA owners were very impressed with the fact that I was an attorney, and that probably closed the deal. Once we settled on the money and I got them to put it into escrow, we were ready to go.

DENNIS MURPHY: George didn’t agree to be commissioner until 10 minutes before the start of the press conference we had set up at the Summit Hotel in New York to introduce the league to the media. George wanted a three-year deal at $50,000 a year and he was hanging tough. Some of the owners felt that he put a gun to their heads about the money. He also made it clear that he didn’t need us. He lived in Minneapolis, where he was an attorney and had a travel agency. We wanted him to move to New York for the first league office, but George said he wasn’t moving; if we wanted him, the league office had to be in Minnesota. In the end, George got what he wanted. And to George’s credit, he saved that first press conference. We had about 50 media people there. I had arranged press conferences before because I had worked in various political campaigns in California, but I had never seen anything like this. The press conference was Connie Seredin’s idea and it was heavy on schmaltz. We had stars like Frank Gifford there. We had girls in hot pants handing out drinks and press releases. We gave away red, white and blue basketballs. But the thing also started to look like a zoo, and we probably were going to get ripped in the press. (The press conference cost a reported $35,000 as the whiskey flowed.) George sensed we could be in trouble. He said, “This is all a bunch of crap. I’m gonna get up there and run this show. “ That’s exactly what he did. He explained the idea behind the league, why there would be a red, white and blue ball and why the league could make it. I know some of the owners didn’t like George, but he was the reason the ABA got off of the ground. I’m convinced that we would have died at that first press conference without him. Let’s face it, when a guy who was the greatest basketball player of his era, a guy who is a successful businessman and a guy who was 6-foot-10 with the charisma of Mikan stood up and spoke, people listened.

MIKE STOREN: If there was no George Mikan, there would have been no ABA. The league was always looking for fresh money and new investors. George Mikan could go into any major city in the country and get meetings with the high rollers, even the mayor, because they all wanted a chance to shake George’s hand. A guy may be a busy, millionaire businessman, but if he was a basketball fan it was pretty tough to turn down a chance to have lunch with George Mikan. If four guys named Joe came to town to talk about a new basketball league, fat chance that they would ever get through the door at city hall. His credibility was something you couldn’t buy. Later on, he had real problems running the league. But he was the ideal guy to get it off the ground.



The Ball


GEORGE MIKAN: The ABA had a red, white and blue ball because I said it would have one. It was that simple. We wanted our own identity, and the ball is the symbol of basketball, isn’t it? To this day, you hear ABA and people talk about the ball.

I admit that I had a personal beef about the brown ball. I remember sitting up in the balcony at some NBA games and I just couldn’t see the darn thing that well. The arenas were darker then than they are now, and the ball just sort of blended into the background. When you watched a basketball game on television, that dirty brown ball didn’t show up very well.

Okay, so I wanted a different color for our new league. Then I said, “What’s the name of the league?”

The American Basketball Association.

What’s America’s colors?

Red, white and blue.

So why not a red, white and blue ball?

LEE MEADE: George loved that ball. He’d say, “When people see our ball, they’ll stand up,” the implication being that the ball was like the flag.

GEORGE MIKAN: The owners acted like I wanted to burn the flag when I said forget the brown ball. I had to prove to them that there was nothing sacred about the brown ball. I did a lot of research and showed them that there were over 50 different shades of brown used over the years in college and pro. Hell, the original NBA ball was the color of cowhide, it was off-white. And there was nothing “natural” about the color, as some owners said—it was dyed brown. I said let’s be creative and dye the damn thing red, white and blue. That was something you could see from the balcony, you could see it on television. When you shot it, it left a red, white and blue streak—like a rainbow.

DENNIS MURPHY: In our first meeting with George to seriously discuss what the ABA should do, he brought up the colored ball. I loved it. I saw it as an incredible gimmick, something so easy to promote, but the other owners didn’t like it.

BOB BASS: While George never said it, you had a feeling he wouldn’t have stayed as commissioner unless we approved the colored ball and the 3-point play. He was passionate about those two things.

MIKE STOREN: To this day, only George Mikan knows why he even thought of a red, white and blue ball. You ask him about it, and he just says he liked it and that was that. At first, I argued vehemently against the ball. I thought it would make us look like buffoons. But once we adopted it, the benefits of the ball became clear to me. When people in the early ABA talked about dropping it, I told them they were fools. This was a great marketing tool. In Indiana, one of our first and most successful promotions was with Standard Oil and we gave away a half-million of those basketballs. Kids just loved them.

ALEX HANNUM: I believe I was the first one to say that the ABA ball belonged on the nose of a seal. I was coaching in the NBA at the time and it looked like a beach ball to me, but when I went to Oakland and then Denver and had a chance to coach with it, I liked the ball. It was a good ball to teach shooting with because it made it easy to see the rotation.

MEL DANIELS: When I signed with the Minnesota Muskies out of New Mexico, I had no idea that they were going to use a red, white and blue ball in the ABA. In fact, when I signed they gave me a standard brown ball that said “Mustangs.” Then I showed up for training camp and there they were, using the red, white and blue ball. I said, “What the hell is that?” They said, “It’s our ball.” I couldn’t believe it, but then I started to use it and it seemed like any other ball to me. In fact, there was something about the seams—they sort of locked your hand to the ball, made it easier to palm.

LEE MEADE: Right after we introduced the ball, we were bombarded with complaints. Players said it was too slippery; others said it was too big. I called the Rawlings Company and told them that the players were saying the ball was too slippery. There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. Then the guy from Rawlings said, “Would it make a difference if we could show you that the color pigmentation we use for your ball is the same that we use for the NBA’s ball?” There was no difference in the amount of dye in either ball; the only difference was the color of the dye. We put out a press release about that and it got pretty good play around the country.

BOB BASS: While I was coaching Denver, we had our first preseason game in Tucson and no one had a red, white and blue ball. We couldn’t play with a brown ball, because this was the first game in the history of the Denver franchise, even if it was an exhibition. So some genius got the idea of taking a brown ball and spray-painting it red, white and blue. Let’s just say that made the ball a little slick. There were 44 turnovers—just in the first half!

MAX WILLIAMS: In Dallas, our first coach was Cliff Hagan. He had come over from the NBA and he just hated the ABA ball. He complained and complained, and soon the players were complaining, too. Finally, we told Cliff that the red, white and blue ball was our ball, it wasn’t going away, so just shut up about it. He got used to it and by midseason, no one said a word.

MIKE STOREN: In Indiana, I was hearing all kinds of crazy things. One player told me that the ball was heavier, then the next day a guy said it was lighter. On and on it went. Finally, I called a team meeting and I held the ball in my hand. I said, “Here is our ball. I’ve been to the factory and there is no difference between this ball and the NBA’s ball. It’s not lighter, it’s not heavier, it’s not slipperier. The only thing different about it is that this ball photographs better and shows up on television better. Is that understood?”

I still could see some doubters out there.

Then I said, “If that’s not understood, this should be: from now on, anyone associated with the franchise who says anything derogatory about the ball will be fined.”

That was the end of the moaning.

STEVE JONES: When the league began, the ABA balls were far more slippery than the kind we were used to, for a very obvious reason—they were new. All new balls, regardless of the color, are slippery. That’s why in games they use balls that have been in action for a while. But since there never was a red, white and blue ball before, you couldn’t have any used ones. With Oakland, our first exhibition game was in Phoenix. There was no air-conditioning in the place and it was over 100 degrees inside. We had the new ABA balls—which were slippery—and they went off our sweaty hands. It was awful. Guys were swearing at the ball, blaming the colors. But once the balls were used for a few months, they weren’t slippery anymore.

GENE LITTLES: I do think there was a difference between the two balls. The NBA ball had wider seams, which made it easier for guys to palm, easier to handle. The ABA ball had smaller seams and that made it seem slicker. But it was the same size, weight and all that. As a guard, what I liked about the ABA ball was the color. It was a special feeling to take a long shot and watch those colors rotate in the air and then see the ball with all those colors nestle into the net. It made your heart beat just a little faster when you hit a 25-footer with the ABA ball.

DAVE TWARDZIK: As a shooter, what I liked about the ABA ball was when you hit a jumper and that ball would take that last little spin while in the net. You’d see those colors turn ... it just was neat. It’s a shooter’s ball. If you don’t think so, then why do they use the red, white and blue ball in the NBA 3-point contest as the ball that counts double? Because there is something special about watching it go into the basket.

JOHN STERLING: When I broadcast the New York Nets games, some people gave me flak about the ball—they were Knicks fans. But the thing about the ball was that it made the game much easier to watch for the novice fan. That’s why kids were attracted to it. The colors were almost mesmerizing.

ROGER BROWN: I developed a one-on-one move that was strictly for the ABA. It had to do with the red, white and blue ball. When you watched that thing spin in the air, there was something mesmerizing about the colors. So I’d get the ball and sort of spin it before I made my move. Some defenders’ eyes went right to the ball, to the colors spinning. It was hypnotic, and that one second that they stared at the ball was enough for me to get by them.

JOHNNY KERR: Given (NBA Commissioner) David Stern’s marketing background, you’d think he’d want the red, white and blue ball. When the ABA was around, you saw those balls everywhere. (Various reports say that over 30 million red, white and blue balls have been sold.) Can you imagine the money the NBA would make if the league switched to that ball? You use that thing on national television and every kid in America would want one. Then you license it and collect the royalties. With the way salaries are going in the NBA, you’d think the league would jump at a chance like this to rake in the bucks.

LEE MEADE: The most colossal marketing blunder of all time was that no one from the league licensed the red, white and blue ball. You could drive by any playground in the country and see kids using that ball, but the ABA never got anything out of it. We just never thought about things like licensing. If we did, we might still be around today.

DENNIS MURPHY: We never could get our act together on patenting the ball. We had several different guys say they were going to do it for the league, and there was a lot of bickering and confusion. In the end, no one got it done. Mike Storen probably came as close to getting the rights as anyone.

MIKE STOREN: We did a test where we put a bunch of 9-year-olds in a sporting goods store and told them they could either have the brown ball or the ABA ball. Every kid picked the ABA ball. I mean, every single one, and I’m talking about hundreds of kids. So I tried to patent the thing if the league couldn’t do it, but what I found out was that you can’t patent a color scheme, just a logo. So I got the patent on the red, white and blue ball with the ABA logo on it, and I still have it. A lot of good that does me today, right?



The First Jumper


DICK TINKHAM: We did some crazy things before that first season. All the owners got together one day and we drafted all the NBA players. It was like dealing baseball cards. In Indiana, we wanted both Van Ars-dales, Dick and Tom, but another team took Tom, so we traded two of the Boston Celtics we had for Van Arsdale. We were very serious about it. We hadn’t played a game, but we were deluding ourselves into thinking that all these NBA guys would jump leagues and we’d better have their rights. The college draft didn’t even interest us that much, because we thought we’d get our talent by raiding the NBA. Of course, it didn’t take long for reality to set in. The ABA made some offers to NBA guys and got absolutely nowhere, except with Rick Barry, which was a special case because of his father-in-law.

DENNIS MURPHY: As one of the founders of the league, I was going to get a franchise, and it was supposed to be Oakland, but Ken Davidson wanted Oakland and said he could get Pat Boone involved so we (the league) let him have it. Pat Boone was a basketball nut. I think he still plays full-court basketball today, and he’s no kid anymore. Then Ken Davidson asked me to be his general manager. We wanted to make a splash, and we wanted to get a name player. The biggest name in the Bay Area was Rick Barry with the San Francisco Warriors, so one of the first things we talked about was how to get Barry. That led us to go after Bruce Hale as our first coach. Bruce was Barry’s father in-law, and he had coached Rick in college at Miami (Fla.). We gave Bruce about $35,000 to be coach and then set our sights on Barry.

PAT BOONE: I had known Ken Davidson for years; we went to the same church in Inglewood, California. He knew I loved basketball, and he wanted to know if I would be involved in this new basketball franchise that was going to play in Oakland. I told him that I wasn’t interested in being an investor, but Ken said, “Oh, no, we don’t need your money. I’ve got other people putting up the money and I’m putting in some money. We’d like you to be involved as a co-owner, lend your name to it.” Davidson said he would give me a small piece of the franchise (about 5 percent) just so he could correctly say that I was an owner. I wished the team would play closer to L.A., but I went along with it.

Later, they set up a press conference to announce the formation of the franchise and Ken told me, “By the way, we’ve issued a press release that says you’re going to be president of the team.” I said, “If I’m the president, then I should get more than 5 percent of the team.” Ken asked what I wanted, and I said a president should have at least 10 percent. He said, “Okay, you’ve got 10 percent.” I said, “Okay, I’m in.”

At that first press conference, we had a demonstration of the 3-point shot and introduced a couple of the players we had signed, although I can’t recall who. We then had a shooting contest for 3-pointers and I won, which I guess should have told me we were in real trouble. Actually, the players weren’t used to shooting from 25 feet and I like to shoot out there with a one-handed set shot, because I was never tall enough to go inside. The whole thing was a lot of fun.

George Mikan took an active part in starting some of the franchises, and I think it was his idea to get Bruce Hale. Obviously, the fact that Bruce was Barry’s father-in-law had a bearing on our decision, but he also was a qualified, experienced coach and a gentleman.

RICK BARRY: When Bruce was hired by the Oaks, it naturally got my attention. He was like a second father to me, and the idea of playing for him again had so much appeal. I loved playing for Bruce in college.

At the time, I was 23 and had just finished my second year with the Warriors (leading the NBA in scoring at 35 points in 1966-67). We also had made the NBA finals, but despite all that, for the first time in my life the game wasn’t fun for me. I was playing for Bill Sharman, a man I respect tremendously on a personal level, but Bill was very set in his ways. I just didn’t enjoy basketball under him. The money was a factor, but not an overwhelming one. I made $30,000 with the Warriors and had gotten a $15,000 bonus that brought it to $45,000. My contract with the Warriors was up, or at least I was led to believe it was. I was supposed to be tied to the Warriors for another year after my contract was up by the “reserve clause,” a clause that said every player had to play an extra year for his team after his contract was up. (This also was known as the option clause.) But it was never challenged in court, and the lawyers I talked to didn’t think it would hold up. So when the Oaks called, I was willing to listen, because I thought I could change leagues without missing a year.

PAT BOONE: I was appearing at the Golden Nugget in Sparks, which is just outside of Reno. Rick was playing in a golf tournament there and we set up a meeting. Rick told me that he loved the Warriors, liked (owner) Franklin Mieuli and that his future was secure. If he was going to come over to a new league, Rick said he needed something very solid.

Ken Davidson was at the meeting and he said, “Rick, what if we were to make you a part owner? How does that sound?”

I think this was the first time in the history of sports that a player was offered a chance to become a part-owner. We offered him 15 percent of the team, and I think that was really what convinced Rick to make the jump.

RICK BARRY: I told the Oaks, “Give me your best shot and then I’m going to go to the Warriors and say the same thing. I’m not going to switch back and forth. I’m going to take the two offers and pick the one I like best.”

Oakland offered me $75,000 for three years and 15 percent of the team. I loved the Bay Area and didn’t want to move if the team did. I got a verbal agreement from Oakland that I would never have to leave with the team, but there was never anything in writing. That was my fault. I took their word and it came back to haunt me.

The Warriors offered me $45,000 with various bonuses worth $30,000 that could bring it to $75,000. I took Oakland’s offer. I went back to Franklin to tell him that I was leaving. Franklin then pulled out a contract worth a straight $75,000 from his desk drawer, but I said it was too late.

Franklin was a man who talked about loyalty. Well, I believe in loyalty, too. I cared about Franklin and the Warriors, but I cared about Bruce Hale and my family more. Money wasn’t the overriding point to all this. I made the jump for $30,000 a year and a piece of a fledgling franchise that may not have been worth anything, and it turned out it wasn’t worth a dime to me. That was not a real smart business decision. I could have gone back and forth several times to both sides, jacking up the price, if all I wanted was the money. That’s why it was stupid to say I was money-hungry. Then there were people who said I signed with Oakland because Pat Boone promised to get me into the movies. That was just a bunch of bull and it was stupid to say that, too. The main thing was my family, sharing basketball again with Bruce Hale.

PAT BOONE: Rick was interested in the movies and broadcasting. We talked about it. He even took some acting lessons, and I said I would help him down the line if I could, but no promises were made. Rick signed with us because of Bruce Hale and because we made him a good financial deal.

GEORGE MIKAN: I wanted every team to do what Oakland did—sign an NBA star. Then we could have filed a class-action suit on behalf of all the players to get the option clause revoked. But Oakland was the only team that took my advice.

PAT BOONE: Our opinion in the Rick Barry case was that the reserve clause was a restraint of trade and that made it illegal, so we could ignore it. Our attorneys said that Rick would be free and clear to play, but Franklin Mieuli took us to court, got an injunction, and later a San Francisco judge ruled in Franklin’s favor, saying that the reserve clause was binding and either Rick played for the Warriors or he had to sit out. Since Rick was a 15 percent owner of the Oaks, it made no sense for him to play for the Warriors, so he decided to sit out the season and do commentary on our TV games.

RICK BARRY: I spent that first year doing TV work and playing for the KYA radio basketball team. We were the Radio Wonders. I played point guard and fed Johnny Holliday, who took about 40 shots a game. Holli-day has done well in radio since, as has another guy on our team, Steve Sommers, who is with WFAN in New York. You could say I played very well against some of the best high school faculties in the Bay Area.



The Shakeout Begins


DICK TINKHAM: Not long before we actually started to play, there was a shakeout among the owners. By that, I mean we found out who had some money and who didn’t. The guys who started the league, such as Dennis Murphy, Gary Davidson, Roland Speth—they gave themselves franchises but they didn’t have the capital to run them. So they sold out for a few bucks to the guys who would really become the owners.

DENNIS MURPHY: The only money I made in the ABA was when I sold my piece of the Oakland franchise to Ken Davidson and Pat Boone. Gary Davidson sold his piece of Dallas, Don Regan sold his piece of Kentucky. Gary Davidson wanted to stay active in the league and he came up with the idea that George Mikan would be commissioner of the ABA, but he’d be president. George would be in charge of everyone while Gary would be president of just the owners. I liked Gary and I helped him get elected, but he and George Mikan never got along.

Once, Mikan threatened to suspend Gary Davidson and Davidson then threatened to suspend Mikan. There was nothing in the ABA bylaws about this type of conflict and no suspensions were issued.

LEE MEADE: Gary Davidson really made his reputation in the World Football League. He was a major player there. But in the ABA, he just wasn’t important, even if he was the first president. He got that position before Mikan became commissioner. After George took over, he didn’t want Gary around.

DICK TINKHAM: Gary Davidson appeared at one of the early league meetings. First, he wanted to be commissioner. Then he ended up being president somehow. None of us (owners) could figure out why we had to listen to Gary Davidson. Who was he?

At one league meeting, Joe Geary, who was a big money guy from Dallas, asked me, “Does Gary own any part of Indiana?”

I said he didn’t.

Geary said, “That’s what I thought.”

Geary had been checking with everyone in the room, trying to figure out why Davidson was acting like he owned the league. Geary called for a recess and asked Davidson to step out of the room. When the meeting resumed, Gary Davidson was gone, and that was the last any of us saw of him in the ABA.
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MAX WILLIAMS: I had been a fairly well-known basketball player at Southern Methodist University and I was a member of the All-Sports Association in Dallas. Roland Speth was our first contact with the ABA. He was a friend of Dennis Murphy’s and Gary Davidson’s, and Speth said that there was this new basketball league and he had the Dallas franchise.

At first, Speth indicated that he and Gary Davidson had enough money to run the franchise, but it soon became clear that they didn’t. I liked the idea of pro basketball in Dallas, and I got together with some people I knew, people who had real money, such as Bob Folsom, who later would become mayor of Dallas. I also talked to some SMU boosters I knew. Anyway, we put together 30 investors and raised $300,000. When the ABA began, we were the best-financed team in the league.

LEE MEADE: I remember a league meeting where the various owners were saying what their net worth was. Guys were saying a few million; maybe one guy said $10 million. Bob Folsom’s group was worth $480 million.

TERRY STEMBRIDGE: For better or worse, I was with the Dallas/San Antonio franchise from the start to the end of the ABA. In February of 1967, I was a high school history teacher in Kilgore, Texas, and I also did play-by-play on the local radio station for the high school team. My goal was to do play-by-play in pro sports, and I really thought I could jump from to the big leagues. I was working for a station that you couldn’t hear nine miles out of town, which shows you how naive I was. I read an article in the newspaper that the ABA had been formed and Dallas was one of the franchises. I thought, “Okay, here’s my chance.” I called the sports staff of the Dallas Morning News; I didn’t ask for anyone in particular, because I didn’t know anyone. I talked to a guy named Bob St. John, and he told me that Roland Speth was running the team. I made some more calls and I got in touch with Speth. The guy later became the manager of the Monkees, and he was sort of far out in left field to be in pro basketball. Roland was a real fast talker. He said for me to send him some tapes and he’d meet with me when he was in Dallas. I sent the tapes and followed up with a phone call a little later. I think it was in May of 1967 when I got ahold of Speth in California and he was telling me, “Hey, everything is going great. We’re putting together a great team, we’re getting great investors ...”

I asked him about my tapes.

He said, “Oh, yeah, I heard the tapes. Let’s talk when I get to Dallas.”

In Dallas, I went to see Speth in his hotel room. He acted real receptive and he was talking a great game, but all he really was saying was that he would listen to my tapes and get back to me. That surprised me, since he’d led me to believe he had already heard the tapes, or why would he agree to meet with me? I went home to Kilgore, waited a week or so, then called Speth. He told me, “I’ve made a decision—you’re our new announcer. I’ll get to you within a week or so about a contract.”

One week went by, then two weeks and then three weeks. I didn’t hear a thing. You can imagine what I was going through. I kept calling Speth and I couldn’t get in touch with him. Finally, someone in the front office told me, “Speth is out and the new guy in town is Michael O’Hara. He seems to be running the team.”

I called Mike O’Hara and he didn’t have the slightest idea who I was or what I was talking about. I told him that Roland Speth had promised me the job, and O’Hara got a little nervous. By now, the team was in the process of changing hands from Speth and O’Hara to the real owners—Bob Folsom and his group. Eventually, I was asked to come to Dallas for another meeting. I thought it would be more of the same, but it turned out that I went in front of the board of investors. O’Hara was now the GM, Max Williams was operations manager, and I was interviewed. They said they didn’t even know if they were going to have a radio contract, but if they did, I could be the broadcaster. What they really wanted to know was if I was willing to work in the front office and help get the team off the ground.

I said I would be glad to. They asked me to step outside. A few minutes later, Bob Folsom came out and asked me to go to lunch with him at the Hilton. He bought me a chicken sandwich and then offered me the job for $9,500 with the understanding that I would work with Max Williams in the front office.

It turned out that Folsom had never heard my tapes. Neither had Max Williams, Mike O’Hara or Roland Speth. Heaven only knows where my tapes were, but they hired me anyway. They asked me what title I wanted, and I said I didn’t care. They said, “Let’s make you public relations director,” which was a mistake because I ended up doing a lot of work with press releases and all that in addition to broadcasting the games. It also turned out that Max Williams and I were the front office. There were four of us in the office—Max, myself, a secretary and a ticket manager, and it seemed that the ticket manager was quitting every week and we had to hire a new one.

MAX WILLIAMS: When I say that Terry Stembridge and I did everything that first year, I mean everything—we even had to put the 3-point line down on the floor when we played exhibition games around Texas. We sold the tickets before the games, swept up after and did everything in between.

TERRY STEMBRIDGE: I always thought we had one of the best nicknames in pro sports—the Chaparrals. But there was no great thought given to what to name the team. One of the early investors meetings was held at the Chaparral Room in the Dallas Sheraton. At the time, that was one of the best private clubs in Dallas, and one of the investors was looking at a napkin with the chaparral (a roadrunner) on it when he suggested that Chaparrals would make a good name for the team.

MAX WILLIAMS: When it came to putting a team together, we were a little behind, because we messed up the college draft. In a sense, this tells you a lot about what was going on when Roland Speth was in charge. The draft was coming up and I made some calls to coaches I knew, did some checking around, got all the basketball magazines I could and put together a draft list. I gave it to Speth and figured we’d talk about it in a few days.

One day, Speth said to me, “Well, we had our draft.”

I said, “What are you talking about?”

He said, “It happened so quickly. They just said the draft was tomorrow. I couldn’t find you so I went to New York and I took your list along and I did the draft.”

Of course, the reason he went to the draft by himself was that Speth didn’t want to spend the money to take me, too.

I said, “You should have taken me. You don’t know anything about players.”

He said, “I got the first five guys on your list.”

I said, “That wasn’t a talent list. That was a list of players in alphabetical order.”

He said, “Oh.”

That was it—“Oh.”

So the first draft pick in the history of the Dallas franchise was Matt Aitch from Michigan State, because his last name began with “A.”

Look at our draft:

1. Matt Aitch.

2. Jim Burns.

3. Gary Gray.

4. Pat Riley.

5. Jim Thompson.

Then in the supplemental rounds it went:

1. Paul Brateris.

2. Jeff Fitch.

3. Ted Manning.

4. Duane Heckman.

5. Gilbert McDowell.

6. Jerry Southwood.

7. Tom Storm.

The only guy out of alphabetical order was Heckman, and my guess is that Speth probably just looked at the list wrong. I couldn’t believe it. It was going to be hard enough putting together a team without a stunt like this. I was really glad when Speth and those guys got out and the Texas people took over.
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LEE MEADE: Before I was named the ABA’s PR director, I was sports editor of the Denver Post, so I was very familiar with that franchise. It was originally owned by James Trindle, who was a friend of Dennis Murphy’s. Trindle wanted to put the team in Kansas City, but couldn’t get enough playing dates at the arena, so he came to Denver. Before the team even played its first game, Trindle sold out to Bill Ringsby. I had never heard of Bill Ringsby, and I asked the managing editor of our paper if Ringsby had enough money to buy the team. I was told, “He has enough to buy the whole league.” The team was named the Rockets, after Ringsby’s business—Rocket Truck Lines. Because Ringsby was a man of substance, his presence meant that the local papers had to pay attention to the team. Dennis Murphy had been the general manager under Trindle and he stayed on for a while to work for Ringsby. Dennis will never admit it, but before Ringsby named the team after his trucking company, Dennis wanted to call it the Colorado Lark Buntings, after the state bird of Colorado. You may not have thought much about naming the team after Bill Ringsby’s trucking company, but it was a lot better than Dennis’s idea.

BOB BASS: The characters among the owners were something. I was the first coach in Denver, and there was a league meeting in Denver, so I went. Kentucky’s Joe Gregory was there—with his dog. A $10,000 dog. That dog was worth more than a lot of the players. But can you imagine sitting at a league meeting and looking right across from you and seeing a damn dog?

VAN VANCE: The dog’s name was Ziggy and they even had its picture in the first Kentucky Colonels program. That dog was all over the Colonels’ promotional material. The Gregorys took Ziggy to the games with them. I even recall seeing the dog in one of the team pictures. The Gregorys went from dog show to dog show in one of those big vans, so I guess they thought you’re supposed to take that dog everywhere.

TERRY STEMBRIDGE: Joe Gregory had married a woman who had a lot of money and was a dog-show judge. I was Dallas’s broadcaster and I remember getting on an airplane and seeing that dog in first class with the Gregorys. They told me they had bought Ziggy a seat. Ziggy was a Brussels griffon, some kind of rare breed. His real name was Gaystock Monsignor and he won more than 150 of those Best of the Breed titles in his career. He was Top Griffon in both 1966 and 1967. Don’t ask me why I remember all that.

MAX WILLIAMS: The Gregorys had a lot of dogs. We had a player in Dallas whose name Gregory loved so much that he gave one of his dogs the same name—Manny Leaks.

BOB BASS: There was a league meeting where Anaheim’s Art Kim and Pittsburgh’s Gabe Rubin got into one of the damnedest arguments I had ever seen. These guys were yelling, screaming and then they wanted to kill each other. Rubin said that Kim was an idiot, Kim said he was a karate expert and he was going to break Rubin in half. During the whole thing, the little dog was just sitting there, watching it. Even the dog was wondering what the hell was going on. Finally, big George Mikan stepped in there and picked up Kim with one hand, Rubin with the other and separated them. He told them to cut it out and he wasn’t going to put them back down until they did. Of course they did cool down, but stuff like this made our league meetings more fun than some of the games.



Finding Players


STEVE JONES: I remember walking into a tryout for the Oakland Oaks at St. Mary’s College and there were 100 guys there. I had some friends who had recommended me to the Oakland owners and Bruce Hale, so I had an advantage in that Bruce knew who I was. You could tell that there was a division at the camp between guys who were supposed to be able to play and guys basically off the street. I had played at Oregon and been drafted by the Warriors and had been to two of their training camps, so I was one of the guys who could play. But I still couldn’t believe that mass of humanity in the gym. The coaches seemed overwhelmed. They started having 3-on-3 games for 15 minutes. If you didn’t show much in that 15 minutes, you were outta there, so you can imagine that there was a lot of passing going on, right? They cut 60 guys the first day. I think back on that as the “Hundred Rifles” camp, because you had 100 guys doing nothing but shooting.

Most of the guys who eventually made the team had played either in AAU ball or the Eastern League and had at least been to an NBA camp. Guys like Ira Harge, Jim Hadnot, Levern Tart, Wes Bialosuknia. We sort of looked at ourselves as pioneers. All we wanted was a shot at pro basketball. We figured if we didn’t make it in Oakland, we could go to another ABA team and make it there. Everything was pretty wide open.

BOB BASS: Obviously, you had to be a bit of a gambler to get involved with the ABA. I had coached great NAIA teams at Oklahoma Baptist. We were national champs in 1966, runners-up in 1965 and 1967.1 could have stayed there comfortably forever or gone on to another major-college coaching job. I had a good player in Al Tucker, and Bruce Hale came down to talk to me about Tucker. Bruce had just been hired by Oakland, and he asked me if I was interested in getting into the ABA. I told him that I had no idea, I really hadn’t thought about it. We pretty much let it drop after that.

Two days later, I got a call from Dennis Murphy, who was then the general manager in Denver. Murphy offered me $20,000 to coach the team, which was pretty good, since most of the players were making $8,000. I took it.

When I got to Denver, the college draft was over and they had done things like draft Walt Frazier and Bob Rule, who had signed with the NBA. I had no players. We put together a tryout camp at Pacific University. We had about 100 guys in the gym and it got real hot, so we opened the doors. But it was so smoggy outside that the smog rolled in and it got so bad that we had to call off practice, because we couldn’t see. Besides, an open tryout like that wasn’t going to do us much good, anyway.

The most important thing we did was sign Wayne Hightower, who had played in the NBA.

Hightower had the perfect name for a 6-foot-9 rebounder/shot blocker. In four NBA seasons with Baltimore and San Francisco, he averaged 9.4 points and 7.1 rebounds, but shot only 36 percent.

LEE MEADE: Even though Hightower probably would have had a hard time finding another NBA job, it still was a big deal when he signed with Denver. I mean, at least the hard-core fans had heard of him.

BOB BASS: I took the NBA rosters from 1965 to ’67 and looked for the names of guys no longer in the league. Then I tried to track them down, figuring if they were good enough at one time to play in the NBA, then they should be good enough for our league. Actually, none of us really knew what would be good enough, since there was nothing to compare it to.

Another talent source was the AAU leagues. Teams such as the Akron Goodyears (Larry Brown), the Phillips 66ers (Darel Carrier) and Jamiaco Saints (Steve Jones and Levern Tart) sent us a lot of players. But the ABA effectively put the AAU out of business by taking its best players, and that league had some pretty good ones, guys who just missed out on making the NBA.

One of the guys we did find was Tommy Bowens, who was 6-foot-8 from Grambling. He was one of the more amazing leapers I had ever seen. He could dunk from two feet behind the foul line. I know no one believes me when I tell them Bowens did that, but I saw it in practice. He could dunk from much farther out than Julius Erving. He could break the high-jump and long-jump records all at the same time. He was just a raw talent who really couldn’t do much with the basketball, but how he could jump.

Bowens’s ABA career, in which he averaged 5.4 points, spanned three teams in three years.

LEE MEADE: Bob Bass was desperate for players. He signed Byron Beck out of the University of Denver, which was a great move because he was a terrific player for Denver during all nine years of the ABA. He signed Willie Murrell out of the Eastern League, and Willie became the subject of perhaps the first of about a million lawsuits about players in the ABA. The Eastern League sued Denver for signing Murrell, but the ABA countersued. I don’t remember how it was exactly resolved, but Willie played for Denver (and averaged 16.4 points).

LARRY BROWN: The guy I still kid Bob Bass about is Lefty Thomas. We (New Orleans) played Denver early in the season and they had this guy, Lefty Thomas. He went for 20 points against us, but he shot it every time he touched it. That wasn’t that unusual, but Lefty was the first player I had ever seen who wore a ring on every finger. I still ask Bob if he has signed any more guys who wear 10 rings.

BOB BASS: Thomas had 39 points for us in our opener, but he was totally out of control. I just couldn’t handle the guy. Every time he got the ball, he went left and then he shot it. He had played for the Harlem Clowns and some of those other teams that played against the Globetrotters. After a few weeks, I let him go and Anaheim picked him up, maybe because he had the 39 points against them. But he didn’t last there, either.

A 6-foot-2 guard, Thomas played 62 games and had 55 assists, so “pass” wasn’t in his vocabulary. He averaged 9.1 points and shot 44 percent.

MAX WILLIAMS: Our biggest job was to find players. 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.

TERRY STEMBRIDGE: I don’t remember seeing any real players at those tryouts; it was just a bunch of guys running around. The players we ended up with were guys that Max found. One of my favorites was Maurice “Toothpick” McHartley. He was a 6-foot-3 guard who came from the Wilmington Blue Bombers of the Eastern League. Maurice had to have a toothpick in the corner of his mouth or he wouldn’t play. He was ahead of everybody when it came to fashion, because he was the first guy on the team wearing bell-bottoms and stuff like that. He worked hard at being Mr. Cool. I remember him shooting the ball a lot, but I don’t remember it going in that often.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LOOSE
BALLS

The Short, Wild Life of the
American Basketball Association
—As Told by the Players,

Coaches, and Movers

and Shakers Who Made It Happen

TERRY PLUTO

S1MON & ScHUSTER PAPERBACKS
New York  London Toronto  Sydney





OEBPS/images/f0020a-01.jpg
B

DEN:
Years 57

- &

g1

Year2
g /] 5
AT MIN MIN:
Years 23 Year 1 ear2

i
#

H

¥

e
E3

7

Year |






OEBPS/images/t0018-01.jpg
lear Year 2 Year 5 Xear 4 Year.
1967-68 1968-69 96970 1970-71 1971-72
PIT! MIN? PIT? PIT? PIT*
54-24,1E*  36-42,4E  29-55,SE  36-48,5E  25-59,6E
MIN! MIA! MIA! FLA! FLA?
50-28,2E  43-35,2E  23-61,6E  37-47,4E  36-48,4E
IND' IND! IND! IND! IND!
38-40,3E  44-34, IE 5925, IE*  58-26,IW  47-37,2W*
KY! KY! Ky! Ky? Ky?
37-42, 4E 42-36, 3E 45-39, 2E 44-40, 2E 68-16, 1E
NI NY! NY! NY! NY!
36-43, SE 17-61, SE 39-45, 4E 40-44, 3E 44-40, 3E
NO! NO' NO? MEM! MEM?
48-30,IW  46-32,2W  42-42,5W  41-43,3W  26-58, 5W.
DAL! DAL! DAL! TEX! DAL?
46-32,2W  41-37,4W  45-39,2W  30-54,4W  42-42,3W
DEN' DEN' DEN! DEN! DEN2
45-33,3W  44-34,3W  SI-33,1W  30-54,5W  34-50,4W
HOU! HOU! CAR! CAR? CAR?
29-49, 4W 23-55, 6W 42-42, 3E 34-50, 6E 35-49, SE
ANA! LAY LA? UTAH! UTAH!
25-53,5W  33-45, W 43-41,4W  57-27,2W*  60-24, IW
OAK! Was! VIR
60-16, IW*  44-40, 3W -39, 2E






OEBPS/images/c0-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021b-01.jpg
AR DALt
Years 47

LA AT HoUr ND
Yeard Year S Years 12 Years 1-9

MEM
Year Years Yeurs 67 Years

Years 1-2. e 3 Years 2-5 Yeurs 69

P s St o
Yeur 5 Years8-9 Years7-9 Years 68






OEBPS/images/9781439127520.jpg
“The best sports book of the year? Loose Balls . .." —USA TODAY

W | = THE AMERIGAN = W

Ik BASKETBALL ASSOCIATION |

AT TR i\
* TERRY PLUTO *

WITH A NEW INTRODUCTION BY THE AUTHOR






OEBPS/images/t0018-02.jpg
Year 6 ear 7 Jear & ear 9
1972-73 197374 197475 1975-76
IND! IND! IND! IND!

51-33,2W*  46-38,2W  45-39,3W  39-4s,
Ky? Ky2 KY? Ky2
56-28,2E  S3-31,2E  58-26, IE*  46-38,4
NY2 NY2 Ny NY2
30-54,4E  55-29, IE*  58-26,2E  55-29,2*
MEM? MEM® MEM! BAL!
24-60,5E 21-63,SE__ 21-57,4E o)
DAL? sl sA! SA!
28-56,5W  45-39,3W  51-33,2W  50-34,3
DEN? DEN:2 DEN? DEN®
41-37,3W 37-47,4W 65-19,1W  60-24,1
CAR? CAR? STL! STL!
57-21,1E 41-37,3E  2-52,3E  35-49,6
UTAH! UTAH! UTAH! UTAH.
55-29,IW 5133, IW  38-46,4W  4-12,\ew)
VIR? VIR VIR¢ VIR
49423 28-56,4E  15-69,5E  15-68,7
sD! D! D!
30-54,4W  36-47,5W  31-53,5W






