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  For my mom, who gave me my religion.

  And for my dad, who gave me another.
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  “Though he always had had a great affection for sports, he had been a neutral observer interested more in the game than in loyalty to a single team. But after a time, hardly noticeable at first, he caught something of my enthusiasm for the beauty and permanent character of staying with someone through victory and defeat…”

  —Frederick Exley

  A Fan’s Notes


  AUTHOR’S NOTE

  In this book there are many references made to traditional religion. I sincerely hope no one takes offense to these comparisons as they are intended to be more tongue-in-cheek than serious in nature.

  But the spiritual side of this story is very real. The truth is there is no way to separate the circumstances surrounding the conception and evolution of the game of basketball from religion. Basketball has proved to be a creation, like the one described in the Bible that has since spawned a new way of life around the world.

  Basketball’s inventor James Naismith was an extremely religious man. He claimed that the only reason he was offered a position at the University of Kansas was because he knew how to pray. When he arrived at KU, his primary responsibility was to lead the daily chapel service in a 650-seat auditorium. Naismith’s religious services were a hit on campus and around town at local Sunday schools, where he frequently led jam-packed prayer groups.

  Naismith’s disciple Phog Allen was also a very religious man. He too put together a remarkable twenty-five-year career teaching Sunday school. Like Naismith, Allen had enormous enthusiasm for the Bible and even named his first book My Basket Ball Bible, which at the time was the most comprehensive book on basketball ever published. Ten years after its release, Phog’s Bible was out of print, completely sold out, an unheard of distinction for a book catering mainly to coaches and teachers. It had been written. And it had indeed been read.

  Allen also brought his sermon into the locker room. Now the pregame pep talk is almost cliché, seen on TV and in countless movies. But back then it was revolutionary. “He’d make you want to run through a brick wall,” All-American Clyde Lovellette attested.

  “I’d look around the room after one of his speeches and see tears in everyone’s eyes,” said reserve guard Dean Smith.

  With Naismith on his side, Allen would challenge his team. “Only five players get to wear the Kansas jersey,” he would say as he looked deep into their eyes. “Are you ready?”

  I never met Phog Allen or James Naismith but both of these spiritual men inspired this story and me.


  INTRODUCTION: THE JOURNEY

  MONDAY, NOVEMBER 1, 2010: 39 DAYS UNTIL AUCTION

  That first day of November had felt like every other first day of November I’d ever experienced. I was back from the dead. I felt alive again. It was the dawn of a new college basketball season, and once again there was a reason to get up in the morning, a reason to leave my house, a reason to smile, a reason to feel like anything was possible.

  I am a fanatically crazed, insane nut-job for the Kansas Jayhawks, just like my father before me and just like his father before him. The program’s prospects for success dominate my thoughts, my time, my happiness, my feelings of self-worth and my overall place in the world. Kansas basketball represents 90 percent of my existence on this planet, with my wife, child, and dog sharing the other 10 percent. Admittedly, I have a huge problem. Let me qualify that. I will admit that it appears to others I have a huge problem. To me, this is not a problem. To me, there is simply no other way to live.

  And if there was ever a year to feel optimistic about our chances, this season was it. The Jayhawks were once again the consensus favorite to win the National Championship, and for the second year in a row, were ranked as the preseason number one team in the country. Last year had ended miserably, when in the second round of the NCAA tournament, we suffered a shocking upset to Northern Iowa (a nine seed), ending what was certain to be a run to the title. The loss had sent me into a deep depression. It had made me question my relationships, my religion, and my reason for living.

  But time is the great healer. And some offseason recruiting triumphs (Thomas Robinson and Xavier Henry), along with some skilled returning players (Cole Aldrich and Sherron Collins), had me thinking that this was going to be our year. This wasn’t just my opinion; it was the opinion of well-respected analysts, renowned writers, noteworthy bloggers, and other fans writing on the message boards I spent most of my life reading. So on the morning of Monday, November 1, 2010, while I should have been hard at work in my office, I decided that I was going to read every last article, paragraph, sentence, and message board post I could find concerning the Jayhawks of Kansas.

  Most of what I read that morning had been your typical beginning of the season fare. I read articles on ESPN about the upcoming season, followed by message board posts with links to these same articles, followed by even more message board posts with various fans discussing the merits of these very same articles. One of the message board posts, however, struck me as unusual. This was a link to the New York Times website, a far cry from your typical online sports outlet. It was highly unusual for the New York Times to write anything about my beloved Jayhawks. After living in New York for fifteen years, I had all but given up on the local media paying any attention to the greatest basketball program in America. So I clicked on the link, expecting it to be some sort of mistake. But it wasn’t. There, on the screen before me, was a familiar picture of basketball’s inventor and KU’s first coach, Dr. James Naismith. Immediately my curiosity was piqued, as Naismith had been an absolutely seminal figure throughout the course of my entire life.
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  Sports fans may know that James Naismith invented basketball in 1891 at a YMCA in Springfield, Massachusetts. What most people do not know, however, is that soon after Naismith invented the game, he came to the University of Kansas, where he launched their basketball program. Naismith fell so in love with Lawrence, Kansas, that he spent the final forty-one years of his life there. He is even buried down the road from the university. Growing up in Kansas, I could see his legacy all over town: The Jayhawks play on James Naismith Court, located on a street called Naismith Drive. As a young boy going to KU basketball camp each summer, I lived in a dormitory called Naismith Hall.

  As such, I spanned the New York Times article with great focus. The headline is one I’ll never forget: “Original Rules of Basketball Set to Be Auctioned.” What I then proceeded to read struck me as nothing short of impossible: The original rules of basketball, the same ones that hung in the Springfield YMCA gymnasium where James Naismith had invented the game in 1891, were going to be auctioned off at Sotheby’s auction house in New York City—just one month later, on December 10.

  At first I couldn’t wrap my head around what I was reading. I could not comprehend how the original rules of basketball still existed. Here was the birth certificate of a game that had literally changed the world, a sport that had given us Michael Jordan and Magic Johnson, Larry Bird and LeBron James. And now, some 119 years after they were first committed to paper, these rules were set to be auctioned off to the highest bidder.

  Thursday, November 4: 36 Days Until Auction

  In the four days that had passed since I first read that article, I couldn’t get it out of my head. Something about those two old pieces of paper spoke to me. Perhaps I’d seen one too many episodes of Antiques Roadshow on PBS, where people were always bringing in what appeared to be worthless artifacts only to find out that they were incredibly valuable. I loved the idea of something so seemingly worthless being essentially priceless.

  I tried to imagine what kinds of people would be positioning themselves to win this auction. I had recently watched an HBO documentary, titled Born Rich, that depicted one family with generations of wealth who chose to spend their time collecting seminal documents from defining moments in history. They kept these valuable papers in their own private collections for family and friends to casually view from time to time. I wondered if someone like this would win this auction and lock up the rules in a private vault for the rest of eternity, safely away from public consumption.

  I then considered how big basketball had become. Perhaps the rules would be secured by someone abroad, perhaps a foreign head of state or maybe an institution like the FIBA Basketball Hall of Fame in Spain. The thought of the rules leaving the United States—its birthplace—was sickening. While basketball was the world’s fastest growing sport, it was a game invented on American soil.

  If the rules were to stay domestic, I considered some possible stateside destinations. The Basketball Hall of Fame in Springfield, Massachusetts, seemed logical. Or perhaps the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C., would be a fitting depository. After all, it was home to many influential artifacts from American history.

  I then thought about the rules from a work standpoint: What would my boss think of this auction? Would she find this story as compelling as I had? I worked as a producer at a TV production company based in New York City. Since most of what we did was sports oriented, it wouldn’t be out of the question to run this by her. I wondered if I should send her a link to the Times article. She was always encouraging us to bring in ideas, but what exactly was my idea? Could we film the auction, I wondered? Next to the auction, could we tell the story of James Naismith? The story of basketball? The story of America? I decided to email her the link to the article, and wrote that we could do “something glorious on the auction . . . on Naismith . . . on basketball . . . on the American dream.” She wrote me back right away.

  “Sounds interesting.”

  I decided to call up Sotheby’s and inquire.

  Friday, November 5: 35 Days Until Auction

  Sotheby’s was just down the street from my apartment, and I had never once set foot inside. There was no reason for me to. I couldn’t begin to afford anything ever sold at that place. Walking past the mammoth auction house from time to time, I had found the building quite intimidating.

  I even felt intimidated to call Sotheby’s, like somehow my voice would give away my pathetic bank balance. So when I did call to inquire about the rules, I was pleasantly surprised to be greeted by a friendly voice on the other end. I tried as best I could to explain that I worked at a production company and that I was interested in learning more about the original rules of basketball. Sotheby’s PR department informed me of an upcoming “meet the press day,” in which the media could meet the seller of the rules and the Sotheby’s executive overseeing the auction. They said it would be fine for me to come and meet the Sotheby’s curator, but that any arrangements to meet the Naismith family would have to be made on my own, as they could not facilitate such an interview for a non-media outlet.

  Figuring it was worth a shot, I decided to try and get in touch with the Naismith family. Searching online, I found a couple of recent articles that had quoted James Naismith’s grandson, a man named Ian Naismith, about the upcoming auction. The article stated that Ian was finally selling the rules to bolster the funds of something called the Naismith International Basketball Foundation. The poor economy had decimated the foundation’s finances, and left him with no choice but to sell the rules.

  I searched online for this Naismith International Basketball Foundation; certain there would be a website through which I could make contact . . . but there wasn’t. I could not find a website, headquarters, phone number, address, nor any contact information whatsoever. What I did find was an article from the previous year detailing a visit from this Ian Naismith to a university located in the northeastern United States, where he had ceremoniously displayed the rules for the student body to enjoy. I reached out to the university and was eventually able to wrangle up a cell phone number for Ian Naismith. The woman who gave me the number had no clue if it still worked, and, as I began to dial, I didn’t fully expect anyone to answer. When someone finally did, I still thought it was a wrong number. “Hello, I am looking for Mr. Ian Naismith.”

  “Well,” said the voice on the other end, “if you’re looking for someone named ‘ee-an,’ there’s no one here by that name. But if you’re looking for someone named ‘yawn,’ you’re in the right place.”

  “Oh . . . I’m sorry,” I said. “Are you the one selling the rules of basketball?”

  “I sure am,” he replied. “What can I do you for?”

  I couldn’t believe it. I had actually reached a living, breathing Naismith, an heir to the creator of basketball. And here he was on the other end of the phone, wondering who I was.

  I paused. I stumbled. I wasn’t really sure what to say. I didn’t really even know why I was calling.

  In some form of broken English, I gave him my name and asked if I could sit down with him at the Sotheby’s press day the following week for an interview.

  “Well, who you with?” he said.

  “Well, I’m not in the press,” I told him. “I’m with a TV production company in New York.”

  I was waiting for the fifth degree. What do you mean a TV production company? What are you trying to do? Who in the world are you?

  To these questions, I had not one acceptable answer.

  But instead, he simply said, “Sounds good. I’ll see you in New York.”

  I hung up, relieved. I could tell I was going to like this Yawn Naismith guy.


  1

  TRADITION

  AS A CHILD, I often felt different because I was Jewish. Growing up in Kansas, hardly anyone was Jewish. In fact, I was the only Jew in my entire grade school.

  Now don’t get me wrong, my family and I were far from religious. We fell under the Reform classification. Reform Judaism is said to be the most modernized version of Judaism in existence. For us, modernized meant that we hardly ever went to temple.

  There were, however, two occasions each year when praying was a must. These, of course, were the Jewish imperatives known as the High Holy Days. The first was Rosh Hashanah, observed in honor of the Jewish New Year. The second was Yom Kippur, known as “The Day of Atonement.” On this day, you go to temple to atone for the sins you’ve committed over the past year.

  To describe these rare days of prayer as “enjoyable” would have been a stretch to say the least. But in truth, I didn’t mind going to temple, as it meant getting pulled out of school. In Kansas, none of my classmates could understand where I was.

  “Were you sick yesterday?” they’d ask.

  “No, it was Rosh Hashanah,” I would respond.

  “Rush-a-what?”

  “I was at the synagogue.”

  “You were where?”

  To reach this Reform easy street, where religion conveniently fit into an acceptable two-day-a-year commitment, where all the year’s sins could be wiped away with one day of atonement, you must carry out a series of educational prerequisites as an adolescent. These consist of a mixture of Sunday and Hebrew school, the lessons of which grow more intense until they finally culminate in your bar (or bat, for girls) mitzvah, which typically occurs when you are thirteen years of age. Once you go through this ancient ritual, you are showered with money and gifts. Best of all, you have reached the penultimate point in life when you are only required to dedicate two days each year to your religion.

  At first, I approached my bar mitzvah like I had approached everything involving Judaism to that point: with tremendous afterthought. This afterthought quickly turned into tremendous anxiety. What at first seemed like something that would never actually happen suddenly became an impending reality. About two months before the big date, in the midst of a mighty Torah struggle, I tried a last-ditch attempt to get out of it once and for all. At the eleventh hour, I tried to convince my dad that this whole bar mitzvah thing had been one big mistake. Below is the gist of my attempt:

  Me: Dad, I need to talk to you about my bar mitzvah.

  Dad: What about it?

  Me: I don’t think I can do it.

  Dad: Why’s that?

  Me: My Torah portion is too difficult. I’m afraid I will fail miserably.

  Dad: Just do the best you can, and you’ll make us proud.

  Me: That’s the thing; I’d hate to embarrass the family.

  Dad: I had a bar mitzvah, my dad had a bar

  mitzvah . . . you’re having a bar mitzvah.

  End of story.

  I knew going in that I didn’t have a fighting chance. My only hope now was faking a serious injury the night before, knowing even that with the flu, my father would drag me to the pulpit by the back of my new suit, point to the Torah, unraveled before me and say, “read.” I considered faking some sort of debilitating sports injury acquired deep in the throes of my daily neighborhood exploits. But even then, at the insistence of my dad, I imagined entering the temple in Willis Reed fashion, miraculously pulling off a stirring rendition of my Torah portion, followed by the first standing ovation ever given in the history of Temple B’nai Jehudah.

  There was simply no way I was getting out of it. His father had done it, he had done it, and so my inevitable journey down the same path was sealed. I was up against centuries of tradition. And to my father, nothing was more important than tradition. “Tradition this, tradition that,” everything with him was “tradition.” Channeling some version of the Broadway star Zero Mostel, he would often sing the song “Tradition” from Fiddler on the Roof, as if it was the defining soundtrack to his life. “How do we keep balance in life?” he would belt. “Tradition, tradition . . . tradition!”
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  A week before my bar mitzvah, feeling the most Jewish I ever had in my life, I decided to press my dad for answers. “What is Judaism? Where does it come from? How did this tradition get started?”

  He thought for a minute. He paused. He thought some more. He finally said, “Go study your Torah portion.”

  It was clear he didn’t know.

  I then went down to our TV room and found the VHS tape of Fiddler on the Roof. I put it in the VCR, hopeful for some answers. The main character named Tevye was the father of five, just like my dad. I watched as Tevye broke into the infamous “Tradition” song.

  “How do we keep our balance?” said Tevye. “That I can tell you in one word . . . ‘tradition.’”

  “We have traditions for everything,” Tevye continued. “How to sleep. How to eat. How to work. How to wear clothes. For instance we always keep our heads covered; this shows our constant devotion to God.”

  “You may ask,” Tevye continued. “How did this tradition get started?”

  Yes, I thought. How did this tradition get started?

  “I’ll tell you,” said Tevye, a serious expression coming over his face.

  Tevye paused. He thought again.

  “I don’t know,” said Tevye.

  I couldn’t believe it. Even the guy from Fiddler didn’t know.

  “But it’s a tradition,” he continued. “And because of our tradition, everyone knows who he is and what God expects him to do.”


  2

  THE OTHER RELIGION

  THE LAWS OF Judaism are very clear and straightforward. They simply state that if your mother is Jewish, then you are Jewish. Your father’s religious background matters none. And since my mother was Jewish, it was her and her alone I had to thank for being Jewish.

  But from my father, I received another religion altogether. Unlike Judaism, this was a faith we took a very active role in, especially from November to March. For this religion, we were all too eager to go to temple, close our eyes, clench our fists, and vigorously pray. It was a religion that brought tremendous highs into our lives. But it was also a belief system that brought the lowest of lows, in shocking fashion, almost yearly. In the end, we felt our commitment to Kansas basketball, in all of its bipolar glory, was worth it.

  Before my bar mitzvah, I had pressed my dad on the origins of Judaism, which had found him at a loss for words. As a child, I also went to my father and asked him about the origins of Kansas basketball. To this he responded with a diatribe, a thesis, a history lesson of epic proportions. Were it not for things like sleep or work or eating, he likely never would have stopped talking.

  My father’s feelings for Kansas basketball had always been tremendously strong, his passion downright contagious. He made it very clear: Jayhawk basketball was as life and death as sports could get. Things such as happiness, self-worth, and your place in the world all depended on the outcome of these games. My brother Micah and I couldn’t help but to be sucked in . . . and once we caught the bug, we were a small army of KU fanatics adept in every detailed nuance of cheering for the Jayhawks. Decked out head-to-toe in crimson and blue attire, we quickly became experts in the various fan rituals. We “waved the wheat” (swayed back and forth like wheat blowing in the wind), sang the alma mater (“Far above the golden valley . . .”), and chanted the famous Rock Chalk Chant (“Rock, Chalk, Jayhawk, KU”). Even my mother was pleased to see we were spending quality time with our father, albeit in a frenzied, uncontrolled state of emotion.
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  The annual “Late Night” event, the first practice of the year opened to the public, became our true New Year’s celebration, our real Rosh Hashanah. From November to December, we were devoted followers astute in our daily prayer. Once conference play began in January, we were dedicated followers; you could even say religious zealots. And once the season culminated with conference tournaments and the high stakes NCAA Tournament, we were akin to religious extremists.

  Each Monday night, we sat around the dinner table and listened intently to “Hawk Talk,” the local radio call-in show with the head coach. Most nights at the dinner table were filled with uncontrollable noise and commotion: five young kids fighting to be heard. But on Monday night, no one spoke about his or her day at school, dance class, baseball team, or life even. On this night, no one dared to say a word. We would all sit quietly and listen to the coach, with my dad, Micah, and I hanging on his every word.

  Dad taught us about the game of basketball and the strategy behind different offensive and defensive schemes. Phrases like “man-to-man,” “fast break,” “zone,” and “full court press” became part of our regular vocabulary. He taught us about the current players and highlighted their strengths and weaknesses. We screamed with ecstasy when they succeeded and yelled with frustration when they failed. My dad didn’t know how to hold back his emotions, so neither did we. All preconceived socially acceptable roles between parents and children were thrown out the window for these two hours. It would not have been uncommon for my brother and me to curse out the officials. “That was a bullshit call,” he would say. “Fucking refs,” I would reply.

  In between games, at bedtime, in the car, anywhere we found ourselves with some spare time, Dad taught us about the history of Kansas basketball. He’d recall the greats before his time. He’d tell us stories about the legends from his youth. Whenever he’d speak of this tradition, it would be with a careful intensity. It was clear to us that this was not something to be taken lightly. This was “something to be cherished,” he told us, a reason to be proud of who we were and where we came from.

  Had my old man displayed the same passion for Judaism that he displayed for Kansas basketball, I’m quite certain that today I would be a rabbi or cantor, leading a congregation or perhaps living in Israel leading a life dedicated to God. But he didn’t. Our holy land was located in Lawrence, Kansas—not Jerusalem, and our temple, our shrine, our place of worship, was the unrivaled, incomparable, unmatched college basketball arena known as Allen Fieldhouse.

  Allen Fieldhouse had been KU’s home arena since 1955, and was a huge part of what made Kansas basketball so unique. If religious ceremonies and spiritual gatherings are meant to take place in awe-inspiring structures, Allen accomplished this to absolute perfection. This was a place of ageless splendor, its walls confining its timeless beauty. This was basketball’s Pantheon, its Duomo, its St. Patrick’s Cathedral all rolled into one.

  In fact, the confines of Allen Fieldhouse were so coveted, so sought after, that it was literally impossible to get inside. Every ticket for every game was not only spoken for, but the waiting list for season tickets was a mile long. For years my dad tried, best he could, to secure tickets using every possible angle he could think of. But each time the result would be the same . . . nothing.

  Then our luck changed. When I turned ten years old, my dad finally pulled off the impossible. Through a business associate, he was able to get tickets for two bench seats high up in the corner. But their location didn’t matter; we had found a way in. From that point on, I spent every home game next to my dad, packed like a sardine in a can, and loving every minute of it.

  My newfound status as a season ticket holder was evident even within the halls of my grade school. Actually, having tickets to the games separated me from the pack; all of a sudden, I was placed on a pedestal. At the lunch table, my classmates would invariably discuss the players, the coaching staff, and forecast the season. Without fail, disagreements would ensue. But when I, the season ticket holder, spoke up, everyone paid close attention. After all, I got to go inside of Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory . . . again and again and again.

  Because what these tickets represented was so monumental, we treated their arrival with the utmost of importance. Each September, we’d eagerly wait for their arrival. The university always managed to up the ante each season with artistic takes on real scenes from Kansas basketball lore. Covered with painted faces of past KU greats, each ticket was a miniature LeRoy Neiman in itself.

  Today, team schedules surface way in advance, often posted on the Internet a year before the season begins. But back then, we didn’t know the schedule until the tickets arrived. Once they would arrive, we would scan them, looking for upcoming games of importance, imagining what would be at stake at that point in the season. There was invariably the Missouri matchup, a rivalry game that we heavily anticipated each year—one that always brought out the most venom from the collective KU nation. There was also the in-state rivalry game with Kansas State, who’d become a laughing stock among KU faithful. This had become a rivalry that was so one-sided, it was barely a rivalry, but more a reminder of just how good it was to be a Jayhawk and how bad it could be to support the Wildcats (or anyone else for that matter). There were also the non-conference games against the other big name schools. It seemed like each year there was one of these games against an Indiana, UCLA, or Kentucky. These were the games we coveted, highlighted on the calendar, and built our winter schedules around. If family vacations were ever discussed, we first referred to the schedule. If play dates were suggested, we compared them to the schedule. If wedding, birthday, or holiday party invitations were extended, we checked the schedule.

  The forty-five-minute drive from Kansas City to Lawrence always seemed to take twice as long on game days. Whether we were playing Indiana or the Indianapolis School for the Blind, I could not wait to get inside the Fieldhouse to take it all in. There was very little dialogue between Dad and me on those trips. We both spent the time listening closely to the radio’s pregame show as it blared through the car speakers. After parking, we’d sit in the lot and listen to the head coach’s interview. Once it was complete, we’d race into the Fieldhouse, arriving at our seats, high in the corner, just before tip-off.

  Game after game, year after year, one thing never changed: the excitement of going to games in Allen Fieldhouse. Even after being inside this fantastic basketball museum many times, your memory—vivid as it may be—did the place no justice. Only in a relaxed state of sleep could your dreams capture the smells, the students, the sights, and the sounds. It was the greatest show on earth (in Kansas at least), and every time you walked in, it felt like you were home . . . and you were.

  As great as it was to share this experience with my dad, I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to attend KU and be a part of the student section. To me, the student section was a thing of beauty. I had watched them closely my entire youth, first on TV and then up close. During games I would find myself watching the students instead of watching the action on the court. I was their biggest fan. All the traditions: the singing of the alma mater, the rock chalk chant, free throw disruptions on opposing teams, I loved them all. I knew that one day I would be with them, looking up at my dad in the corner after every big play. With my younger brother Micah getting older, I knew someday soon he would have to take my place alongside my dad.

  I had the entire thing planned out at the tender age of fourteen. I would live in Naismith Hall, which was located right across the street from Allen Fieldhouse, on a street known as Naismith Drive. Living in Naismith Hall and crossing Naismith Drive to enter Allen Fieldhouse would be like living in basketball heaven . . . and I couldn’t wait for that day to come.

  The Journey

  Thursday, November 11: 29 Days Until Auction

  I grabbed an eager intern from my office and headed uptown to Sotheby’s to meet my friend Daymion. Daymion was my best friend living in New York. We had met several years prior when, by complete chance, he answered a newspaper ad for a vacant room my buddies and I had available in our Queens row house. Daymion moved in and had remained my roommate for over five years. Over the course of that period, I had turned the England-born, Boston-bred, UMass grad into an enormous Kansas basketball fan. I wanted Daymion to join me at Sotheby’s because I knew he’d enjoy meeting the offspring of James Naismith. But in reality, he was the only person I knew who would film the interview for free. I was taking a risk using Daymion, who worked as an accomplished still photographer and not a video cameraman. He was far from a film expert, but with no budget to speak of, he was the best option I had. “Just hit ‘record,’” I told him as we entered the glass monstrosity that is Sotheby’s.
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