
H I S TO R Y

The History of American Sports
A comparative history of baseball, American football, and basketball
— three genuinely different real origin stories, professionalization,
race and integration, labor struggles, television's transformation of

football, and basketball's modern global rise — closing with a
capstone comparing how three separately invented games each

became genuine national institutions on their own separate
timelines.

10 Chapters Philip Osztromok Generated with Claude
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The History of American Sports
Chapter 1 · Introduction: What Makes These "American" Sports?

Millions of Americans follow soccer, and it's genuinely popular in the United States —

but this course isn't about sports that are merely popular in America. It's about the

narrower, more specific claim that baseball, American football, and basketball were

actually codified on American soil, by identifiable people, at identifiable moments —

and what that shared origin does, and doesn't, actually have in common across all

three.

"American-Origin" vs. "American-Popular": Two

Different Claims

It's worth being precise about this from the very first chapter, because the two claims get

blurred constantly in casual conversation. A sport can be popular in the United States without

being American-origin — soccer (association football) is the clearest case, a 19th-century

English invention that has a large and growing American following but was never invented or

codified anywhere near the United States. This course is about the second, narrower category:

sports whose actual rulebook was written on American soil.

That distinction matters because it reframes the whole direction of cultural export this course

is really about. Soccer, cricket, and rugby all originated in Britain and then spread outward

across a genuine century-plus head start, carried by empire, trade, and migration, until they

became truly global games. Baseball, American football, and basketball ran the process in

reverse: each was invented inside the United States first, stayed largely a domestic

phenomenon for decades, and has only more recently — within living memory, in basketball's

case — built a genuinely international following of its own. Chapter 9 returns to this reverse-

export pattern directly, once the three sports' own 20th-century growth has been covered in

full.

Three Sports, Three Real Origin Stories
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Each of the three sports this course covers has its own genuine, individually documented

codification story — and each gets a full dedicated chapter (Chapters 2, 3, and 4) to tell it

properly. Here's the short version of each, enough to see how differently each sport actually

came into being.

Baseball

Codified by the New York Knickerbocker
Baseball Club in September 1845, with
Alexander Joy Cartwright credited for the rule
set — a diamond-shaped infield, foul lines,
and the three-strike rule among them. The first
recorded game under something close to
these rules was played in 1846. Full story,
including the real, debunked Abner Doubleday
myth, in Chapter 2.

American Football

Grew out of college rugby-football matches at
American universities in the 1870s and 1880s,
most decisively reshaped by Walter Camp — a
Yale halfback, then coach, from 1876 to 1881
— whose rule innovations pulled the game
away from its rugby roots. Full story, including
Camp's own specific changes, in Chapter 3.

Basketball

The one sport in this trio with a single, clearly
documented inventor and an exact date:

James Naismith, at the International YMCA
Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts,
on 21 December 1891 — a genuine peach-
basket origin story, not a legend. Full story in
Chapter 4.

A Genuine Complication: Basketball's Own Canadian

Inventor

WORTH SITTING WITH, NOT SMOOTHING OVER

Basketball is routinely, and correctly, described as the most cleanly "invented" of the

three sports — a single named person, a single documented date, a single American

location. But James Naismith himself was Canadian, born in Almonte, Ontario, and
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only working in Massachusetts at the time he invented the game. Basketball's own

invention is a real, city-and-date-specific American event; its inventor's own nationality

complicates a course whose title leans on the word "American" for all three sports

equally.

This isn't a reason to drop basketball from the course — the game itself was unambiguously

invented on American soil, at an American institution, to solve an American institution's own

real problem (Chapter 4 covers exactly what that problem was). It's simply the first of several

places this course will be honest about a detail that doesn't fit the tidiest version of the

"American sports" story, rather than quietly leaving it out.

What Actually Sets Them Apart: The Discrete-Play

Structure

Beyond where they were invented, baseball, American football, and basketball genuinely share

a structural family resemblance that sets them apart from continuous-flow sports like soccer

and rugby — and it's a resemblance worth naming precisely, since it's easy to overstate.

FEATURE
BASEBALL / FOOTBALL /
BASKETBALL

SOCCER / RUGBY

Basic unit of play A discrete, resettable unit — an at-
bat, a down, a possession — with a

clear start and stop

Continuous run of play, broken only
by fouls, out-of-bounds, or halftime

Substitutions Freely made between discrete units,

without disrupting play already in
progress

Limited in number (soccer) or made

only at genuine breaks (rugby), never
mid-passage-of-play

Coaching input

during play

Real, live tactical input between

each discrete unit — a huddle, a
pitching-coach visit, a timeout

Almost entirely pre-set before kickoff,

with limited real-time adjustment

Natural fit for

scheduled

The gaps between discrete units of

play already existed as a structural

Structurally resistant to inserted breaks

— a genuine, ongoing point of tension
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FEATURE
BASEBALL / FOOTBALL /

BASKETBALL
SOCCER / RUGBY

interruption feature, long before television where broadcasters have tried

Cause and effect, in the right order — it's tempting to say these sports were "designed for

television," but the real chronology runs the other way. Baseball's innings, football's downs, and
basketball's possessions all existed as a structural feature of each game decades before television
broadcasting existed at all. What's genuinely true is the reverse: once television arrived, sports that
already paused naturally between discrete units of play turned out to be unusually well suited to
commercial breaks and instant-replay coverage — a structural coincidence, not an original design

goal.

How This Course Is Organized

This course is deliberately comparative and thematic across all three sports, rather than

covering one sport fully before moving to the next. Chapters 2 through 4 tell each sport's own

real origin story individually — baseball, then football, then basketball, in the order each was

actually codified. From Chapter 5 onward, the course tracks a shared theme across all three

sports at once: professionalization and league formation (Chapter 5), the real, hard history of

racial integration (Chapter 6), labor struggles specific to baseball (Chapter 7), television's

transformation of football (Chapter 8), and basketball's own modern global rise (Chapter 9) —

closing with a capstone that steps back and compares how three separately invented games

each became genuine national institutions on their own separate timelines.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Soccer is genuinely popular in the United States without being American-origin, while basketball

is genuinely American-origin despite its inventor being Canadian. Which claim — where a sport
was invented, or where it's actually played and followed — tells you more about a sport's real
cultural identity?
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REFLECTION 2

The discrete-play structure shared by baseball, football, and basketball existed long before
television, yet turned out to suit it unusually well. Can you think of another case — in sport,

technology, or elsewhere — where an older structural feature turned out to be accidentally well
suited to a much later development?

REFLECTION 3

Britain's major sports spread outward over a century-plus head start; America's major sports have
only recently begun building a comparable global following. What do you expect a genuinely
global following, built this much later and this much faster, to look different in?

QUICK REFERENCE — INTRODUCTION

"American-origin" (invented/codified on American soil) is a narrower, distinct claim from
"American-popular" (widely followed in America) — soccer is the clearest case of the second

without the first

Baseball: codified by the New York Knickerbocker Baseball Club, September 1845, credited to
Alexander Joy Cartwright — full story in Chapter 2

American Football: reshaped from college rugby-football by Walter Camp at Yale, 1876–1881 —
full story in Chapter 3

Basketball: invented by James Naismith in Springfield, Massachusetts, on 21 December 1891 —

the one sport of the three with a single, exactly-dated inventor, though Naismith himself was
Canadian, not American — full story in Chapter 4

All three share a discrete-play structure (innings/downs/possessions) that predates television but

later suited broadcast scheduling unusually well — a coincidence of timing, not an original design
goal

Britain's major sports (soccer, cricket, rugby) spread outward over a century-plus head start;
America's major sports are running that export process later and, in some respects, faster — a

thread Chapter 9 returns to directly
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What's Next

Next chapter: Origins: Baseball's Real 19th-Century Roots — the actual 1845

Knickerbocker Rules in detail, and the real, thoroughly debunked story of Abner Doubleday

supposedly inventing the game in Cooperstown.
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CHAPTER 2 :  ORIGINS:  BASEBALL'S  REAL 19TH-CENTURY ROOTS

The History of American Sports
Chapter 2 · Origins: Baseball's Real 19th-Century Roots

Baseball's own popular origin story is exactly backwards on two separate counts: the

game wasn't invented whole by one man in one place in 1839, and the rulebook that

actually did codify it in 1845 wasn't written by the man who gets the most credit for it.

Both corrections come from the same real historical record — it's just a record that a

baseball executive with a very specific agenda spent years working hard to bury.

Baseball Before the Knickerbockers: A Game Already

Sixty Years Old

By the time anyone sat down to write baseball's rules on paper, some version of the game had

already been played in America for well over half a century. A Princeton University student's

diary from 1786 records playing "baste ball" on campus. An ordinance passed in Pittsfield,

Massachusetts, in 1791 banned the game of "baseball" from being played within 80 yards of

the town's new meeting house — not because the sport was new and needed regulating for the

first time, but because its windows kept getting broken. By the early 1820s, regular Saturday

games were already a fixture on the outskirts of New York City, in what's now Greenwich

Village.

None of these were the same game the Knickerbockers would later codify. What existed instead

was a loose family of regional variants, all recognizably related but genuinely different in their

particulars — "town ball" around Philadelphia, the "Massachusetts Game" in New England

(which kept a distinctive plugging-the-runner rule, described below, longer than most other

regional versions), and informal New York games that would eventually feed directly into the

Knickerbocker Club's own membership. There was no single rulebook, no fixed number of

players, and no standard field — just a shared idea of a bat, a ball, bases to run, and outs to

record, worked out slightly differently in every town that played it.
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An earlier, more honest theory than the one that eventually won — in 1903, the sportswriter
Henry Chadwick, who had grown up in England, published an article arguing that American
baseball was simply a descendant of an English children's game called rounders, which he'd
played himself as a boy. This wasn't a wild guess: rounders genuinely does share baseball's basic
shape — a batter, bases, running, and outs — and Chadwick had no obvious reason to invent a

connection that made the American game look derivative rather than original. As the next section
covers, that's precisely what made his theory politically unwelcome to at least one very influential
figure in the sport.

September 1845: The Knickerbocker Rules, Written

Down for the First Time

The New York Knickerbocker Base Ball Club had already existed informally for a few years by

the time it formalized itself as a club in September 1845 — and one of its very first acts was to

put a version of the game's loose regional rules into a single, fixed written document, the "Laws

of Base Ball," adopted on September 23, 1845. This is the moment usually pointed to as

baseball's real codification: not the invention of a new game from nothing, but the first time an

existing family of local games got written down as one specific, reproducible set of twenty rules.

PROVISION WHAT THE 1845 RULES ACTUALLY SAID

Base distances "Forty-two paces" from home to second, and from first to third, equidistant —
roughly 89.1 feet, tantalizingly close to (but not quite) the 90 feet the game would

eventually settle on

Strikeout Three strikes constituted an out — already recognizably the modern rule

Ending a half-

inning

"Three hands out, all out" — three outs per side, a genuine departure from cricket's

own all-out-together model, which several earlier American variants had still

followed

Foul territory A ball hit outside the range of first and third base was ruled foul — an explicit foul-

line concept that not every regional variant had bothered to define
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PROVISION WHAT THE 1845 RULES ACTUALLY SAID

Putting out a

runner

A runner was out only if tagged with the ball, or if the ball reached the base ahead

of him — not, as in some older variants, by being struck directly with a thrown ball

That last rule is a bigger deal than it might look on paper. Several of baseball's regional

ancestors — town ball especially, and the Massachusetts Game held onto it the longest — used a

practice usually called "soaking" or "plugging": a fielder retired a runner by simply throwing

the ball and hitting him with it directly, anywhere on his body, while he ran between bases.

Outlawing that in favor of tagging or a force play wasn't a stylistic preference. It removed a real,

physically painful hazard from the game and pushed it decisively toward the version

recognizable today.

Alexander Cartwright's Real, Considerably Overstated

Role

WORTH SITTING WITH, NOT SMOOTHING OVER — AGAIN

Popular retellings — including the short version given in this course's own opening

chapter — credit Alexander Joy Cartwright with writing the 1845 Knickerbocker rules.

The real documentary record tells a different story: Cartwright was not even a member

of the committee that drew up the rules that year. That committee's actual,

documented members were William R. Wheaton and William H. Tucker. Major

League Baseball's own official historian, John Thorn, has put it bluntly — Cartwright's

plaque in the Baseball Hall of Fame contains "every word of substance" inaccurate,

including specific claims that he personally fixed the base distances, the number of

players per side, or the length of the game. Baseball historian Jeffrey Kittel goes further

still, arguing that essentially none of the 1845 Knickerbocker rules were genuinely

original at all — the neighboring Gotham Club, an older New York ball club, had

already been playing under most of the same provisions — with the three-out half-

inning possibly the one real exception.
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A Pattern Already Repeating From Chapter 1

Chapter 1 flagged that James Naismith — basketball's own single, cleanly documented inventor
— was Canadian, not American, a genuine complication in a course whose title leans on

"American" for all three sports equally. Baseball now supplies a second, differently shaped
complication in the very next chapter: the sport most often described as having one identifiable
rule-writer turns out to have had that credit assigned to the wrong person for well over a century.
Two chapters in, and the tidiest version of each sport's own founding story has already needed a
real correction — worth watching for whether the pattern holds through football and beyond.

None of this erases the Knickerbocker Club's real historical importance — the 1845 rules

genuinely were the first time this particular combination of provisions got written down as one

fixed document, and that document really did become the ancestor of every rulebook that

followed. It just means the individual credit long attached to one club member's name belongs,

on the actual record, to two entirely different people.

The First Recorded Game: June 19, 1846

The first officially recorded game played under something close to the new Knickerbocker rules

took place on June 19, 1846, at the Elysian Fields in Hoboken, New Jersey — the

Knickerbockers' own regular playing ground, chosen specifically because open space on

Manhattan itself was already becoming scarce. Their opponent was a team usually identified as

the "New York nine," most likely drawn from the parent Gotham Club whose own earlier rules

Kittel argues the Knickerbockers had largely just inherited.

An ironic scoreline for a rules-writing club — the Knickerbockers lost that first recorded game
badly, 23 to 1. The club that gets remembered today for having written down baseball's rules is

remembered rather less for how it actually performed on the field the very first time those rules
were put into practice.

Manufacturing a Myth: Albert Spalding and the Mills

Commission

14/09/2026, 12:32

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmp30u015qh.html 11/63



Henry Chadwick's 1903 rounders theory, described earlier, was a genuine, evidence-based

hypothesis from a respected baseball writer. It also happened to strike one of the sport's most

powerful men, Albert Spalding — a former star pitcher turned sporting-goods magnate and

president of the Chicago Cubs — as an insult to the game's national character. Spalding wanted

baseball established, on the record, as a purely American invention, with no debt to any

English children's game whatsoever. In 1905 he organized a commission to settle the question

once and for all, naming it after its chairman, National League president Abraham G. Mills

— and, tellingly, staffing it with members he had personally selected to favor an American-

origin conclusion, while pointedly leaving Chadwick himself off the panel entirely.

The commission solicited public letters asking for firsthand memories of baseball's early days.

Most replies were vague or unhelpful — until a mining engineer named Abner Graves wrote

to the Akron Beacon Journal in April 1905 with a strikingly specific claim: he said he had

personally watched a man named Abner Doubleday draw a diagram of a baseball diamond

in the dirt in Cooperstown, New York, around 1839, inventing the game on the spot by adding

four bases and a pitcher throwing from within a six-foot ring. When Spalding pressed him for

evidence, Graves produced only a diagram he claimed to have redrawn from memory, since the

original had supposedly been lost and most of the players he named were already dead. Mills

received the full file of testimony in October 1907 and issued his final report on December

30, 1907, formally crediting Doubleday as baseball's inventor and settling on 1839 as the exact

year — even though Graves's own letters had wavered between 1839 and 1841, and Mills's

report quietly added specific details, including Doubleday's supposed invention of the modern

putout system, that appear nowhere in Graves's own original testimony.

Why the Doubleday Story Falls Apart on Contact

Every load-bearing piece of this story turns out to be false — not merely undocumented, but
actively contradicted by the historical record:

Doubleday wasn't in Cooperstown in 1839. He was a first-year cadet at West Point, where
plebes were almost never granted leave — making a trip to Cooperstown to invent a children's
game close to impossible.

Graves was five years old in 1839. He would have been recalling — with exact, specific detail

— an event from more than seventy years earlier, one he supposedly witnessed as a small
child.
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Graves's own reliability collapsed under scrutiny. He separately claimed to have worked for
the Pony Express starting in 1852 — eight years before the Pony Express existed. Late in life, he
shot and killed his wife and was committed to an asylum as insane, dying there.

Doubleday himself never claimed any of this. Across an extensive personal correspondence
and diaries, he mentioned baseball exactly once — a brief, unremarkable 1871 letter ordering
sporting equipment. One of his own obituaries specifically noted that he showed no real
interest in outdoor sports at all.

One historian, David Block, has offered a plausible innocent explanation rather than assuming

Graves simply invented the whole story from nothing: Graves may genuinely have confused

Abner Doubleday the general with one of two actual Cooperstown residents who happened to

share the Doubleday surname — his cousins Abner Demas Doubleday or John Doubleday. A

seventy-year-old, five-year-old's memory mixing up two men with the same last name is, at

least, a more forgivable error than Spalding's own deliberate, politically motivated push to have

the commission reach a predetermined conclusion.

How a Debunked Story Still Built Cooperstown

A myth this thoroughly discredited might be expected to fade quietly — instead, it left a

permanent, physical mark on the sport. In 1923, the village of Cooperstown purchased the

property where Doubleday supposedly drew his diagram, and a ballpark called Doubleday Field

was built on the site. Around 1934, a battered old baseball found on a farm near Cooperstown,

allegedly once belonging to the Graves family, was purchased by local businessman Stephen

Carlton Clark, who built a small museum exhibit around it. When National League president

Ford Frick suggested pairing that exhibit with a proper hall of fame for the sport, Cooperstown

— already carrying the myth's own weight — was the obvious, if entirely fictional, choice of

location. A 1937 state legislative committee formally declared Cooperstown "the birthplace of

baseball," and the National Baseball Hall of Fame opened there in 1939, timed deliberately to

mark the game's supposed hundredth anniversary.

The Sharpest Irony in the Whole Story

Despite Cooperstown's entire claim to fame resting on his supposed 1839 invention, Abner
Doubleday himself has never been inducted into the National Baseball Hall of Fame. The town
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built around his legend outlasted the legend's own credibility — and today the Hall itself displays
the "Doubleday ball" with a caption that quietly concedes the point, describing the story as "a
thriving legend that reflects Americans' desire to make the game our own" rather than as

documented fact.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Henry Chadwick's rounders theory was published two years before Spalding's commission and
was based on Chadwick's own firsthand childhood experience, yet it lost out to a fabricated story

built on a single unreliable witness's word. What does that outcome suggest about how national
myths compete against evidence, especially when a myth flatters national pride and the evidence
doesn't?

REFLECTION 2

The Knickerbocker rules turn out to have had little that was genuinely original in them, borrowed
largely from the older Gotham Club — yet the Knickerbockers, not the Gothams, are the club

history remembers. What tends to determine which group gets remembered for a real historical
achievement: who did the work first, or who wrote it down and publicized it?

REFLECTION 3

Cooperstown's status as baseball's spiritual home has outlived the debunked legend it was built
on by nearly a century. Can you think of another place, tradition, or institution that has kept its
symbolic importance even after the historical story behind it was shown to be false?

QUICK REFERENCE — BASEBALL'S REAL ORIGINS

Baseball-like games were already being played in America decades before 1845 — a 1786
Princeton diary entry, an 1791 Pittsfield ordinance banning the game near a meeting house, and

regional variants like town ball and the Massachusetts Game
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The Knickerbocker Base Ball Club formally adopted its "Laws of Base Ball" on September 23, 1845

— 20 rules including 42-pace base distances, three strikes for an out, three outs per half-inning,
defined foul territory, and tag/force outs replacing the older, painful "soaking"/plugging practice

Those rules were actually written by committee members William R. Wheaton and William H.

Tucker — Alexander Cartwright, popularly credited, was not on the 1845 committee at all, per
MLB's own official historian John Thorn

The first recorded game under the new rules was played June 19, 1846, at the Elysian Fields in
Hoboken — the Knickerbockers themselves lost it, 23–1

The rival Abner Doubleday origin story was manufactured by Albert Spalding's 1905 Mills

Commission, resting entirely on unreliable witness Abner Graves — Doubleday was actually a
West Point cadet in 1839 and never claimed any role in inventing the game

The debunked myth nonetheless led directly to Cooperstown becoming home to the National

Baseball Hall of Fame, opened in 1939 — Doubleday himself has never been inducted into it

What's Next

Next chapter: Origins: American Football's Real Evolution From Rugby — Walter

Camp's specific rule changes at Yale between 1876 and 1881, and how a college rugby-football

variant pulled itself decisively away from its English roots.
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CHAPTER 3 :  ORIGINS:  AMERICAN FOOTBALL'S  REAL EVOLUTION FROM RUGBY

The History of American Sports
Chapter 3 · Origins: American Football's Real Evolution From Rugby

Baseball has a single date and document you can point to — September 23, 1845.

Basketball, as the next chapter covers, has a single date and a single named inventor.

American football has neither. It emerged gradually, across roughly four decades of

annual rules-committee meetings, out of a game that started as something much closer

to soccer and only slowly, rule change by rule change, became recognizably itself. And

the one man popularly credited with driving that transformation turns out — after two

chapters of corrected credit — to genuinely deserve most of it.

1869: A "First Football Game" That Looked Almost

Nothing Like Football

The game usually cited as the first intercollegiate football contest in America was played on

November 6, 1869, between Rutgers and Princeton, with Rutgers winning 6–4. It's worth

being precise about what that game actually was, because the label "first football game" quietly

implies a continuity that isn't really there. Two teams of 25 players each tried to score by

kicking a round ball into the opposing goal — throwing or carrying the ball was flatly against

the rules. There was no line of scrimmage, no downs, no forward pass to legalize or ban, and

certainly no blocking. Structurally, this was much closer to an early, informal version of

association football (soccer) than to anything a modern fan would recognize as American

football. Even the immediate rematch at Princeton, won 8–0, was played under a different set

of rules than the first game had used.

1876: The Massasoit Convention Turns the Game

Toward Rugby
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The real pivot toward something recognizably football-shaped came seven years later. On

November 23, 1876, representatives from Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and Columbia met at

the Massasoit House in Springfield, Massachusetts, and adopted a new rulebook based on

rugby football rather than the earlier kicking-only game. Harvard had itself only picked up

rugby two years before, from Canada's McGill University, in a pair of exhibition matches in

1874. The Massasoit Convention's rules kept much of rugby's own structure — carrying the ball

was now allowed, and play was still organized around a contested scrum — but made one

change that would matter enormously later: it replaced rugby's kicked goal with the touchdown

as the primary way to score.

Even at this point, though, what existed was still essentially American rugby, not a separate

sport. That separation is what the rest of this chapter is actually about.

Walter Camp: A Spectator Who Became the Game's

Central Rule-Maker

Walter Camp watched the 1875 Harvard-Yale game as a spectator, enrolled at Yale the

following year, and played halfback there from 1876 until his final season in 1882. What sets

Camp apart from Cartwright and the Doubleday legend covered in the previous chapter is that

his influence didn't stop when his playing career did — he stayed a fixture at the annual

intercollegiate rules conventions for most of the rest of his life, and the specific changes

credited to him are documented year by year in the actual minutes of those meetings, not

reconstructed decades later from one unreliable witness's letter.

YEAR WHAT CAMP ACTUALLY PROPOSED WHAT PROBLEM IT SOLVED

1878 Reducing teams from 15 players per side to
11

Initially rejected outright by the other
schools

1880 The line of scrimmage and the snap from

center to quarterback, replacing rugby's
contested scrum with uncontested

offensive possession; the 11-player

reduction also finally passed this year

Opened the game up and gave one side a

clear, defined starting point for each play,
rather than a chaotic pile fighting for the ball
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YEAR WHAT CAMP ACTUALLY PROPOSED WHAT PROBLEM IT SOLVED

1882 The down-and-distance system: a team had

to advance the ball five yards within three
downs or surrender possession

Closed a real, exploited loophole — once

scrimmage gave a team uncontested
possession with no scoring requirement,

some teams simply held the ball for an entire

game rather than risk losing it

1883 A points-based scoring table: four points

for a touchdown, two for a kick after

touchdown, two for a safety, five for a field
goal

Replaced rugby's simpler goal-counting with

a system that could weigh different kinds of

scoring plays against each other

The snap started with a foot, not a hand — Camp's original 1880 scrimmage snap was executed
by the center kicking the ball backward to the quarterback, not handing it back the way every
snap works today. The hand-to-hand snap only developed later, as teams found it faster and more
reliable than trying to control a kicked ball precisely under pressure.

The Decisive Break From Rugby: Legalizing Blocking

Camp's rule changes reshaped the game's structure, but the single change that made American

football genuinely different in kind from rugby — not just a variant of it — was the legalization

of blocking, or "interference": offensive players physically obstructing defenders to help the ball

carrier advance. Interference remains strictly illegal in both codes of rugby to this day, precisely

because of rugby's own strict offside rules. When Camp first saw opposing players using

blocking tactics against his own Yale team, he was reportedly appalled by it — and then, the

very next season, adopted the same tactics for his own team once he'd seen how effective it was.

That single reversal, multiplied across every other program that followed Yale's lead, is

arguably the moment American football stopped being a rugby variant and became its own

sport.

A Genuine Contrast, Not a Third Debunking

Chapters 1 and 2 both found that the individual most popularly credited with a sport's origin
deserved considerably less of that credit than the standard story suggests — James Naismith's
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nationality complicated basketball's "American" framing, and Alexander Cartwright wasn't even on
the committee that wrote baseball's 1845 rules. Walter Camp is a genuine break in that pattern.
The rule-by-rule record above comes from actual, dated convention minutes stretching across five

years, not a single retrospective claim — and "Father of American Football" was a nickname
applied to him by sportswriter Caspar Whitney in Harper's Weekly while Camp was still only 33
years old and actively shaping the rules, not invented for him after the fact. Two chapters of
corrected credit made this one worth watching closely — and this time the popular version
genuinely holds up.

WORTH SITTING WITH, EVEN SO

Camp's own record isn't spotless, just spotless in a different way than Cartwright's or

Doubleday's. A 1905 investigative story in McClure's magazine exposed a real,

documented "slush fund" — reportedly around $100,000 — connected to Camp and

Yale's football program, used to support players in ways that sat uneasily with amateur

athletics. The reforms that followed the 1905–06 crisis (covered below) actually

worked against Yale's own competitive position relative to rivals like Harvard. Camp's

rule-making legacy is genuinely well documented and genuinely his — it just coexisted

with a real financial controversy that the standard "Father of American Football"

framing tends to leave out.

The Early 1900s Brutality Crisis, and a Popular

Roosevelt Myth Worth Correcting

By the early 1900s, American football had a real, escalating violence problem. Mass-formation

plays — most notoriously the "flying wedge," devised by Lorin F. Deland and first used by

Harvard against Yale in 1892, in which players locked arms around the ball carrier and drove

forward as a single blunt mass — had already proven dangerous enough to be banned outright

in 1894, just two seasons after its debut. But related mass-momentum tactics persisted in

modified forms for another decade, and by 1905 the sport's death toll had reached a genuinely

alarming 19 fatalities nationwide in a single season.
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President Theodore Roosevelt never actually threatened to ban football — the popular
version of this story has Roosevelt issuing an ultimatum to save the game from itself. The real
record is more measured: Roosevelt genuinely was a football fan who wanted the sport reformed,
not eliminated, and he had no constitutional authority to ban a college sport even if he'd wanted
to. What actually happened was a consultative meeting on October 9, 1905, between Roosevelt

and representatives from Harvard, Yale, and Princeton — a conversation about reform, not a
threat of abolition.

The real institutional response came two months later. On December 28, 1905, sixty-two

schools met in New York City specifically to address the crisis, forming the Intercollegiate

Athletic Association of the United States — officially established March 31, 1906, and renamed

the National Collegiate Athletic Association, the NCAA, in 1910. The 1906 rule reforms that

followed legalized the forward pass for the first time and tightened restrictions on mass-

formation plays of the kind the flying wedge had already been banned for in 1894 — closing off

the modified variants that had kept a related, dangerous style of play alive even after that

specific formation was outlawed.

Rugby vs. American Football: What Actually Changed

FEATURE RUGBY
AMERICAN FOOTBALL, AFTER CAMP'S
REFORMS

Starting each play A contested scrum — both
sides fight for the ball

An uncontested line of scrimmage —
the offense simply has the ball

Requirement to

advance

None — possession can be

held indefinitely without

penalty

A fixed distance within a fixed number

of downs, or possession changes hands

Blocking/interference Strictly illegal in both codes Legal, and central to how offenses are

actually built

Read against Chapter 1's own discrete-play framework, this table lands on the same underlying

point from a different angle: the down-and-distance system is exactly what turns American

football's plays into genuinely discrete, resettable units — each down has a defined start, a
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defined stop, and a real requirement attached to it — rather than the continuous, uninterrupted

possession rugby still allows.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Baseball and basketball each have a single origin date; American football's transformation took
place gradually across roughly three decades of committee meetings. Does a sport with a gradual,
multi-decade origin feel less "invented" than one with a single founding moment — and should
it?

REFLECTION 2

Camp's own credit turned out to be well documented, unlike Cartwright's — but he also had a
real, exposed financial conflict of interest the popular "Father of American Football" story tends to
leave out. Does a well-documented achievement need to be paired with its subject's less flattering
history to be told honestly?

REFLECTION 3

The flying wedge was banned in 1894, yet related dangerous tactics persisted in modified form

for another decade until the broader 1906 reforms. What does that gap suggest about how
effective a narrow rule change is against a problem that a determined team can simply route
around?

QUICK REFERENCE — AMERICAN FOOTBALL'S REAL ORIGINS

The November 6, 1869 Rutgers-Princeton game, often called "the first football game," was actually

a 25-a-side, kicking-only contest with no carrying — structurally much closer to early soccer than

to modern American football

The November 23, 1876 Massasoit Convention (Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Columbia) adopted

rugby-based rules, with Harvard having learned rugby from McGill University in 1874, and
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replaced rugby's kicked goal with the touchdown

Walter Camp's own real, dated rule innovations: an 1878 proposal to cut teams from 15 to 11
(initially rejected), the 1880 line of scrimmage and snap (with the 11-player cut finally passing the

same year), the 1882 down-and-distance system (5 yards in 3 downs), and the 1883 scoring table

(4/2/2/5 points)

Legalizing blocking/interference — still illegal in both codes of rugby today — was the single

change that made American football a genuinely distinct sport rather than a rugby variant

Unlike Cartwright's overstated credit in Chapter 2, Camp's role is documented across five years of

dated convention minutes — though a real 1905 exposed "slush fund" complicates his otherwise

well-earned "Father of American Football" reputation

President Theodore Roosevelt never actually threatened to ban football — a real 1905 fatality

crisis (19 deaths nationwide) led instead to a consultative meeting, then the December 1905

founding of what became the NCAA in 1910, and 1906 reforms legalizing the forward pass

What's Next

Next chapter: Origins: Basketball's Real, Documented 1891 Invention — James

Naismith, the International YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts, and the real

problem the peach-basket game was actually invented to solve.
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CHAPTER 4 :  ORIGINS:  BASKETBALL'S  REAL,  DOCUMENTED 1891 INVENTION

The History of American Sports
Chapter 4 · Origins: Basketball's Real, Documented 1891 Invention

Baseball's rules were assembled gradually from an existing family of regional games,

and football evolved rule by rule across four decades of committee meetings. Basketball

had neither of those things. It has a single supervisor, a single specific assignment, a

fourteen-day deadline, one named inventor, and an exact date — and, remarkably for a

sport this old, the actual typewritten rules he handed in still survive today.

A Precise Assignment: Fourteen Days to Solve a Real

Problem

James Naismith moved to Springfield, Massachusetts, in 1890 to study at the International

YMCA Training School, and was hired onto its faculty the following year. His supervisor,

Luther Halsey Gulick, had a genuinely concrete problem on his hands: a class of restless

young men, confined indoors through a harsh New England winter with nothing but

calisthenics and marching drills to occupy them, had become — in Gulick's own description —

perpetually short-tempered. Gulick gave Naismith fourteen days to invent something new: a

game playable indoors, in a relatively small gymnasium space, that would keep track-and-field

athletes fit through the gap between football season and baseball season, that treated every

player fairly, and — critically for what follows — that wasn't too rough.

Designing Against Football's Own Reputation

Naismith's own design process is worth reading against the previous chapter directly. He

surveyed the popular sports of the day — rugby, lacrosse, soccer, football, hockey, baseball —

looking for what made each one either safe or dangerous. He concluded that a large, soft soccer

ball was the safest option available, since a smaller or harder ball encouraged exactly the kind

of physical contest that led to injury. Most decisively, he banned running with the ball

altogether: if a player could never carry the ball while moving, there was no ball carrier to
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tackle, and an entire category of football's own violence simply couldn't happen in the first

place. The full-blown brutality crisis covered in Chapter 3 was still fourteen years away in 1891,

but the underlying anxiety about football's physical toll on young men was already well

established on American campuses — and Naismith built his new game as a direct, deliberate

answer to it.

For the goal itself, Naismith reached back to a game from his own Ontario childhood called

duck on a rock, in which a player tries to knock a target stone off a larger rock by lobbing

another stone in a soft arc rather than throwing it directly and hard. That same logic — an

elevated target that rewards a gentle, accurate arc rather than a forceful, direct strike — is

exactly why he mounted his own game's goal high overhead rather than at ground level. A

horizontal, elevated target that has to be lobbed into is structurally much harder to defend by

force than a vertical goal you can simply stand in front of and block.

December 21, 1891: The First Game

Naismith split his class of eighteen students into two teams of nine and had them play the very

first game of "Basket Ball" — his own preferred name, chosen over a student's suggestion of

"Naismith Ball," which he refused outright — on December 21, 1891. The equipment was

almost comically improvised by later standards: a plain soccer ball, and two peach baskets

nailed to the gymnasium's elevated running track at each end, roughly ten feet off the floor. The

final score of that first game is usually recorded as a modest 1–0, with the single goal credited

to a player named William R. Chase.

DOCUMENTED, NOT RECONSTRUCTED

Naismith's original thirteen rules were typed up and preserved — and in December

2010, the actual surviving document, dated to that same December 21, 1891, and later

signed by Naismith himself in 1931, sold at a Sotheby's auction in New York for

$4,338,500, more than double its estimate and a sports memorabilia record at the

time. The buyers, David and Suzanne Booth, donated it to the University of Kansas —

the very school where Naismith would go on to become basketball's first-ever college

coach, a story with its own ironic ending covered later in this chapter. Unlike

Cartwright's credit in Chapter 2, resting on a single retrospective plaque, or the

Doubleday myth's single unreliable letter, basketball's founding document is the
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genuine physical artifact itself, still legible, still owned, and now on display rather than

merely described secondhand.

What the Peach Baskets Actually Meant in Practice

Those original peach baskets had one significant practical flaw that's easy to overlook: they still

had their bottoms intact. Every single time a team scored, someone had to fetch a ladder, climb

up, and physically retrieve the ball from inside the basket before play could resume with a

center jump. Open- bottomed baskets that let the ball simply drop through — the feature every

modern hoop takes for granted — weren't standardized until 1906, when metal hoops and nets

finally replaced the peach baskets altogether, a full fifteen years after the game's invention.

Backboards were a crowd-control fix, not a shooting feature — wire mesh backboards were
introduced in 1895, over a decade before open hoops arrived, and it's tempting to assume they
were added to let players bank shots off them. The real, documented reason was much less

glamorous: early goals were mounted near balcony railings where spectators sat, and fans in the
gallery had taken to leaning out and interfering directly with the ball — deflecting shots, or in
some documented cases actively helping the home team score. The backboard's original job was
simply to physically separate the court from the crowd. Wood backboards replaced the easily
dented wire mesh version in 1904, and glass backboards weren't formally approved until 1909.

From Nine Players to Five

The first game's nine-a-side format wasn't a fixed rule either — team size in basketball's earliest

years genuinely depended on how much floor space was available. Under the 1894 rules, a

gymnasium under 1,800 square feet called for five players per side; a gym between 1,800 and

3,600 square feet called for seven; anything larger allowed as many as nine. By 1895, some

schools had started fixing team size at five by mutual agreement even in larger spaces, and the

1896–97 season's official rules finally made five players per side a fixed requirement

everywhere, regardless of gym size — the number the sport has kept ever since. The first fully

"modern" intercollegiate game under that new five-player standard was played on March 20,

1897, when Yale defeated Penn.

14/09/2026, 12:32

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmp30u015qh.html 25/63



A Genuine Exception to This Course's Own Reverse-

Export Pattern

Basketball Breaks Chapter 1's Own Generalization

Chapter 1 described a shared pattern across all three sports: each one stayed a largely domestic
American phenomenon for decades before building any real international following, the reverse of

soccer's own century-plus head start spreading outward from Britain. Basketball is a genuine,
documented exception to that pattern, and it's worth naming honestly rather than smoothing it
into the tidier three-sport story. Because Naismith invented the game inside the YMCA's own
organization, it had an existing global network to travel through immediately. A YMCA instructor
named Mel Rideout arranged the first European match, in Paris, in

1893

— just two years after the game's invention — and YMCA missionary efforts carried it to China,
India, Japan, and Persia around the same time. Baseball and American football each took the

better part of a century to build a comparable international following; basketball had already
reached four continents before its own team size had even been standardized. Chapter 9 returns
to this exact comparison directly, once basketball's modern global rise is covered in full.

Naismith's Own Later, Ironic Career

Naismith moved to the University of Kansas faculty in 1898 and became the school's first-ever

basketball coach — a fitting role for the game's own inventor. What followed is one of the

sport's most quietly funny footnotes: across his years coaching there, Naismith finished with a

career record of 55 wins and 60 losses, making him — to this day — the only head coach in the

University of Kansas basketball program's entire history with a losing record. The man who

invented the sport was, by his own program's later standards, not particularly good at coaching

it. He became a naturalized United States citizen on May 4, 1925, having spent the second half

of his career as a legal citizen of the very country whose sport he'd invented while still a

Canadian working abroad.

Questions to Sit With
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REFLECTION 1

Basketball is the one sport of the three with a surviving, physical founding document —
Naismith's own typed rules — rather than a reconstructed or disputed account. Does having the

literal artifact change how confidently you'd trust an origin story, compared to baseball's
contested 1845 rulebook or football's decades of scattered convention minutes?

REFLECTION 2

Backboards were added to stop spectators from interfering, not to enable a new kind of shot —
yet the bank shot became a real, celebrated skill once the backboard existed anyway. Can you
think of another case where equipment introduced to solve one narrow problem ended up

creating an entirely different, unintended possibility?

REFLECTION 3

Basketball spread across four continents within two years specifically because it was invented
inside an organization — the YMCA — that already had a global network to carry it. What does
that suggest about how much of a sport's early spread depends on the game itself, versus the
institutional network it happens to be born inside?

QUICK REFERENCE — BASKETBALL'S REAL ORIGINS

Luther Gulick gave James Naismith fourteen days to invent an indoor game for a restless YMCA
class that would keep athletes fit between football and baseball seasons without being too rough

Naismith banned running with the ball and chose a soft soccer ball specifically to design out the

kind of physical contact that made football dangerous; his childhood game "duck on a rock"
inspired the elevated, arced-shot goal

The first game was played December 21, 1891 — 9-a-side, a soccer ball, peach baskets nailed 10
feet up, final score 1–0 — and Naismith's own original typed 13 rules survive today, selling at a

2010 Sotheby's auction for $4,338,500

Closed-bottom peach baskets required a ladder retrieval after every score until open hoops
replaced them in 1906; wire mesh backboards were added in 1895 specifically to stop spectators

from interfering, not to enable bank shots

14/09/2026, 12:32

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmp30u015qh.html 27/63



Team size wasn't fixed at five players until the 1896–97 season (it had varied from five to nine

depending on gym size before that) — the first fully modern 5-a-side game was Yale over Penn,
March 20, 1897

Basketball genuinely broke this course's own reverse-export pattern from Chapter 1 — the

YMCA's existing global network carried the game to Paris by 1893 and to China, India, Japan, and
Persia soon after, decades faster than baseball or football went international

Naismith became Kansas's first basketball coach in 1898 and finished with a losing 55–60 career
record — still the only losing record in the program's history — before becoming a naturalized US

citizen in 1925

What's Next

Next chapter: Professionalization & the Rise of Leagues — baseball's real 1876 National

League, the NFL's actual 1920 founding, and how the NBA itself began life under a different

name in 1946.
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CHAPTER 5 :  PROFESSIONALIZATION & THE RISE  OF LEAGUES

The History of American Sports
Chapter 5 · Professionalization & the Rise of Leagues

Chapters 2 through 4 each told one sport's own individual invention story. Starting

here, the course shifts into the comparative, thematic structure Chapter 1 promised —

tracking a single shared question across all three sports at once. This chapter's question

is simple to ask and genuinely different to answer three times over: how did a game

played for fun become a business with a functioning league behind it? Baseball solved

this in one sharp correction. Football took nearly three decades of drift to get there.

Basketball's answer had almost nothing to do with the sport itself and everything to do

with empty arenas.

Baseball's Two Attempts: A Failed League, Then a Fix

Baseball's first real attempt at professional organization, the National Association of

Professional Base Ball Players, ran from 1871 to 1875 — and collapsed under its own structural

weaknesses. It had no strong central authority to enforce discipline, no supervised scheduling

to guarantee games actually happened, and no stable membership, with clubs coming and

going between seasons. A single team, the Boston Red Stockings, dominated so thoroughly that

competitive balance barely existed. And with an entry fee as low as ten dollars, member clubs

had almost no financial incentive to follow league rules whenever doing so proved

inconvenient.

William A. Hulbert, a Chicago businessman and officer of the Chicago White Stockings,

diagnosed these exact failures and built the National League specifically to correct them,

founding it on February 2, 1876, in New York City. The fix was structural, not cosmetic: fixed

territorial rights kept clubs from competing for the same city, a genuinely enforced schedule

required teams to honor their commitments, and a much higher entry fee filtered out clubs

unwilling to make a serious financial commitment. Hulbert backed the new authority with real

teeth almost immediately — when the Philadelphia and New York clubs refused to make their

required western road trips later in 1876, he simply expelled both of them from the league, a
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clear public signal that the National League's own rules weren't optional the way the old

National Association's had effectively been.

A quiet forward reference — just three years after the National League's founding, in 1879, its
owners introduced a new mechanism called the reserve clause, binding a player permanently to
whichever club he'd last played for. That single innovation becomes the center of Chapter 7's own
story about baseball's real labor struggles, nearly a century later.

A second major league, the American League, emerged twenty-five years later under organizer

Ban Johnson, declaring itself a genuine major league in 1901. Two years of open competition

and player poaching between the two leagues ended with a 1903 peace agreement — the same

agreement that created the World Series as the two leagues' own annual championship.

Football's Much Slower, Messier Path

Football's road to a real league took far longer, and it started with a single, oddly specific

document rather than a founding meeting. On November 12, 1892, the Allegheny Athletic

Association paid William "Pudge" Heffelfinger $500 in cash to play a single game against

the rival Pittsburgh Athletic Club — a handwritten ledger entry the Pro Football Hall of Fame

now calls "Pro Football's Birth Certificate." Heffelfinger delivered on the investment directly,

scooping up a fumble and running 35 yards for the game's only touchdown in a 4–0 win. He'd

reportedly turned down an initial offer of $250 from the Pittsburgh side, unwilling to risk his

amateur standing for anything less.

A Direct Line Back to Chapter 3

Heffelfinger wasn't a random athlete — he was a star lineman for Yale's own dominant teams from
1888 to 1891, the exact same Yale program that Walter Camp, as both player and rising coach,
was actively reshaping with the rule innovations covered in the previous chapter. The very first
documented professional football payment went to a product of the same institution where the
sport's rules were simultaneously being invented.

And yet, remarkably, that single payment didn't spark an organized professional league for

nearly three decades. Professional football through the 1890s and 1900s remained a scattered,
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informal landscape of independent club teams, mostly across Ohio and Pennsylvania,

competing under inconsistent rules with no shared authority at all — closer to baseball's own

failed National Association period than to anything resembling a modern league. The real fix

came in two steps a month apart in 1920: representatives from four teams met at an auto

showroom in Canton, Ohio, on August 20, 1920, forming a preliminary body called the

American Professional Football Conference, and a follow-up meeting on September 17,

1920, expanded and renamed it the American Professional Football Association —

fourteen founding teams, with four more joining before the season was out.

A DELIBERATELY CHOSEN FIGUREHEAD

The new league elected the Olympic gold medalist and star player Jim Thorpe as its

first president — not because he was expected to run the league's day-to-day business,

but specifically because his fame lent instant credibility to an organization that

otherwise had none. It's a genuinely different kind of "credit" question than the ones

Chapters 1 through 3 raised about Naismith, Cartwright, and Camp: nobody claimed

Thorpe personally built the league's rules or structure. His name was the point,

deliberately and openly, rather than an inflated retelling of his actual role.

The league took its lasting name on June 24, 1922, when the American Professional Football

Association formally became the National Football League.

Basketball's League: Born From Empty Arenas, Not

From the Game Itself

Basketball's own path to a lasting professional league looks structurally different from both of

the others, because its founding motive had almost nothing to do with basketball as a sport.

The Basketball Association of America was founded on June 6, 1946, at the Commodore

Hotel in New York City — not by basketball people trying to grow the game, but by arena and

hockey-rink owners looking for a way to fill their buildings on the many nights hockey wasn't

using them. Walter Brown, owner of the Boston Garden, was a central figure in the effort,

reasoning that a major arena sitting empty on a given night was simply lost revenue. The new
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league opened its first 1946–47 season with eleven teams split into Eastern and Western

divisions.

Basketball also already had a real, separate professional league by this point — the National

Basketball League, founded in 1937 among Midwestern industrial-city teams, alongside a

competing American Basketball League. Rather than one league driving the other out of

business the way baseball's National and American Leagues eventually settled into peaceful

coexistence, basketball's two rival professional structures instead combined outright: on

August 3, 1949, the BAA and NBL merged into a single organization, the National

Basketball Association, combining ten BAA teams and seven NBL teams into a seventeen-

team league.

Which founding date actually counts? — the NBA itself officially traces its own history back to
the BAA's June 6, 1946 founding, not to the 1949 merger that actually produced the "NBA" name
and structure fans would recognize today. That's a real, deliberate choice about which of two
genuine founding moments gets treated as the "real" one — not unlike the American League's
own 1901 self-declaration as a major league, three years before its 1903 peace agreement with

the National League actually made that status stick.

Three Different Shapes, One Shared Pattern

SPORT FOUNDING MOTIVE THE LASTING LEAGUE'S REAL ORIGIN

Baseball Fixing a collapsed predecessor's

own specific structural failures

National League, February 2, 1876 — built

directly against the National Association's known
weaknesses

Football Standardizing a scattered,

decades-old informal professional
scene

American Professional Football Association,

September 17, 1920 — renamed the NFL in 1922

Basketball Filling empty arena dates on

hockey's own off-nights

Basketball Association of America, June 6, 1946

— merged with the rival NBL in 1949 to form the
NBA
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Read side by side, all three sports share one real pattern underneath their genuinely different

founding motives: none of them arrived at a lasting professional structure on the first try.

Baseball's National League was a correction of a failed predecessor. Football's APFA followed

nearly thirty years of disorganized, ad hoc professional play after Heffelfinger's own 1892

payment. Basketball's NBA only emerged once two separate, competing leagues combined into

one. A sport becoming a business, in every one of these three cases, took real trial and error —

not a single clean founding moment to match the single clean invention moments Chapters 2

through 4 described.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Baseball fixed its professional structure in one sharp 1876 correction; football drifted for nearly
three decades before doing the same. What conditions might make one sport's business side
mature quickly while another's takes generations?

REFLECTION 2

Basketball's founding league was created by arena owners with no particular stake in basketball

itself, purely to fill empty dates. Does a league's founding motive — correcting a real problem
with the sport, versus simply monetizing existing infrastructure — shape how that league behaves
once it's running?

REFLECTION 3

The NBA counts its own history from 1946, not the 1949 merger that actually created its current
name and structure. Organizations often get to choose which of several real founding moments

counts as "the" founding. What might a league gain, symbolically or practically, from picking the
earlier date?

QUICK REFERENCE — PROFESSIONALIZATION & LEAGUE FORMATION
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Baseball's National Association (1871–75) collapsed from weak authority, unsupervised

scheduling, and unstable membership; William Hulbert's National League, founded February 2,
1876, fixed this with territorial rights, enforced scheduling, and real penalties, including the 1876

expulsion of two clubs for skipping a road trip

The American League declared major-league status in 1901; a 1903 peace agreement with the
National League created the World Series and set up the reserve clause era Chapter 7 covers in

depth

William "Pudge" Heffelfinger — a Yale alumnus from the very program Walter Camp's rules

reshaped — became football's first documented paid player on November 12, 1892, for $500, a

document the Pro Football Hall of Fame calls "Pro Football's Birth Certificate"

Football then stayed a scattered, informal professional scene for nearly three decades until the

American Professional Football Association formed August–September 1920 in Canton, Ohio,

electing the famous Jim Thorpe as a deliberately chosen figurehead president; it became the NFL
on June 24, 1922

The Basketball Association of America was founded June 6, 1946, by arena and hockey-rink
owners looking to fill empty dates, not by anyone trying to grow basketball itself; it merged with

the rival, industrial-league NBL on August 3, 1949, to form the modern NBA

All three sports needed more than one real attempt at a lasting professional structure — a
genuine shared pattern underneath three very differently shaped founding stories

What's Next

Next chapter: Breaking the Color Line: Race & Integration in American Sports —

Jackie Robinson's real 1947 debut, the Negro Leagues that came before it, and the NFL's and

NBA's own separate, differently timed integration stories.
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CHAPTER 6 :  BREAKING THE COLOR LINE:  RACE & INTEGRATION IN AMERICAN SPORTS

The History of American Sports
Chapter 6 · Breaking the Color Line: Race & Integration in American Sports

Baseball's story is the one most people know, and it's the one this chapter treats last

among the three, on purpose — because seeing football's stranger arc and basketball's

own genuine three-way "first" dispute first makes it much easier to notice what's

actually distinctive, and what isn't, about baseball's own famous 1947 moment.

Baseball's Real, Two-Stage Color Line

Organized baseball wasn't segregated from its very first professional seasons. Moses

Fleetwood Walker played 42 games as a catcher for the Toledo Blue Stockings of the

American Association — at the time, a genuine major league — during the 1884 season, batting

.263 before injuries led to his release that September. The year before, on August 10, 1883,

while Walker played for Toledo's minor league club, Chicago White Stockings manager Cap

Anson refused to take the field against him, reportedly declaring the team would play the

scheduled game but "won't play never no more" with Walker on the field. Toledo's own

manager started Walker anyway, and Chicago won in extra innings — but the informal,

unwritten "gentleman's agreement" that hardened across professional baseball in the years that

followed would keep the sport closed to openly Black players for the next 63 years.

An earlier, quieter case — Walker himself wasn't actually the first Black player to appear on a
major league roster. A player named William Edward White is documented to have played one
game in 1879, but did so without his racial background being publicly known at the time. Walker's

own significance rests specifically on being the first player to compete openly as a Black man,
enduring documented discrimination as a direct result — a real, meaningful distinction the
historical record keeps separate.

The Negro Leagues: A Real, Necessary Response
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Barred from organized white baseball, Black players built their own professional structure. On

February 13, 1920 — the same year covered in Chapter 5's own account of football's real

APFA founding — Andrew "Rube" Foster and a group of team owners met at a YMCA in Kansas

City, Missouri, to found the Negro National League. Foster arrived at the meeting with an

official league charter already drafted, and the new league brought together genuinely strong

existing talent under teams like Foster's own Chicago American Giants, the Kansas City

Monarchs, and the Indianapolis ABCs — with consistent scheduling, formal contracts, and real

institutional credibility that let players make an actual living from the sport.

A YMCA, Again

Foster's league was founded at a YMCA — the same kind of institution whose existing global
network Chapter 4 credited with basketball's own unusually fast international spread, and the very

organization where Naismith invented basketball in the first place. It's also worth noting, echoing
Chapter 5's own closing pattern, that the Negro National League wasn't the first attempt at
organizing Black professional baseball either — two earlier efforts had already failed, one never
playing a single game and the other lasting only a single season, before Foster's own version
finally succeeded.

Jackie Robinson, Branch Rickey, and April 15, 1947

Brooklyn Dodgers president Branch Rickey met with Jackie Robinson on August 28, 1945,

and asked directly whether Robinson could endure real racial abuse without responding in

kind. Robinson's own recorded reply — "Are you looking for a Negro who is afraid to fight

back?" — met Rickey's equally direct answer: he needed a player "with guts enough not to fight

back." Robinson agreed, signed, and spent the 1946 season with the Dodgers' International

League affiliate, the Montreal Royals, leading the league with a .349 batting average and

winning MVP honors. On April 15, 1947, at Ebbets Field in front of 26,623 spectators,

Robinson took the field for the Dodgers — the first player since Moses Fleetwood Walker, 63

years earlier, to openly break organized baseball's color line.

WORTH SITTING WITH, CAREFULLY

Rickey's own documented selection criteria weren't purely about who was the single

most talented player available in the Negro Leagues — he was explicitly looking for a
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player whose temperament, education, and military service could withstand the

specific, sustained pressure the assignment demanded. Larry Doby, who would

integrate the American League just eleven weeks later, said plainly in later years that

Robinson "was not the best player" in the Negro Leagues at the time. That's a genuinely

different kind of complication than Chapters 1 through 3 raised about Naismith,

Cartwright, or Camp — nobody disputes that Robinson earned his own place on merit

once given the chance, or that what he endured that season was real and historic. It's

simply a reminder that being chosen as "the first" and being the most talented

candidate available aren't automatically the same thing, in sports or anywhere else.

Larry Doby debuted for the Cleveland Indians on July 5, 1947, integrating the American

League. His own achievement is far less widely remembered today than Robinson's — a real

echo of Chapters 1 and 2's own recurring theme about who gets remembered for a genuine

historical first and who doesn't, this time separated not by decades of myth-making but by a

gap of just eleven weeks.

Football's Stranger Story: Integrated, Then

Deliberately Segregated, Then Reintegrated

Football's own integration story has a genuinely different shape from baseball's — not one long,

continuous ban, but a real early period of integration that was later deliberately closed off. Fritz

Pollard and Bobby Marshall were among the very first Black players in the league's inaugural

1920 season, the same season Chapter 5 covered as the APFA's own founding year — and

Pollard became the league's first Black head coach in 1921. Roughly nine Black players suited

up across NFL rosters between 1920 and 1926.

That early integration didn't last. By 1933 — the same year Chapter 5's own subject, owner

George Preston Marshall, renamed his team the Redskins — an unwritten "gentleman's

agreement" among owners had quietly closed the league to Black players entirely, with Joe

Lillard and Ray Kemp as the final two Black players in the league that year before the door

shut. Marshall is widely, and well documentedly, credited as a central figure pushing for the

ban, though historians genuinely disagree about how much of it reflects his own personal,
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organized effort versus a broader wave of Depression-era racism and self-segregation across

the league. Whatever its precise mechanism, the ban held for thirteen years.

The league reintegrated in 1946 — a full year before Robinson's own famous debut, a detail

baseball's own more widely told story tends to overshadow. The Los Angeles Rams signed

Kenny Washington on March 21, 1946, and Woody Strode on May 7, 1946, driven in real

part by pressure tied to the team's move into the publicly owned Los Angeles Memorial

Coliseum — a facility Black taxpayers had helped fund alongside white ones, making its

continued segregation politically untenable. The same year, Marion Motley and Bill Willis

joined the Cleveland Browns of the rival All-America Football Conference, integrating that

league at essentially the same moment.

The last team held out for sixteen more years — George Preston Marshall's Washington
franchise remained the NFL's only entirely segregated team well into the 1960s, finally integrating
only in 1962 under real, direct federal pressure: Interior Secretary Stewart Udall, whose
department controlled the federal land the team's new D.C. Stadium was being built on, publicly
warned Marshall the stadium "might not be available to the Redskins" that fall unless the team

integrated. Marshall's own first attempt at compliance still went sideways in a genuinely human
way — his top 1962 draft pick, Syracuse running back Ernie Davis, flatly refused to play for him
and was instead traded to Cleveland for All-Pro Bobby Mitchell, who became the actual first Black
player to appear in a game for Washington.

Basketball's Own Real Three-Way "First"

Basketball's league, barely four years old by 1950 and never having imposed a formal color ban

of its own, integrated at essentially its first real opportunity — but the details of exactly who

counts as "first" turn out to be genuinely split three ways, in a manner this course has now seen

several times before. Chuck Cooper, a Duquesne University standout and Harlem

Globetrotter, became the first Black player ever drafted, taken 13th overall by the Boston

Celtics in the 1950 NBA Draft. Nat "Sweetwater" Clifton became the first Black player to

actually sign an NBA contract, joining the New York Knicks on May 24, 1950. And Earl Lloyd

— drafted well behind Cooper, 100th overall, by the Washington Capitols — became the first

Black player to actually appear in an NBA game, on October 31, 1950, purely because the
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Capitols' own regular-season schedule happened to start before either the Celtics' or the Knicks'

did.

A Fourth Genuine "Multiple Firsts" Case

Wheaton and Tucker's real committee authorship versus Cartwright's popular credit (Chapter 2);
Jim Thorpe's deliberately chosen figurehead presidency (Chapter 5); Robinson's symbolic selection

versus Doby's own quieter, near-simultaneous achievement, described above — and now Cooper,
Clifton, and Lloyd, three entirely real, well-documented "firsts" separated not by myth or by
decades, but by nothing more dramatic than which team's regular season happened to open first.
This course keeps finding that a clean, singular "first" is rarer in practice than the tidy version of
any origin story usually suggests.

Three Integrations, Three Different Shapes

SPORT REAL SHAPE OF THE STORY REOPENED / FIRST FULLY INTEGRATED

Baseball One continuous, informal ban lasting 63

years, from Walker's 1884 release to
Robinson's 1947 debut

Jackie Robinson, April 15, 1947 (Boston

Red Sox the last team to integrate,
1959)

Football Genuinely integrated 1920–1933, then

deliberately closed for 13 years, then
reopened

Kenny Washington & Woody Strode,

1946 (Washington the last team, 1962)

Basketball Never formally banned Black players in the

first place — a young league integrating
near its own founding

Chuck Cooper / Nat Clifton / Earl Lloyd,

all in 1950, each holding a genuinely
distinct real "first"

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Football's real 1946 reintegration predates Robinson's baseball debut by a full year, yet

Robinson's story is the one told far more often today. What tends to determine which real
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historical first becomes the culturally remembered one — timing, storytelling, the sport's own
popularity, or something else?

REFLECTION 2

Rickey chose Robinson partly for his temperament rather than purely for on-field talent, and Doby

himself later said Robinson wasn't the best player available. Does knowing this change how you
think about what Robinson's own achievement actually represents?

REFLECTION 3

Basketball never had a formal ban to begin with, while football had one, lifted it, and then held
out in one specific city for another sixteen years after that. What does the presence or absence of
a single powerful holdout — like Marshall in Washington — suggest about how much one person

can slow down a change the rest of an institution has already accepted?

QUICK REFERENCE — RACE & INTEGRATION

Moses Fleetwood Walker played major league baseball for Toledo in 1884, a year after Cap Anson
publicly refused to play against him; the informal color line that followed lasted 63 years

Rube Foster founded the Negro National League on February 13, 1920, at a Kansas City YMCA —

the third attempt at a Black professional league, and the first to actually succeed

Jackie Robinson debuted for the Dodgers on April 15, 1947, chosen by Branch Rickey largely for

his temperament; Larry Doby integrated the American League with Cleveland just 11 weeks later,

on July 5, 1947, and is far less widely remembered today

The NFL was genuinely integrated from 1920–1933 (Fritz Pollard, the league's first Black player

and first Black head coach, among others), then closed by an unwritten agreement for 13 years,
before Kenny Washington and Woody Strode reintegrated it with the LA Rams in 1946 — a full

year before Robinson's own debut

George Preston Marshall's Washington franchise was the NFL's last holdout, integrating only in
1962 under real federal pressure tied to its stadium lease — with the team's actual first Black

player, Bobby Mitchell, arriving only after original pick Ernie Davis refused to play there

Basketball never imposed a formal ban; its own 1950 integration genuinely splits three ways —
Chuck Cooper (first drafted), Nat Clifton (first signed), and Earl Lloyd (first to actually play, purely
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due to his team's schedule) — a fourth real instance of this course's own recurring "more than one

true first" pattern

What's Next

Next chapter: Baseball's Golden Age & Real Labor Struggles — the reserve clause

introduced back in Chapter 5's own story of the 1876 National League, and how Curt Flood and

Andy Messersmith finally broke it in the 1970s.
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CHAPTER 7 :  BASEBALL'S  GOLDEN AGE & REAL L ABOR STRUGGLES

The History of American Sports
Chapter 7 · Baseball's Golden Age & Real Labor Struggles

For roughly the first hundred years of organized professional baseball, the sport's own

popularity and its players' own economic power moved in almost opposite directions.

Attendance climbed, radio and then television turned the game into a genuine national

fixture, and the sport's biggest stars became household names — while, underneath all

of it, a single contractual clause bound nearly every player to one team for his entire

career, with almost no legal way to challenge it.

The Reserve Clause: An 1879 Innovation With a

Century-Long Grip

Chapter 5 flagged this as a forward reference, and it's worth returning to in full: National

League owners formalized the reserve clause on December 6, 1879, expanding an earlier,

informal understanding among a handful of owners — sometimes called the "five-man rule" —

into a leaguewide, standard part of every player's contract. In practice, the clause let a team

unilaterally renew a player's contract for another season on similar terms, whether he agreed or

not, year after year, for as long as the team wanted him. A player's only real leverage was

refusing to play at all, or hoping to be traded, sold, or released outright — the team, not the

player, held every real decision.

1922: The Legal Shield

The reserve clause survived unchallenged in court for decades in large part because of one

Supreme Court ruling. In Federal Baseball Club v. National League (1922), the Court

held that baseball was an "amusement," not interstate commerce, and was therefore exempt

from federal antitrust law altogether. That single ruling meant the reserve clause — an

arrangement that would almost certainly have been illegal in an ordinary business — sat

effectively beyond legal reach for the next fifty years.
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A golden age for the sport, not for the players — the decades this reserve clause protected
were also the decades baseball became a genuine cultural fixture: record attendance, national
radio broadcasts, then television, and stars whose names outlasted their own careers by
generations. Almost none of that rising commercial success translated into real bargaining power
for the players actually producing it. Many spent their off-seasons working ordinary jobs simply to

make ends meet.

Curt Flood's Real Stand

On October 7, 1969, the St. Louis Cardinals traded outfielder Curt Flood to the Philadelphia

Phillies as part of a larger multi-player deal. Flood objected — citing the Phillies' poor record,

the condition of their stadium, and what he described as the behavior of some of their fans —

and refused to report. On December 24, 1969, he wrote directly to Commissioner Bowie

Kuhn, demanding to be declared a free agent instead. His own words are preserved exactly:

"After twelve years in the major leagues, I do not feel I am a piece of property to be bought and

sold irrespective of my wishes." Kuhn denied the request, standing on the reserve clause's own

long legal shield. Flood filed a $1 million antitrust lawsuit on January 16, 1970 — in the

course of which he personally compared the reserve clause's own effect on a player's career to

slavery.

Flood v. Kuhn reached the Supreme Court, argued March 20, 1972, and decided June 19,

1972 — a 5–3 ruling in baseball's favor, resting on stare decisis and the 1922 Federal Baseball

precedent described above. The cost to Flood personally was severe and immediate: he sat out

the entire 1970 season, received what teammate Bob Gibson later described as four or five

death threats a day, and was effectively frozen out of the sport, playing only 13 games for the

Washington Senators in 1971 before retiring for good.

Flood Lost the Case, Not the Fight

Flood's own lawsuit failed outright, and it cost him the rest of his career. But it did something the
reserve clause's fifty years of legal invulnerability hadn't allowed before: it put the question of a
player's basic economic freedom in front of the public and the courts in a way that couldn't be
ignored, and it hardened the players' own resolve behind the man already building their union
into something capable of finishing what Flood had started.
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Marvin Miller Builds a Real Union

That man was Marvin Miller, an economist and longtime contract negotiator for the United

Steelworkers, elected executive director of the Major League Baseball Players Association in

1966 by a landslide 489–136 vote after personally campaigning at spring training camps

across the league. The union he inherited had been little more than a name. His first collective

bargaining agreement, negotiated in 1968, delivered a real, immediate 43 percent increase in

the minimum salary — from $7,000 to $10,000 — and established formal grievance and

arbitration procedures the union had never had before.

December 23, 1975: The Seitz Decision

The actual end of the reserve clause came not from a court ruling but from a careful, literal

reading of the clause's own written language. Pitchers Andy Messersmith of the Los Angeles

Dodgers and Dave McNally, formerly of the Montreal Expos, both played the entire 1975

season without signing a new contract, deliberately invoking the standard renewal clause

exactly as written — a clause that let a team renew a player's deal for one additional year, not

for every year thereafter without limit. A three-member arbitration panel chaired by Peter

Seitz agreed with that literal reading, ruling on December 23, 1975, that the clause's own

renewal power was valid only once, not in perpetuity — the exact wording the owners

themselves had written into every contract for generations, read back to them precisely as it

was actually printed.

TWO REAL, HUMAN DETAILS WORTH KNOWING

The moment Seitz delivered his ruling, the owners' own chief negotiator handed him a

letter of dismissal on the spot — he was fired for the very decision he'd just issued. And

Dave McNally had already decided to retire before the ruling came down, with no

personal intention of ever using the free agency he was about to win. He agreed to keep

his name on the grievance anyway, specifically so the owners couldn't isolate

Messersmith and quietly pressure him alone into abandoning the case before it could

set a real, lasting precedent.
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1976: Free Agency Becomes Formal

Once the Seitz ruling survived a federal court challenge, owners and the players' union

negotiated a new Basic Agreement in 1976 that formalized free agency going forward: a player

became eligible once he'd accumulated six years of major league service. Messersmith himself

signed as the first true free agent under the new system, joining the Atlanta Braves on April 10,

1976. McNally, true to his own earlier decision, never returned to the majors at all.

The real, measured impact on pay — the average player salary in 1966, the year Miller took over
the union, was roughly $19,000. By 1982, six years into the free agency era Miller's own organizing
had made possible, the average had reached roughly $326,000 — a real increase of over 1,600
percent across his sixteen-year tenure, and the clearest possible measure of exactly what the
reserve clause had been holding back for nearly a century.

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Flood lost his own case outright and paid a severe personal cost, yet the reserve clause fell just
three years later through a completely different mechanism — an arbitrator's literal reading of the
contract's own words. Does a legal or public fight that "fails" on its own terms still meaningfully

contribute to a later, different success?

REFLECTION 2

McNally had already decided to retire and stood to gain nothing personally from winning his own
grievance, yet stayed on it anyway to protect Messersmith. What does that kind of solidarity —
helping a cause you'll never personally benefit from — suggest about how real, lasting
institutional change actually happens?

REFLECTION 3

The reserve clause survived for over fifty years specifically because one Supreme Court precedent
shielded it from ordinary antitrust law. How much of a genuinely unfair arrangement's own
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durability comes from the arrangement itself being popular or accepted, versus simply being
difficult to challenge through the available legal channels?

QUICK REFERENCE — BASEBALL'S LABOR STRUGGLES

National League owners formalized the reserve clause on December 6, 1879, letting a team

unilaterally renew a player's contract indefinitely, year after year, with almost no leverage on the

player's side

Federal Baseball Club v. National League (1922) exempted baseball from federal antitrust law,

shielding the reserve clause from legal challenge for the next fifty years

Curt Flood's real 1969-72 challenge — including his December 24, 1969 letter to Commissioner
Bowie Kuhn and his own comparison of the reserve clause to slavery — lost 5-3 at the Supreme

Court in 1972 and cost Flood the rest of his career, but shifted real public and labor momentum
toward the players

Marvin Miller, elected MLBPA executive director in 1966, negotiated the union's first real collective

bargaining agreement in 1968 (a 43% minimum-salary increase) and built the formal grievance
machinery that made everything after it possible

Arbitrator Peter Seitz ended the reserve clause on December 23, 1975, ruling for Andy

Messersmith and Dave McNally based on a literal reading of the renewal clause's own written
wording — the owners fired Seitz for the ruling the instant he delivered it

McNally, already planning to retire with nothing personally to gain, stayed on the grievance
specifically to prevent Messersmith from being isolated and pressured alone

The 1976 Basic Agreement formalized free agency at six years of service; average player salaries

rose from roughly $19,000 (1966) to roughly $326,000 (1982), an increase of over 1,600 percent
across Miller's own tenure

What's Next

Next chapter: The Rise of the NFL & Television's Real Transformation of American

Football — the 1958 "Greatest Game Ever Played" and the real founding of the Super Bowl.
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CHAPTER 8 :  THE RISE  OF THE NFL & TELEVISION'S REAL TRANSFORMATION OF AMERICAN FOOTBALL

The History of American Sports
Chapter 8 · The Rise of the NFL & Television's Real Transformation of American Football

Chapter 7 traced baseball's transformation through a labor fight — a reserve clause, a

lawsuit, and an arbitrator's ruling. Football's own rise to genuine national dominance

came from an entirely different kind of change: a single televised game, a

commissioner's structural fix to how television money got split, and a merger between

two rival leagues, all landing within roughly a decade of each other.

Baseball's Rival, Playing Catch-Up

Through the 1940s and much of the 1950s, professional football trailed well behind both

baseball and college football for genuine national attention. Baseball had its own decades-old

"national pastime" status; college football had generations of institutional loyalty and tradition

behind it. The NFL, by comparison, was still a regional, second-tier product in the eyes of most

of the country — right up until one specific game changed that almost overnight.

December 28, 1958: The Greatest Game Ever Played

The 1958 NFL Championship Game, played at Yankee Stadium between the Baltimore Colts

and the New York Giants, ended 23–17 in the Colts' favor — decided by Alan Ameche's 1-yard

touchdown run with 6:45 left in overtime, capping a 13-play drive Johnny Unitas had directed

himself. It was the first game in NFL history decided by sudden-death overtime, and the rule

was so new that even the players on the field weren't entirely sure what was happening. Unitas

himself later recalled: "When the game ended in a tie, we were standing on the sidelines

waiting to see what came next."

NBC broadcast the game nationally, drawing an estimated 45 million viewers — a genuinely

enormous audience for the sport at the time, and one widely credited with convincing

television executives and advertisers alike that football's own stop-start structure (the exact

discrete-play feature Chapter 1 identified) made for uniquely compelling live broadcast drama.
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Two real details the tidy version leaves out — the nickname "the Greatest Game Ever Played"
didn't emerge organically from public consensus; it comes from the title of a specific Sports
Illustrated article, "The Best Football Game Ever Played," written by Tex Maule and published
January 5, 1959, just over a week after the game itself. And despite the Giants being the home
team, NFL blackout policy meant the game received no local broadcast in the New York City

area at all — the fans most personally invested in the outcome were the one major audience that
couldn't watch it live on television.

Pete Rozelle's Real Structural Fix: Equal Revenue

Sharing

The single game proved football could captivate a national television audience; what turned

that into a durable business was a structural decision by NFL Commissioner Pete Rozelle. By

1966, he had persuaded league owners to share national television revenue equally across

every team, regardless of market size. A team in Green Bay, Wisconsin — a genuinely small

media market — would receive exactly the same broadcast revenue as a team in New York or

Los Angeles. That single policy is widely credited with the competitive financial parity the NFL

has maintained ever since, a real structural advantage baseball's own more market-size-driven

economics, discussed in Chapter 5, never adopted in the same way.

A Rival League and a Real Merger

The American Football League formed in 1960 as a genuine competitor to the NFL, and the two

leagues spent several years in a real, expensive bidding war for players. On June 8, 1966,

Rozelle announced that the two leagues would merge — combining into a 24-team league

(growing to 26 by 1968 and 28 by 1970), unified under a single draft, sharing television revenue

under Rozelle's own equal-split model, and organized into the two conferences, the AFC and

NFC, that structure the league to this day.

A Different Kind of Antitrust Shield Than Chapter 7's

Chapter 7 covered how a 1922 Supreme Court ruling — calling baseball an "amusement," not
interstate commerce — shielded that sport's reserve clause from antitrust law for fifty years
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without Congress ever weighing in directly. Football's own merger took a different, more explicit
legal path: on October 21, 1966, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed legislation Congress had
passed specifically to grant the NFL-AFL merger a limited antitrust exemption. Two sports, two

genuinely different mechanisms for the same underlying kind of legal protection — one from a
court's own interpretation decades earlier, one from a law written for this exact purpose.

January 15, 1967: A Championship Game Not Yet

Called the Super Bowl

The merger's own championship game was played on January 15, 1967, at the Los Angeles

Memorial Coliseum — the same publicly funded stadium whose integration requirement, back

in Chapter 6, had pressured the Rams into signing Kenny Washington and Woody Strode in

1946. The Green Bay Packers beat the Kansas City Chiefs 35–10, in a game officially named the

"AFL-NFL World Championship Game." It was broadcast simultaneously on both CBS and

NBC — and, in a detail that surprises most people given how the event eventually grew, it didn't

sell out. Of the Coliseum's 94,000-seat capacity, roughly 33,000 seats went unsold, with local

newspapers openly criticizing the $12 ticket price (equivalent to roughly $116 today) as too

steep.

Lamar Hunt's Real, Half-Joking Naming of the Super

Bowl

A GENUINELY DOCUMENTED, GENUINELY SILLY ORIGIN

Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt is the real, documented source of the name "Super Bowl" —

and by his own account, he never intended it seriously. His children were fans of a

wildly popular Wham-O toy from 1964 called the Super Ball, and Hunt, mulling over

what to call the new championship at a summer 1966 planning meeting, blurted out

"Super Bowl" almost as a joke. He put it in writing the same way: in a July 25, 1966

letter to the league office, he wrote that he had "kiddingly called it the 'Super Bowl,'

which obviously can be improved upon." Nobody ever did improve on it. Years later, in

January 1970, Hunt himself told the Associated Press, "I guess it is a little corny, but it
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looked like we're stuck with it." The name was applied retroactively to the first two

championship games only once it had actually caught on — Super Bowl III, in January

1969, was the first game to carry the name officially from the start.

Monday Night Football: Turning a Weeknight Into an

Event

Television's transformation of the sport didn't stop with the championship game. ABC

launched Monday Night Football on September 21, 1970, with the Cleveland Browns

beating the New York Jets 31–21 — a fittingly symbolic matchup, given that the Browns' own

real 1946 integration (Chapter 6) had happened under an entirely different football league.

Producer Roone Arledge deliberately built the broadcast as a genuine television spectacle

rather than a plain sports telecast: twice the usual number of cameras, an expanded three-

person broadcast booth (Howard Cosell, Keith Jackson, and Don Meredith for that first

season), heavy use of instant replay, and on-screen graphics well ahead of what other sports

broadcasts were doing at the time. Advertisers paid $65,000 per minute for that first broadcast

— and the game still captured a real 33 percent share of the entire television audience that

night, proof that football could now command a weeknight the way no other American sport

had managed before.

Two Different Sports, Two Different Kinds of

Transformation

WHAT CHANGED
THE SPORT

BASEBALL (CHAPTER 7) FOOTBALL (THIS CHAPTER)

The real driver A labor dispute over player

rights, decided by an arbitrator

A single televised game, a revenue-sharing

policy, and a league merger
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WHAT CHANGED

THE SPORT
BASEBALL (CHAPTER 7) FOOTBALL (THIS CHAPTER)

Legal mechanism

involved

A 1922 Supreme Court ruling

exempting the sport from
antitrust law

A 1966 act of Congress granting a narrow,

merger-specific antitrust exemption

Who benefited

most directly

The players, through

dramatically higher salaries

The league and its owners, through a much

larger television audience and shared
national revenue

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The 1958 championship's own famous nickname came from one magazine writer's article title, not
from any broader public consensus at the time. How much of a sport's most repeated historical
"fact" is really just one well-placed piece of writing that happened to stick?

REFLECTION 2

Rozelle's equal revenue-sharing policy gave small-market Green Bay the same television income
as New York or Los Angeles. What tradeoffs might a league accept by prioritizing competitive

parity this way, compared to a system that rewards bigger markets with bigger revenue?

REFLECTION 3

Lamar Hunt never intended "Super Bowl" to be taken seriously, yet it became one of the most
recognized names in American sports. Can you think of another case where something meant
casually or as a joke ended up becoming a permanent, formal institution?

QUICK REFERENCE — THE NFL'S RISE & TELEVISION
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The December 28, 1958 NFL Championship Game (Colts 23, Giants 17) was the league's first

sudden-death overtime game and drew roughly 45 million NBC viewers — but was blacked out in
New York City itself, and its "Greatest Game Ever Played" nickname traces to a specific Tex Maule

Sports Illustrated article title

Pete Rozelle's equal revenue-sharing policy, in place by 1966, gave every team the same national
TV income regardless of market size — a real structural advantage over baseball's own more

market-driven model

The NFL and rival AFL announced their merger on June 8, 1966; unlike baseball's 1922 court-

created antitrust exemption, football's merger received a narrow, explicit antitrust exemption from

an act of Congress, signed October 21, 1966

The first AFL-NFL World Championship Game (Packers 35, Chiefs 10), played January 15, 1967 at

the LA Memorial Coliseum — the same stadium tied to the Rams' own 1946 integration — did not

sell out, with roughly 33,000 of 94,000 seats unsold

Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt coined "Super Bowl" half-jokingly after his kids' Wham-O Super Ball toy,

first in a July 25, 1966 letter; the name only became official starting with Super Bowl III in January
1969

ABC's Monday Night Football debuted September 21, 1970, with Roone Arledge's genuinely

spectacle-driven production approach turning a weeknight football broadcast into appointment
viewing

What's Next

Next chapter: Basketball's Modern Era: From the ABA Merger to Global Icons — the

real 1976 NBA-ABA merger and how Michael Jordan turned basketball into a genuinely global

sport.
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CHAPTER 9 :  BASKETBALL'S  MODERN ERA:  FROM THE ABA MERGER TO GLOBAL ICONS

The History of American Sports
Chapter 9 · Basketball's Modern Era: From the ABA Merger to Global Icons

Baseball's modern era came from a labor fight; football's came from television.

Basketball's own runs through two genuinely different threads instead — absorbing a

rival league's own on-court style through a real 1976 merger, and one player's career

becoming the thing that finally, fully cashed in the head start Chapter 4 identified: a

sport that had already reached four continents within two years of its own invention,

waiting for the moment that early reach turned into real global fandom.

The ABA: A Rival League That Changed How the Game

Was Played

The American Basketball Association formed in 1967 as a direct rival to the NBA, and

under commissioner George Mikan it built its own identity around real, lasting innovations

rather than simply copying the older league. It adopted the three-point shot more than a

decade before the NBA followed suit in 1979, played with its own distinctive red-white-and-

blue ball, ran a 30-second shot clock against the NBA's 24, and encouraged a faster, more high-

flying, dunk-heavy style of play. Julius "Dr. J" Erving, starring for the New York Nets from

1971 to 1976, became the league's biggest attraction — and won the first-ever Slam Dunk

Contest in 1976 with what's still remembered as his famous free-throw-line dunk.

Oscar Robertson's Real Lawsuit Blocked, Then

Enabled, the Merger

A merger between the two leagues was actually planned as early as 1970 — and blocked

outright by a court injunction stemming from a real antitrust lawsuit that NBA star Oscar

Robertson filed that same year. Robertson's suit sought to stop the merger on unfair terms,

and to end the NBA's own "option clause" — a mechanism binding a player to one team for life
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at the team's own discretion, the league's direct equivalent of baseball's reserve clause covered

in Chapter 7. The case wasn't settled until 1976, in an agreement now known as the Oscar

Robertson Rule: the league eliminated the option clause, replacing it with a team's mere

"right of first refusal" to match an offer, a genuine first step toward real NBA free agency. Only

once that settlement was in place did the merger itself finally go through.

Baseball's Own Story, Told a Different Way

Chapter 7 covered how baseball's reserve clause fell to a literal reading of the renewal clause's
own wording, delivered by an arbitrator. Basketball's nearly identical clause fell to a player's own

direct antitrust lawsuit instead — a genuinely different legal mechanism reaching a structurally
similar result, just six years apart and in a completely different sport.

1976: Four Teams Join, and a Uniquely Bizarre Buyout

Four ABA teams joined the NBA in the merger: the Indiana Pacers, Denver Nuggets, San

Antonio Spurs, and New York Nets. Several other ABA franchises simply folded — and one

of them produced one of the strangest, most lucrative deals in American sports business

history. Rather than accept a straightforward buyout, the owners of the Spirits of St. Louis

— brothers Ozzie and Daniel Silna — negotiated a permanent cut of the four surviving teams'

own national television revenue, in perpetuity, instead. That single clause paid the Silna

brothers over $300 million across nearly four decades, for a team that never played a single

NBA game. The NBA finally bought out the arrangement in 2014 with a one-time $500 million

payment, bringing the deal's real total value to more than $800 million.

Michael Jordan: The Pick Portland Got Wrong

The Chicago Bulls drafted Michael Jordan third overall in 1984 — behind Hakeem Olajuwon,

taken first by Houston, and Sam Bowie, taken second by Portland. ESPN would later name the

Trail Blazers' choice of Bowie over Jordan the "worst draft pick in North American professional

sports history." Jordan's partnership with Nike, launched the following year with the first Air

Jordan sneaker, became one of the most commercially successful athlete endorsements ever

made. On the court, Jordan led the Bulls to two separate three-peats — 1991 through 1993, and
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1996 through 1998 — the two runs separated by his own real mid-career retirement in October

1993 to play minor league baseball, before returning to the NBA in March 1995. The Bulls' 72–

10 record in the 1995–96 season, the first full season after his return, stood as the best regular-

season record in NBA history for two decades.

1992: The Dream Team Pays Off Chapter 4's Own

Forward Reference

The Full Circle From Chapter 4

Chapter 4 named basketball's own genuine exception to this course's reverse-export pattern —
the YMCA's existing global network carried the sport to Paris by 1893 and across four continents

within two years of its invention, decades faster than baseball or football went international —
and explicitly promised to return to the comparison once basketball's modern global rise was
covered in full. This is that payoff. On April 7, 1989, FIBA delegates voted 56–13 at a special
congress in Munich to allow professional players to compete in international events, including the
Olympics, for the first time. Three years later, the real

1992 United States Olympic team

— Jordan, Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, Charles Barkley, Patrick Ewing, Karl Malone, Scottie Pippen,
and just one collegiate player, Christian Laettner, coached by Chuck Daly — went undefeated

across eight games in Barcelona, winning by an average margin of 44 points, and became known
simply as the

Dream Team

. Basketball's own head start reaching the world in the 1890s finally met a genuine cultural
supernova a full century later.

The Real, Measurable Global Growth Since

The growth the Dream Team helped ignite kept compounding through real, individual stories

afterward — Yao Ming, drafted first overall by the Houston Rockets in 2002, became a

genuine national phenomenon in China and a direct, personal link between an individual

international star and a real surge in the league's own overseas following. By the 2025–26

season, NBA opening-night rosters featured a record 135 international players from 43
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countries across six continents — a concrete, current measure of exactly how far the reach

Chapter 4 first flagged in 1893 has actually traveled.

Three Sports, Three Different Roads to "Modern"

SPORT WHAT ACTUALLY DROVE THE TRANSFORMATION

Baseball
(Chapter 7)

A labor fight over player rights, resolved by an arbitrator's literal reading of a
contract clause

Football

(Chapter 8)

Television — one iconic broadcast, a revenue-sharing policy, and a league merger

built around media money

Basketball (This
Chapter)

Absorbing a rival league's own creative style through a merger, then one player's
global reach finally cashing in a century-old international head start

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The ABA's own innovations — the three-point line especially — outlasted the league itself by
decades. What does it suggest about a "losing" organization when the rival that absorbs it ends

up keeping its best ideas permanently?

REFLECTION 2

The Silna brothers' perpetual-revenue deal paid out for a team that never played a single NBA
game. What does a deal like that suggest about the real, long-term value of a media revenue
stream compared to a one-time payment, even decades before anyone could know how large
that revenue would eventually grow?

REFLECTION 3

Basketball reached four continents within two years of its invention in 1893, yet needed the 1992
Dream Team, a full century later, to become a genuine global phenomenon. What's the real
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difference between a sport merely being present somewhere and a sport actually capturing that
place's own popular imagination?

QUICK REFERENCE — BASKETBALL'S MODERN ERA

The ABA (founded 1967) introduced the three-point line over a decade before the NBA adopted it,

plus the red-white-blue ball and a faster, dunk-heavy style, with Julius Erving as its biggest star

Oscar Robertson's 1970 antitrust lawsuit blocked the ABA-NBA merger until its 1976 settlement
(the Oscar Robertson Rule) eliminated the NBA's own reserve-style option clause — a real echo of

baseball's reserve-clause story from Chapter 7, resolved by a different legal mechanism

Four ABA teams (Pacers, Nuggets, Spurs, Nets) joined the NBA in 1976; the Spirits of St. Louis
owners took a perpetual cut of national TV revenue instead of a buyout, netting over $300 million

before a $500 million 2014 buyout brought the deal's real total past $800 million

Michael Jordan, drafted third overall in 1984 after the Bowie pick ESPN later called the worst in

North American sports history, led two Bulls three-peats (1991-93, 1996-98) separated by a real

1993-95 baseball retirement

FIBA's real April 7, 1989 vote allowed NBA professionals into Olympic competition for the first

time, producing the undefeated, 44-points-per-game-margin 1992 Dream Team — the direct

payoff of Chapter 4's own forward-referenced international-growth pattern

Individual global stars like Yao Ming (drafted first overall, 2002) kept compounding that growth;

NBA rosters for the 2025-26 season feature a record 135 international players from 43 countries

What's Next

Next chapter: Capstone: Comparing How Three American Sports Became National

Institutions — stepping back across all nine prior chapters to compare three separately

invented games and the genuinely different paths each one took to national prominence.
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CHAPTER 10:  CAPSTONE — COMPARING HOW THREE AMERICAN SPORTS BECAME NATIONAL
INSTITUTIONS

The History of American Sports
Chapter 10 · Capstone: Comparing How Three American Sports Became National Institutions

Chapter 1 opened with a careful distinction: a sport being American-origin — actually

codified on American soil — is a narrower, different claim than a sport being American-

popular, or American-important. Nine chapters later, with three full origin stories and

three full journeys to national prominence now on the table, it's worth returning to that

opening distinction directly and asking what it actually took to turn "invented here"

into "a genuine national institution."

Three Origin Stories, Genuinely Different in Shape

Chapters 2 through 4 told three real invention stories, and one of the course's earliest, most

durable findings is how little the three actually resemble each other in structure.

SPORT SHAPE OF THE ORIGIN STORY

Baseball A decades-old regional family of games, finally written down as one fixed document

in September 1845

American
Football

A gradual, four-decade transformation of rugby, driven by annual rules-committee
meetings rather than any single moment

Basketball A single, fourteen-day assignment, one named inventor, one exact date —

December 21, 1891 — and a surviving physical document

The Thread That Ran Through Nearly Every Chapter

Chapter 1 flagged one genuine complication — Naismith's own Canadian nationality — and

asked whether that pattern would hold. It held far more often than not, though not identically
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each time, and tracking every instance across the full course is itself a useful exercise in how

rarely a clean, singular "first" survives close scrutiny.

CHAPTER THE POPULAR VERSION WHAT THE RECORD ACTUALLY SHOWS

1 Basketball is the cleanest
"American" invention of

the three

Its inventor, James Naismith, was Canadian

2 Alexander Cartwright
wrote baseball's 1845 rules

He wasn't even on the committee — William Wheaton
and William Tucker were

3 Walter Camp single-

handedly invented
American football

Genuinely well documented this time, complicated

instead by a real 1905 financial scandal

5 Jim Thorpe led the

fledgling NFL as its first

president

Elected specifically as a famous figurehead, not an

operational leader — an honest exception rather than an

inflated one

6 Jackie Robinson was

baseball's Black player, full

stop

Larry Doby integrated the American League 11 weeks

later and is far less remembered; Robinson himself was

chosen partly for temperament, not pure talent

6 Basketball had one clear

player who broke its color

line in 1950

Chuck Cooper, Nat Clifton, and Earl Lloyd each hold a

genuinely distinct real "first" — drafted, signed, and

played, respectively

Why This Keeps Happening

None of these corrections are really about dishonesty. They're about how origin stories get told
after the fact, by people who need a simple name to attach to a complicated, collaborative
process — a committee's work gets remembered as one man's, a near-simultaneous achievement
gets remembered as the more famous person's alone, and a title given for symbolic reasons gets
remembered as an operational one. The record itself is almost always messier, and almost always

more interesting, than the version that ends up in the plaque or the textbook.
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Three Genuinely Different Paths to a National

Institution

Chapters 5 through 9 tracked shared themes across all three sports, and the biggest single

finding across that stretch is that "becoming a national institution" didn't mean the same thing,

or happen the same way, twice.

SPORT WHAT ACTUALLY TURNED IT INTO AN INSTITUTION CHAPTERS

Baseball A century-long labor struggle, ending in an arbitrator's literal reading
of a contract clause the owners themselves had written

5, 7

American

Football

Television — one iconic broadcast, a commissioner's equal revenue-

sharing policy, and a rival-league merger built around media money

5, 8

Basketball Absorbing a rival league's own creative innovations, then one player's
career finally cashing in a century-old international head start

5, 9

Three Genuinely Different Antitrust Stories

A quieter thread ran underneath all three of those paths: each sport's own economic

transformation involved a genuinely different legal mechanism for either shielding or breaking

a restrictive labor arrangement.

SPORT THE LEGAL MECHANISM INVOLVED

Baseball A 1922 Supreme Court ruling calling the sport an "amusement," exempting it from

antitrust law entirely for fifty years

American
Football

A narrow, explicit 1966 act of Congress granting the AFL-NFL merger its own
specific antitrust exemption

Basketball A player's own direct 1970 antitrust lawsuit, settled in 1976 into a rule eliminating

the league's reserve-style option clause
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Baseball's own protection came from a court declining to treat the sport as ordinary commerce.

Football's came from Congress writing a specific carve-out into law. Basketball's came from a

player suing the league directly and winning real, structural change through the settlement.

Three sports, three different branches of the same legal system, three different outcomes for

how much power a league could exercise over its own players.

Three Genuinely Different Integration Stories

Chapter 6 covered the third recurring comparison in full: baseball's one continuous, informal

63-year ban; football's stranger arc of real integration, deliberate re-segregation, and

reintegration a full year before baseball's own famous moment; and basketball's own genuine

three-way "first," arriving in a league that had never imposed a formal ban to begin with. Read

together with the professionalization and antitrust threads above, a pattern emerges: every one

of this course's three comparative chapters — leagues, race, and labor law — found three real,

structurally different answers rather than one shared script the three sports all happened to

follow.

Back to the Opening Question

AMERICAN-ORIGIN VS. AMERICAN-INSTITUTION

Chapter 1 drew a careful line between a sport being invented on American soil and a

sport being widely followed or culturally important in America. Having now traced all

three sports from invention through to the present, a further distinction is worth

drawing: invention alone never actually made any of these three sports a national

institution. Baseball's 1845 rules didn't do it — sixty more years of labor struggle were

still ahead. Football's rugby-derived rules didn't do it — the sport needed television, a

revenue model, and a merger decades later. Basketball's own single clean 1891

invention didn't do it either — it needed a rival league's absorbed creativity and, a full

century on, one player's global reach to finish the job. In every case, becoming a

genuine national institution took a real, separate, often accidental second act — years
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or decades after the actual invention — that had almost nothing to do with the specific

rules a founder happened to write down.

Questions to Sit With

FINAL REFLECTION 1

Across ten chapters, this course found real complications in almost every popular origin story it
examined. Does knowing the messier, more accurate version of a sport's own history change how

you value the sport itself — or does a national institution's importance sit somewhere else
entirely, separate from how accurately its founding legend is remembered?

FINAL REFLECTION 2

Three different sports needed three different second acts — a labor fight, a television business
model, and a rival-league absorption plus a global icon — to become real national institutions. Is
there a general principle here about what any invention, sporting or otherwise, actually needs

beyond being invented well?

FINAL REFLECTION 3

All three sports eventually resolved a genuinely restrictive labor arrangement, but through three
different branches of the legal and institutional system — a court, Congress, and a lawsuit
settlement. What does that variety suggest about how much a single legal outcome depends on
timing and circumstance, rather than any one branch of government being the "right" venue for

this kind of change?

WHAT THIS COURSE DOESN'T COVER

Women's professional leagues and Title IX's real impact on American sports — a genuine,
substantial topic in its own right
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Other genuinely American-origin sports, including ice hockey's own disputed Canadian-vs-

American claims, lacrosse's Indigenous North American origins predating all three sports covered
here, and NASCAR's real Prohibition-era moonshine-running roots

College athletics' own separate governance history and the NCAA's modern name/image/likeness

(NIL) era

The real history of doping and performance-enhancing drug scandals across all three sports

Sports betting's real, recent legalization and its own growing effect on how these three sports are
broadcast and sponsored today

Publicly funded stadium financing and its own real, ongoing political controversy across all three

leagues

Course Complete — this closes The History of American Sports, ten chapters tracing three
separately invented games from their own real, individually documented origins through to their
genuinely different paths to becoming the national institutions they are today.
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