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Foreword 




I sympathize with Eeyore. Wherever he goes a dark cloud
        follows, drizzling rain on his dismal head. He can’t escape it, and it has made him who he
        is. My specter is not bleak or dark, nor does it pour despair down on me. In fact, it
        inspires me in all I do. But it is there with me always. 

It is my history. 

My father was the one in the family who had a passion for telling stories, most of which
        were cunningly designed to scare the willies out of his children. He crafted stories of old
        Indian chiefs who haunted the lake and would snatch unfortunate little children out of the
        morning mist if they were unwise enough to venture out into the water alone. His face would
        sharpen with glee as he spun his tale of “The Monkey’s Paw” or “The Black Pumpkin.” 

Yet, the stories that would fill me with the most delight were not the scary ones, not the
        ones that would frighten the babysitter, nor the made-up yarns about specters or spirits.
        The amazing tales that filled me with intrigue were true and have stayed with me. They were
        the stories of how the soft-spoken giant I called Grandpa Arnie, along with an equally
        uncanny group of cadres, had defied the game of basketball and become champions. To a child
        of the 1980s, my grandpa was Rocky. But instead of boxing, he played basketball. 

Not many remember what happened and how my grandpa was part of what is perhaps the
        greatest underdog story in the history of college basketball. To the rest of the world, this
        story is known but has never been told in its entirety. It is a tragedy in the truest sense.
        It is a tale of the greatest achievements but also a story of death and loss. 

There is a very simple reason I want to tell this story and share it with others: it is
        because I am a father of two young boys. As I look at all the idols of our society today and
        the variety of influences that will come into their lives, I want them to know of their
        history and the stories that inspire me, stories that teach that they can accomplish
        anything, no matter the odds against them. 

Eeyore and I both have constant companions. His are doubt and fear. Mine, on the other
        hand, is a history that I bear with honor. That history has made me who I am and inspires me
        to strive for excellence and goodness. 

As today’s basketball fans, we often become caught up in the bravado of the dunk and the
        attitude of the trash-talker. We wear clothing that bears the names of our sports heroes,
        and if those heroes wear jewelry, we wear jewelry. To show our devotion, we wear our
        favorite team’s logo tattooed on our skin. For many of us, the game of basketball has become
        more than a sport; it has become an important part of our culture and part of who we are. 

There was a time when the game of college basketball was not big business; a time before
        HDTV and bidding wars for broadcast rights. It was a time when families would gather
        together around a radio in the living room and listen to fast-talking sports broadcasters
        paint verbal portraits of the action on the court. In the early 1940s, basketball was played
        for the passion of the competition, not for large professional contracts and
        multimillion-dollar shoe deals. People were fans because it was a pure sport void of all the
        hype, an additive it didn’t need. 

This is a story of athletes who helped to establish the roots of the game of basketball.
        Because of the dedication and hard work of these early pioneers, the fledgling NCAA
        Tournament of the ’40s caught the public’s interest and has evolved to become the greatest
        event in all of sport. These athletes were pioneers before the giants came. They played the
        game for one reason and one reason alone: they loved it. 

—Josh Ferrin 




Introduction 




It must have been magic. Whatever possessed them had transformed these unknown kids from a
        faraway place into something greater than themselves. It was as if by some ancient alchemy
        gold had been extracted from the salty Utah earth. They were a ragtag team of kids wearing
        borrowed shoes and loaner jockstraps—giants in boys’ frames, elevated beyond their humble
        beginnings to the status of kings who ruled Madison Square Garden as if it were their royal
        court. That magic was tangible to those who witnessed it, and was a catalyst in the lives of
        the players, changing the course of their fates forever. 

With three seconds left on the clock and the score tied at 40, Utah’s Herb Wilkinson knew
        time was running out. He could tell by the frantic look in the eyes of the Dartmouth
        defenders. For most of the game the Indians had maintained their elegant form, but now they
        were unhinged—almost tripping over themselves to get at the ball. 

Bob Lewis had two men on him and was swinging his elbows from side to side to clear some
        space. He rose up wildly and saw Herb alone at the top of the key. With a flick of his
        wrists, the ball went sailing across the court and landed perfectly in Herb’s hands. 

Herb somehow found an opening in the smothering Dartmouth defense. Even though he was a
        step beyond the top of the key, he fixed his stance and raised his eyes toward the rim. The
        thought of the buzzer bore into Herb’s mind, and he was sure it would end the spell that had
        carried them across the country to this unlikely place. Herb’s gut reaction was to dish the
        ball to one of his teammates, but as he lifted the ball above his head and scanned the court
        he saw only a mass of defenders. Two of them turned toward him and he looked above their
        heads at the distant basket. It was his only choice. Herb’s competitive instincts took over
        as he lofted the ball with a one-handed set shot. The screaming fans in sold-out Madison
        Square Garden fell silent as they witnessed the soft leather ball take flight and bounce
        gently on the iron rim. 

The year was 1944 and the world kept watch on Europe and the Pacific for any indication of
        an Allied victory. In just three months the combined forces of the free world would launch
        their assault against the German forces at Normandy in France. The names Utah Beach and
        Omaha Beach would be thrust squarely into the forefront of the minds of all Americans.
        Families throughout the country, whose sons, fathers, husbands and brothers faced the enemy
        overseas, hoped that the dreaded letter from the War Department would pass them by. 

In the Pacific, the war with Japan continued to take the lives of American solders.
        Thousands of American and Philippine soldiers continued to be held as prisoners of war by
        the Japanese in the Philippine Islands. Newsreels produced by the U.S. government focused on
        atrocities committed by the Japanese military against U.S. soldiers. More than 120,000
        Japanese Americans lived as prisoners on American soil, held by a suspicious U.S. government
        in internment camps scattered throughout the western United States. Anti-Japanese sentiment
        in America was at a fevered level. 

The focus of Americans, hungry for something to buoy their war-laden hearts, shifted from
        foreign conflicts to the culmination of one of the most unusual and dramatic stories in
        sports history. On the evening of March 28, 1944, in smoke-filled Madison Square Garden, the
        largest crowd ever assembled to watch a basketball game witnessed an event that elevated
        college basketball to the top of the nation’s headlines. American soldiers tuned their
        radios to listen to the final game of the NCAA Tournament that pitted the unlikely
        University of Utah Utes against the heavily favored Dartmouth College Indians. 

Dartmouth benefited from the addition of several stellar players enrolled at the school
        under the navy’s wartime V-12 Program. The Utes, on the other hand, had to start four
        freshmen because their senior players were serving their country. The Utes were to have
        spent their season practicing and playing home games in the Einar Nielson Field House on the
        university campus, but it had been requisitioned by the army and converted into barracks,
        and so the Utes had to play their games in a church-owned gym in downtown Salt Lake City.
        They were not even supposed to appear in the NCAA Tournament. After losing to Kentucky in
        the National Invitation Tournament, a sudden tragedy for the University of Arkansas team
        opened a spot in the NCAA Tournament bracket and offered the Utah team a new opportunity.
        Because no one had anticipated the participation of the Utah team or their incredible
        tenacity, the media dubbed them the “Blitz Kids.” 

The tournament championship game stretched into overtime for the first time in NCAA
        history. After playing the entire game, the Utes’ star freshman, Arnie Ferrin, was fighting
        exhaustion but played on. And in an irony only a war-torn country could understand, the
        tough New York crowd was standing and cheering for the intense defensive play of the
        spirited and tireless Wataru Misaka, a five-foot-seven-inch Japanese American who had been
        forced to play out of position at center due to an injury to the team’s regular center, Fred
        Sheffield. For a few moments the country seemed to have forgotten its woes and fears as they
        united behind a team that by all rights shouldn’t have even been playing in the championship
        game. 




Prologue: Pain and Providence 




Rolling down the window, University of Arkansas basketball coach Eugene Lambert felt the
        cool, moist air whip through his hair. The cold gusts caught in his throat, but he left the
        window down. On the radio he heard the Glenn Miller Orchestra. He cranked the knob and left
        the music playing a little too loudly. Neither the bitter wind nor the music could clear his
        mind, and there was nothing else he could do to steer his thoughts away from his task.
        Guided by the breeze from the window, his tears formed little trails that ran across his
        face toward his ears. Even these feeble efforts to distract himself had turned against him.
        Once again he caught himself looking at Deno Nichols’s amputated leg wrapped in plastic,
        sitting on the passenger’s seat next to him. 

Coach Lambert didn’t have many victories; in fact, he was only in his second year as head
        coach. He had high aspirations, though, and he often found himself in front of the
        glass-lined trophy case where the University of Arkansas honored its teams and athletes—a
        modern-day pantheon filled with glittering miniature monoliths. For Coach Lambert, standing
        in front of that case was as close as he could get to actually living those victories, as he
        tried to connect with the magic and greatness that had inspired former students and coaches. 

He couldn’t shake the mental picture of that trophy case from his mind as he looked at the
        plastic-wrapped thing on the seat next to him. His eyes were constantly drawn to it, and he
        couldn’t help but think of it as some sort of ghastly reminder that instead of commemorating
        their accomplishments it represented all of their dashed dreams. It was a hellish
        abomination of a trophy, long and skinny, shining white in its plastic shroud. He had hoped
        to have a championship trophy to set in the passenger’s seat as they returned, victorious,
        from the NCAA Tournament. Now they wouldn’t even be going to Kansas City to participate in
        the tournament, and instead of a trophy, Coach Lambert had his star player’s amputated leg
        as a passenger in his car. 

It had taken everything he had to keep himself together the past few days. Since the
        accident, a mental battle had been going on in his soul as he fought to reconcile the
        uncontrollable events that had ended the Razorbacks’ season, and more importantly, shattered
        the lives of several of his players and taken the life of a fellow teacher. 

In his heart, Coach Lambert understood that a coach is more than just the guy who teaches
        players how to dribble the ball with each hand. He is a mentor, a guide who helps boys over
        the cusp to manhood. All of his drills, pep talks, everything he did as coach had a dual
        purpose: to make them better players for sure, but more importantly, to prepare them for
        life. He was responsible for helping them set the standards they would have for the rest of
        their lives, and now this abomination stood as a reminder of how wrong things had gone. 

Instead of the victory parade he had secretly hoped for, he now drove out of town, a
        one-man caravan, to find a proper place for a burial. The doctor who had given the leg to
        him suggested he put it in the trunk, but that didn’t feel right. So it sat in the front
        seat next to him. 

Just four days earlier, Saturday, March 18, 1944, Coach Lambert had scheduled a
        pretournament tune-up game against the Camp Chaffee Tankers. It had started out a close
        game, but the Razorbacks ultimately lost to the team from Fort Smith, 58–42. After the game,
        Coach Lambert stayed with the second team, who were going to play against another team at
        the base. He sent his tired starting five home with Everett Norris, a physical education
        instructor at the university. By chance, Coach Lambert had seen Everett on campus earlier
        that day and asked if he would be willing to drive the boys home after the practice game. It
        had been the first opportunity Everett had had to travel with the team, and he had happily
        agreed. 

It had also been the first game for the new center on the team, six-foot-ten-inch giant
        George Kok from Michigan. Coach Lambert had heard about him playing in an amateur league and
        sent him a letter offering him a college education and a chance to improve his game. After
        his first practice with the team, George was put in the starting five. A set of bunk beds
        were disassembled and put back together, end-to-end, to create the only bed on campus long
        enough for George to sleep on. That Saturday also happened to be his birthday. 

Rounding out an already good team, George fit in well with the two stars, Deno Nichols and
        Ben Jones. The team’s conference record was good at 16–7. With the addition of a man who
        could get tangled in the net if he jumped too high, they were planning on a big splash as
        the Southwest Conference representative in the NCAA Tournament that was just a few days
        away. 

The drive home from the game took Everett Norris and the first team along a meandering
        eighty-mile stretch of Route 71. The world was a soggy mess from a day full of indecisive
        storms. Everything was just a mash of brights and darks as they traveled along the soaked
        two-lane highway. 

Crammed with five lanky players and one teacher, the maroon, wood-paneled station wagon
        sauntered its way up a sloping hill when a loud “boom” startled the tired players from their
        post-game dozing. Since the shoulders of the road were rivers of mud, Everett had no choice
        but to stop the car on the road. They all quickly got out, and both Deno and Ben, the
        leaders of the team both on and off the court, helped Everett as he started to replace the
        flat tire. 

After grabbing a flashlight, George and a teammate, Red Wheeler, stood beside the car to
        warn the oncoming traffic. Waving his light in the air as a few cars slowed down and passed
        by, George laughed as someone joked that he looked like a lighthouse towering over the road.
        However they were all a little uneasy being in the middle of the highway on such a night,
        and George got a little nervous each time a new pair of headlights appeared over the hill. 

They worked as fast as their cold, wet hands would allow, and soon most of the players
        were piling back into the station wagon. Everett, Deno and Ben finished attaching the old
        tire to the back of the car. George and Red were walking back to the car when George noticed
        another pair of headlights cresting the hill behind them. 

George spun back around to face the oncoming car and repeated his nervous wave while
        calling out, but it was as if he were invisible. The lights were still coming straight at
        him. He waved the light again and dread filled his chest as the ghostly pair of shining eyes
        gained speed. Frozen by fear, he had no time to think about what was happening. At the last
        second he was brought to his senses when Red shouted “Jump!” George looked to the others as
        he flung himself out of the way. 

There was no screeching sound, just a sickening thud as the car plowed into the back of
        the station wagon. As he slammed against the muddy embankment, George caught a glimpse of
        Ben Jones flying through the air. 

Still operating on instinct, George clambered up the muddy embankment to his friends. What
        he saw was more than he could handle. He felt himself go numb as he saw Deno and Everett
        lying on the pavement between the cars, both writhing in pain. Deno’s right leg bent
        unnaturally to the side and a shattered shard of bone stuck out through his pants leg. Both
        of Ben’s legs were covered with blood and he lay on his back screaming. It looked like
        Everett was bent over when the car had crushed him. He was alive and awake, but he had been
        split wide open from his pelvis to his chest. 

The driver of the other car, a local mortician named Maurice Russell, emerged from his car
        with his wife, his hand on his head. With eyes wide as dinner plates, his wife put her hand
        to her mouth to muffle a cry. 

A mishmash of cries and shouts were exchanged as the uninjured jumped into action. There
        wasn’t a service station or phone for miles around, so they decided to load the injured into
        the damaged but still functioning station wagon and head for the hospital ten miles away in
        Fayetteville. They tore the seats from the rear of the wagon, but getting Ben and Deno in
        was torture. Neither could support his own weight, so every step they were carried
        multiplied their agony. 

As the cause of so much suffering, Maurice felt that he had to help, so he assisted in
        removing the back seat and moving the injured players. As they lugged the moaning boys to
        the car, George caught a whiff of Maurice’s breath. He was certain Maurice smelled of
        alcohol. 

It took three of them to move Ben alone. Deno could put weight on one leg. Everett’s
        massive injuries made it unbearable for him to lie down, so he sat in the front seat
        supported by Mike Schumchyk, the only uninjured player to get back in the car. 

With no obvious injuries except for a sizable goose egg on his forehead, Maurice took the
        wheel of the makeshift ambulance and headed for the hospital. For the rest of the trip the
        only sounds in the car were the groans of a man and two boys, passengers to an improvised
        chauffeur—an undertaker, no less—who had pulverized their bodies and destroyed their dreams.
        The only words spoken were from Mike in the front seat, who only a few hours earlier had
        been rallying his teammates on the court. Now all he could do was urge them to hang on. 

With no room for them in the station wagon, Red and George had no choice but to stay
        behind and wait for Coach Lambert and the other players to show up following their second
        game of the night. Not knowing what else to do, George, still armed with his flashlight,
        panned the asphalt in front of the wrecked car and saw bits of bone among the splashes of
        blood that were slowly being washed away in the rain. Thinking that they might be needed
        later, he picked them up and set them on the smashed hood of the car. 

All around them the world reflected their tragedy. Fog clouded their vision and heavy
        drops of rain fell. It wasn’t long before both boys were shivering from the cold. Not much
        was said between them as they stared at the mangled car in the road. Mrs. Russell urged them
        to join her in the car and get out of the rain, but they chose to stay out in the cold,
        knowing they couldn’t escape the bitter chill that filled them. 

Time passed slowly and they had nothing else to do but relive those few life-changing
        moments. Again and again they saw those two bright lights grow bigger and bigger, followed
        by the thud that caused George to shudder each time it played in his mind. Eventually George
        lost himself in time, stuck between those two lights. 

A police car approached from the direction Maurice had driven off in and slowed to a stop
        in front of them. The sheriff walked over to where George and Red were standing. Maurice,
        who had ridden back in the police car, got out and walked over to his car. Without saying a
        word to anyone, he got in and drove off with his wife. Perplexed, George turned to the
        sheriff. 

“That man’s been drinking!” he said, louder than expected. 

Peering out from under his hat, the sheriff responded, “Boy, I know Mr. Russell and he
        ain’t a drinkin’ man.” With that, the investigation into what happened that night was
        concluded. 

Back in Fayetteville, Everett Norris was pronounced dead from massive shock and internal
        injuries. Both Deno and Ben were in critical condition, and doctors worked to stabilize
        their injuries. Ben’s spine had been fractured in several places, and he’d suffered compound
        fractures above both of his ankles. He was transferred to another hospital better equipped
        to handle his severe injuries. Deno appeared to be better off, with only his right leg
        damaged—although severely. There were compound fractures in two different places and
        extensive tissue damage caused by the impact of the car and the shattered bones. Doctors
        decided that any attempt to set his fractures would be too risky, since he was still in
        severe shock. They chose to leave his mangled leg alone until his condition improved. 

George and Red, still out in the cold, waited by the road until the coach and the rest of
        the team caught up. When Coach Lambert finally drove up and spotted two of his players by
        the side of the road next to a smashed car, he slammed on the brakes and lurched out of his
        car toward the two blood-streaked boys. His face was twisted in confusion and then horror as
        he saw the pool of blood running off the road. The whole thing was too much for George, and
        the story spilled out of him in one breathless sob. 

For the first time as head coach, Coach Lambert was at a loss for words. He always had an
        anecdote or lesson to teach in any situation, be it victory or loss. But here, soaking in
        the bitter, wet cold, he broke down in front of his boys, as tears joined the streams of
        rain running down his face. George and Red squeezed into the car with their teammates and
        headed for home. One by one, Coach Lambert walked his players to their doors before he drove
        to the hospital. 

It was past 4:00 a.m. when George finally laid down in his bed, but he couldn’t sleep.
        Every time he turned the lights out he began replaying the accident. Time and time again he
        saw Ben flying through the air. He lay in his improvised bed with the lights on for hours
        just staring at the ceiling. 

Early the next morning, Coach Lambert announced Arkansas’s withdrawal from the NCAA
        Basketball Tournament. There had been talk of going on in a show of honor, but Eugene knew
        that was no more than grand gesturing. Sure, the idea of winning it all after such a tragedy
        seemed poetic, but the coach knew that they didn’t stand a chance without their two stars.
        And in comparison to what his boys were going through, the tournament was trivial. 

He had urged his players all season to stay focused on their goals. He did everything he
        could to make sure they didn’t let their actions off the court and away from school get in
        the way of their game. But fate had interceded. What happened on Route 71 eclipsed any
        thought of basketball. And though Eugene knew it wasn’t his fault, he couldn’t stand the
        idea that something off the court had brought their whole season crashing down. 

By Tuesday the doctors realized the full extent of Deno’s injuries. He had complained of
        severe pain, but it wasn’t until a visiting doctor noted a high fever and a putrid smell
        that drastic plans had to be made if they were going to save his life. The massive tissue
        damage and loss of blood to his lower leg had provided a breeding ground for infection, and
        gangrene was already ravaging his tissues. Most likely he would die within forty-eight hours
        unless his leg were amputated. 

Virginia Nichols, Deno’s wife of just a few weeks, rushed to the hospital when she heard
        the news. Deno’s parents were already there. The family lingered in the hallway and
        discussed the details in hushed voices. Deno didn’t know exactly what was going on, but he
        guessed that his life as he had known it was about to end in any case. 

Virginia didn’t have the heart to tell him the news she knew would crush him. Deno was the
        Southwest Conference’s leading scorer and was known for his stunning ball-handling skills.
        He loved football and swimming and had found a passion for dancing with his new bride. What
        would he have left with all that taken away? Virginia knew that Deno was going to lose more
        than just his leg—if he survived. 

She stayed in the waiting area as Deno’s father went to tell his son what the doctors had
        decided. She couldn’t even bring herself to watch her father-in-law walk down the hallway.
        Instead, she sat on the floor, hugged her legs and listened breathlessly as the click-clack
        of his shoes faded. Once he entered Deno’s room, there was silence . . . and then a scream. 

At a nearby hospital, Ben had both of his legs set. Luckily there were no signs of
        infection. But because of the severity of his injuries, only one of his half-dozen doctors
        gave him any chance of ever walking again. 

A day after Deno’s surgery, Coach Lambert came to the hospital to present Deno with his
        letterman’s jacket. The coach’s heart was still broken; he couldn’t bring himself to even
        look at the cameraman from the university paper as they posed for a photo. All he could do
        was stare at Deno lying awkwardly in his hospital bed, the sheets flat where a leg should
        have been. He held Deno’s hand, but there was simply nothing he could say. 

The picture that ran in the school paper showed Deno and his wife staring blankly at the
        camera. While he had survived the accident, Deno was already moving slowly toward his grave.
        He cancelled the contract he had signed just a week earlier to coach football and basketball
        at North Little Rock High School. Virginia knew he would recover physically, but she also
        knew that his will to live had gone with his leg. 

A fidgety doctor caught Coach Lambert on the way out of the hospital. He had a favor to
        ask. This was a small hospital and they weren’t used to dealing with things like this. They
        had no idea what to do with Deno’s leg. 

As he escorted the leg out of town, Coach Lambert sobbed and wiped the tears from his
        cheeks. There was no sense to what happened, and nothing could change it. He wasn’t thinking
        about what the team could have accomplished, but rather what the accident had done to his
        boys and Everett. 

After driving for thirty minutes and finding a beautiful place in the trees, Eugene pulled
        to the side of the road. Looking around and finding himself alone, he tenderly lifted the
        plastic-wrapped leg from the front seat and walked to the back of the car to retrieve a
        shovel from the trunk. This would be a quiet, solitary funeral. The coach knelt in the soft
        Arkansas earth and dug a hole for Deno’s leg. His tears fell onto ground still moist from
        the stormy weekend. 

How could he have known that from the University of Arkansas’s private tragedy a phoenix
        would arise—the greatest underdog in the history of college basketball. A young Cinderella
        team from Utah was poised to take advantage of that tragedy and turn it into an unlikely
        dream come true. 




Chapter 1: Wataru 





Ability is a poor man’s wealth. 

—John Wooden 



 Rays of light glinted off the amber beer bottle as it spun through the trees and into the
        alley. An unsuspecting young passerby with a streak of midnight black hair barely had time
        to dodge the missile as it shattered in the alley, shards of glass dancing across the
        crumbled cement where they came to rest among tin cans and sun-bleached newspapers. The
        alcoholic bombardier’s only intended victim was his bottle, but he was nonetheless thrilled
        at the surprised boy and the scene he had created. Slurred laughter bounced off the mottled
        brick walls as the young boy, Wat Misaka, darted down the street, blending into the
        surroundings as he was accustomed to doing. 

In the 1930s, Ogden’s 25th Street was more than just a thoroughfare leading from the
        railroad station to downtown. In a state known for its moral fortitude, 25th Street was the
        capital of all things unprincipled. Quaint exteriors showed a bright face to the street, but
        a few feet below the bustling sidewalks a hidden world thrived. A series of underground
        rooms and tunnels connected the length of the “Two-Bit District”; some of these
        interconnected rooms originally functioned as storage spaces for the businesses above, but
        were converted for more profitable ventures. Respectable people could enter a bank, descend
        a hidden stairway and disappear into a seedy underground world of opium dens and prosperous
        brothels. Rumors persisted of a hand-dug tunnel that ran several blocks north, fashioned by
        hard-working bootleggers preserving their profession during Prohibition. And the hand of
        depravity stretched toward the east as well, fed by these arterial underground tunnels that
        connected the red-light district in an unseen web. 

The Misaka family sprouted out of the same musky earth that provided safe passage for
        prostitutes and gamblers. Underneath his 25th Street barbershop, Ben Misaka carved a home
        out of dirt walls and a dirt floor. 

The year was 1902 when Fusaichi Misaka resolved to escape the life of a farmer and leave
        the small Japanese island of Iwashi-Jima to follow an acquaintance to America. Leaving his
        homeland was the first step in his new life; the next step was leaving his name behind as
        well. As Fusaichi, he had been an orphan, destined to live his days wrestling with the land.
        After arriving in America, Fusaichi would forever be known as Ben. Now he would mold a new
        life and have a family of his own. He abandoned the sickle to pick up shears and a
        straight-edge razor. 

Ben bought a small barbershop from a Greek immigrant in Ogden, Utah. He could have chosen
        San Francisco or other California cities with sizable Japanese immigrant populations, but
        instead he settled in Utah because he thought it might be safer. A small population of
        Japanese immigrants had sprung up around Ogden, providing a small network of support, not to
        mention the prospects of a reliable clientele who spoke his native tongue. The barbershop
        was surrounded by taverns and located less than a block from the railroad depot in Ogden.
        Proximity to transportation theoretically meant a steady stream of customers, which all too
        often unfortunately turned into a mere trickle. 

For several years Ben pined away in loneliness, until eventually he had saved enough money
        to take a few weeks off work and return to Japan to find a bride. Though poor by American
        standards, as an owner of his own business in America he seemed quite the catch to the girls
        in the Japanese village he grew up in. 

There wasn’t time or money for a honeymoon, so Ben and his new wife, Tatsuyo, returned to
        America immediately to start their new lives together. It wasn’t long after that they
        learned they were expecting their first child. After hundreds of years of a proud Japanese
        lineage, their son Wataru was the first Misaka child born in America. 

Wataru’s first few years were spent crawling around the feet of his father’s barbershop
        customers, playing amidst the locks of hair on the floor. Being constantly exposed to
        English speakers, he developed an ease with the language that his parents lacked. By the
        time he started school he sounded like a regular American kid. 

On his first day of class, his name was shortened to “Wat.” He and his two younger
        brothers would continue the name-altering tradition started by their father, doing so more
        out of convenience rather than any overt attempt to assimilate themselves. Wat’s younger
        brother Tatsumi became “Tats”; Osamu, the youngest child, adopted the moniker “Oscar”; and
        even their mother was called “Mary” on some occasions. 

Slow times meant that both chairs in the small barbershop were often empty. On the rare
        occasion when there was more than one customer, Ben manned them both. About a dozen feet
        into the shop, Ben constructed a wall that separated the two halves of his life—work and
        family. On the family side was a small stove, sink and a set of stairs that led to rooms
        below where the Misakas lived. It was behind that wall that Tatsuyo struggled to keep the
        rest of the family’s life in order. Not a customer passed through the shop without seeing
        Ben meticulously mopping the glistening floor to preserve the pristine appearance of his
        little shop. Behind the rear wall, he was just as strict. With his family, he felt a great
        need to maintain order and discipline, especially with his children. It took everything he
        had to keep his family from the brink of poverty, and he struggled to balance those two
        worlds under one roof. 

However, he had his jovial side too. On Saturdays, friends and acquaintances would gather
        in Ben’s shop, where they would receive discounted haircuts and an endless stream of
        conversation. Mostly they just came for a sense of community, which is so hard to find when
        one is so far from home. People would even come on trains from nearby cities to spend the
        day chatting in the barbershop, making it—for one day a week, at least—the hub of northern
        Utah’s Japanese community. Times were tough, and it always seemed as if there was never
        quite enough money for Ben and his family, so those busy Saturdays were crucial to them
        being able to make it through the rest of the week. 

The Misakas might have been poor, but the three boys were completely unaware of it. Having
        grown up in the midst of pool halls and taverns, the three felt completely at home. They
        learned to adjust to oddities that to them were daily occurrences. They recognized that some
        women in the neighborhood wore vastly different clothing, but the boys did not grasp the
        concept of their illicit occupation. Bars and drunks were to be avoided, and there was an
        unspoken understanding that the boys were not to venture out onto the main street after
        dark. 

Amid the chaos the children did find a way to remain children, almost unaware of the adult
        world that surrounded them. Just a stick and a ball were required to transform them into
        baseball heroes, and basketball hoops were made out of anything remotely round. The
        alleyways were their own little kingdoms, filled with hidden corners that made prime hiding
        spots allowing them to become champions at kick the can. Their only toy was a little red
        wagon, which they towed to Brown’s Ice Cream Shop every day to buy a block of ice for the
        icebox at home. Their cargo rested on a gunnysack to prevent it from sliding out of the
        wagon as they raced home. 

Their doting father indulged the boys with his love of baseball. His short stature and
        heavy frame prevented him from venturing onto the diamond, but it didn’t prevent him from
        living his dreams through his children. When Tats hit a home run during a game, his father
        was so pleased he rewarded him with a dollar—the same amount as their monthly water bill. On
        Sundays, he would often take the boys to the nearby baseball field to watch local teams
        play. Ben rallied neighborhood children together to play an early urban version of the game.
        A world away from his homeland, Ben had found what he never knew as a child, and he let
        these rambunctious boys create their own world within, but wholly apart from, the harsh
        reality around them. 

Neither Ben nor Tatsuyo had mastered the English language, so family friends tutored Wat
        instead. Before he started first grade, he was taught to read and write in English and had a
        head start in math. A neighboring Japanese family ran a boarding house, the Western, a few
        blocks from Ben’s barbershop. Their children were older, but they were also their family’s
        first generation born in America. As with many Japanese Americans, the two families watched
        out for and took care of each other. 

His informal preschooling gave Wat an advantage over his classmates from the first bell,
        and he would continue his academic excellence throughout the rest of his education. Wat
        quickly made friends, and soon he and three of his pals wandered the Two-Bit District as the
        Four Musketeers. The four would remain friends for life. 

It wasn’t until elementary school that Wat was formally introduced to basketball. On the
        playground of Grant Elementary School, two basketball standards stood towering above a dirt
        court. Wat and his young friends were transported to a place where time had no meaning as
        they played those early games. Once the sun went down, the game was moved to an improvised
        court in a nearby lighted alleyway. They took their playtime seriously, and didn’t mind the
        wet hands and soggy shoes that accompanied winter play. 

Even though basketball was still a relatively young sport in the 1930s and ’40s, it had
        permeated every corner of the country. It had fulfilled one of its original purposes, which
        was to provide a game to play indoors during the winter months. Its popularity had grown to
        the point where it was played by tens of thousands of people across the country. 

It had a particular grip on Utahans, and not just the young ones. LDS Church buildings
        throughout the state added basketball standards to their indoor gyms to encourage healthy
        activity. Where there were no indoor gyms, they simply nailed a hoop to a wall. Basketball
        was so popular among Mormons that every congregation had a team of young men and competed in
        tournaments. The majority of the state population belonged to the LDS Church, which
        guaranteed the church teams got as much attention in the papers as many of the state’s
        college teams. 

Large swaths of the state were sparsely populated, and in those parts of the state where
        communities were small and distractions few, the game of basketball blossomed because it
        only required a peach basket, a barn, and a ball. In many cities, leagues were formed and
        teams assembled. 

Several teams were formed at Hill Field, a new military installation near Ogden. The
        sizable Japanese American population in northern Utah even formed some leagues of their own. 
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