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THE TIP-OFF

It started after World War II with a bunch of empty sports arenas. Too many days and nights when there were no games, and the bright lights were off and everything was dark.

Places such as the old Madison Square Garden on 8th Avenue between 49th and 50th streets in Manhattan. The Boston Garden at North Station. The Philadelphia Arena and Chicago Stadium. The Duquesne Gardens in Pittsburgh and the Uline Arena in northeast Washington, D.C.

The owners of these places knew one simple truth—you can’t make any money when no one is in the building. You have to have some attraction that makes people want to show up.

There was always the circus. Ice shows were big. Boxing was popular in the 1940s, especially the heavyweights. Everyone knew Joe Louis. Pro wrestling, bicycle races, anything to draw a crowd. Some of the owners had teams in the National Hockey League.

But they needed more. The soldiers were coming home from Europe and the Pacific. They were buying houses, starting families, and looking for ways to spend their money and have some fun. Maybe forget about the horrors of the war—seventy million dead, including more than four hundred thousand Americans.

Maybe the arena owners could try another professional sport. Baseball was king back then. People couldn’t wait to see Ted Williams and Joe DiMaggio swing the bat again. Horse racing was big too, but you can’t race horses inside. The National Football League had been around for more than twenty years, although you would hardly know it. The NFL was not that big a deal in 1946.

College basketball was drawing more crowds in some cities. The National Invitational Tournament (NIT) was a big event in New York. Maybe a professional basketball league would work. The National Basketball League (NBL) had been in business for a while. Mostly around the Midwest and in small towns such as Hammond, Indiana; Sheboygan, Wisconsin; and Youngstown, Ohio.

So they gave it a try. Called the new league the Basketball Association of America (BAA). They started with eleven teams the first year. They played a sixty-game schedule in front of a lot of empty seats. But at least the arenas weren’t completely empty.

And slowly… it wasn’t easy… the league got bigger. There was something about the game and the players that made people sit up and notice. Players such as George Mikan, Bob Cousy, Bill Russell, Bob Pettit, and Wilt Chamberlain. Hard not to notice Wilt. He was listed at seven feet, one inch tall, and 275 pounds.

But the story of professional basketball is a long one. Seventy-five years of hardcourt history. How a game that started in a YMCA gymnasium in Springfield, Massachusetts, grew into the biggest and best basketball league in the world.

The NBA.
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ONE A NEW GAME


James Naismith had to come up with something… quick. Or he might be out of a job.

The thirty-year-old physical education instructor at the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, had a class of eighteen restless boys. It was December 1891 and too cold to go outside and play football or baseball. Tempers were running short.

The school’s directors told Naismith to come up with a game that would give the boys some exercise. But not break anything or any bones in the gym.

They gave Naismith two weeks.

Two weeks later, Naismith had the school’s janitor, Pop Stebbins, nail a peach basket at each end of the gymnasium. The baskets were ten feet above the floor and secured to a railing that ran along the edge of the gym balcony. There were no backboards.

Naismith then asked Mrs. Lyons, the secretary at the school, to type up the thirteen rules for his new game. The idea of the game was for the players to throw the ball—a soccer ball—into one of the peach baskets. Some of the rules stated:


	The ball may be thrown in any direction with one or both hands.

	The ball may be batted in any direction with one or both hands (never with the fist).

	A player cannot run with the ball. The player must throw it from the spot on which he catches it.…

	
No shouldering, holding, pushing, tripping, or striking in any way the person of an opponent.…



Finally, the rules declared:


	The time shall be two fifteen-minute halves, with five minutes’ rest between.

	The side making the most goals in that time shall be declared the winner.…



When the eighteen boys arrived at the YMCA on December 21, 1891, Naismith divided them into two teams. As Naismith recalled years later in an interview:

“There were three forwards, three centers, and three backs on each team. I chose two of the center men to jump, then threw the ball between them. It was the start of the first basketball game and the finish of the trouble with that class.”

That first game of basketball was different from today’s game. For example, there was no dribbling. The players just passed the ball among themselves. And, although Naismith did not want a rough game, eighteen players in a small Springfield gym (fifty feet by thirty-five feet) meant that there was plenty of rough stuff.

The first game was low scoring. The contest ended with a score of 1–0. William R. Chase made the first and only goal by tossing the ball into the peach basket from half court.

The boys wanted to call the new game “Naismith ball” in honor of their teacher. Naismith preferred another name… basket ball. The two words were joined into one word years later.

The game caught on quickly in YMCAs and gyms around the country. Naismith’s game changed as the players experimented with the rules. For example, players began to dribble the ball to move around the court. Backboards (made of chicken wire!) first appeared in 1893. The peach baskets disappeared around the same time.

The rules were changed later so that a basket counted for two points and players were awarded foul shots after fouls. Games were played with different numbers of players until five on a side was decided to be the right number.

College teams began to play each other, as well as teams from YMCAs and sports clubs.

The first “professional” game probably happened in Trenton, New Jersey, on November 7, 1896. The Trenton YMCA basketball team hosted the Brooklyn YMCA at a local Masonic temple. The teams charged admission. So many people showed up at the game that the teams had money left over after they paid all their expenses. They gave the extra money to the players.

During the next few decades, dozens of professional leagues popped up all around the country. Most disappeared after a year or two.

One of the few that lasted more than a few years was the National Basketball League (NBL). Started in 1935 as the Midwest Basketball Conference, the NBL had businesses sponsor their teams. So the teams had names such as the Akron Goodyear Wingfoots, Chicago American Gears, Fort Wayne General Electrics, and Toledo Jim White Chevrolets.

The NBL had some terrific players, such as centers George Mikan, Leroy “Cowboy” Edwards, and sharpshooting guard Bobby McDermott. But the league played mostly in small cities and arenas.

After World War II ended in 1945, Naismith’s game needed a bigger stage. Bigger cities and a bigger, better league.

The National Basketball Association was born. The NBA.
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TWO HARD TIMES


The NBA, known then as the Basketball Association of America (BAA), tipped off on November 1, 1946 when the New York Knicks played the Toronto Huskies at the Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto. Ossie Schectman of the Knicks scored the first basket and the Knicks won, 68–66.

The next season, the Huskies were out of the league and so was Schectman.

The early years of the NBA were not easy. Baseball was the king of professional sports and the NBA struggled to survive.

Franchises came and went. There were eleven teams that first season. The number dipped to eight the next season, then rose to twelve when four National Basketball League (NBL) teams, including the Minneapolis Lakers, joined the league. By the 1949–50 season there were seventeen teams.

Minneapolis dominated the early going, winning five championships from 1949 to 1954. George Mikan, the Lakers big (six feet, ten inches; 245 pounds) center was the NBA’s first star. As sportswriter Frank Deford said years later: “Mikan showed that a big man could be a genuine athlete.”

Mikan was such a big deal that when the Lakers played the New York Knicks on December 14, 1949 the sign outside Madison Square Garden read:

GEO MIKAN v/s KNICKS

But most of the NBA franchises were barely getting by. In 1950, six teams—the Chicago Stags, St. Louis Bombers, Anderson Packers, Sheboygan Red Skins, Waterloo Hawks, and Denver Nuggets—folded or left the league. Walter Brown, the owner of the Boston Celtics, had to take a loan out against his house and sell his furniture just to keep his team going.
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Teams would do almost anything to get people interested in this new sport of professional basketball. The Celtics had a first round draft choice from Yale, Tony Lavelli. It turned out he wasn’t much of a ballplayer, but he was a good musician. So he was paid extra to play the accordion during halftime at their games!

That’s right. Lavelli would play the first half, rest a few minutes and then put on his sweats and entertain the crowd with such 1940s hits as “Granada” and “Lady of Spain.”

In addition, teams played lots of preseason games to get fans excited about the NBA. In 1959, the Celtics played ten exhibition games against the Minneapolis Lakers in thirteen days in high school gyms in towns all over New England.

Life was not easy for the players during the season either. There were no private team jets as there are for teams today. Players traveled mostly by train. And the trains were not always pulling into big cities such as New York, Boston, or Washington, D.C.

Tom Heinsohn, a high-scoring forward for the Boston Celtics, recalled the early train trips between Rochester, New York and Fort Wayne, Indiana.

“There was no direct way to get there. [The team] would make an arrangement with one of the railroads that you took this train at eleven o’clock at night, and it would get into Indiana and it would pass through cornfields about twenty miles outside of Fort Wayne. They would stop the train, and you would get off in the cornfield and thumb a ride from the high school kids to Fort Wayne.”

The players didn’t seem to mind. “We were getting paid to play a child’s game,” Hall of Famer Bob Cousy said years later. “And that was good enough.”

Still, most players and coaches needed to work second jobs during the off-season to make ends meet and support their families. Vern Mikkelsen, All-Star forward for the Minneapolis Lakers, was a teacher. Al Bianchi of the Syracuse Nationals worked construction and Gene Shue of the Fort Wayne (later Detroit) Pistons sold insurance. John Havlicek was a manufacturer’s representative.

Even the legendary Arnold “Red” Auerbach had a side job as a salesman in the cellophane business in addition to his duties as head coach and general manager of the Boston Celtics. Sometimes, Auerbach would take one of his players along on his sales calls.

Still, some sportswriters did not hide their dislike of the new professional sport and its gigantic players. Shirley Povich, columnist for the Washington Post, wrote, “Basketball is for the birds… the gooney birds.”

As late as 1958, an article appeared in the Saturday Evening Post, one of the most popular magazines in the country, titled: “Does Pro Basketball Have a Future?”

But slowly the important elements of the professional game started coming together.…

The 24-second clock… more and better players… and a fast-moving, exciting game.

The NBA definitely had a future.
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