SYNOPSIS
TRANSCENDING - THE WAT MISAKA STORY is a documentary film about Wat Misaka, the
first person of color to be drafted into what is now the NBA. A Nisei who was born, raised and
is still living in Utah, he was the very first draft pick of the New York Knicks, in 1947.
Overcoming the national political climate during World War II, Wat was a star player for the
University of Utah 1944 and 1947 championship teams, taking 2 years off in between to serve
in the U.S. Army. His perseverance and loyalty to his teammates, other Nisei friends
(including those interned at Topaz) and his family are a testament to the unflappable
Japanese American spirit.

This film includes in depth interviews with Wat and his family, teammates from his
championship teams (including All-American star Arnie Ferrin of the Minneapolis Lakers) sports
authorities (including Knicks Historian Dennis D'Agostino and ubiquitous New York sportscaster Spencer Ross), and many who continue to look up to him as both a role model and personal hero. The film also has video clips from his 1944 and 1947 college games, rare footage from
a visit to the Topaz Internment Camp, and countless photos of his triumphant career.

Directed by award winning filmmakers Bruce Alan Johnson and Christine Toy Johnson, this
project was awarded two consecutive grants from the California Civil Liberties Public
Education Program. The film won the Gold Kahuna Award from the Honolulu International Film
Festival, the Emerging Eye Directorial Discovery Award from the Roving Eye Documentary
Film Festival, and was an official selection of the Rhode Island International Film Festival and
the San Diego Asian Film Festival.
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A Note from the Directors
When we first heard about Wat, we, like everyone else we talk to, were amazed to find out that in 1947 he was the first
person of color to be drafted into professional basketball -- and by our hometown team, the New York Knicks, to boot. On
top of that, he was their first draft pick - ever. Why had we never heard of him? And how difficult must it have been for him,
a young Japanese American man, to be a basketball hero in post-World War II America? To be honest, even with all of
these thoughts, when we first began this project, we thought that we’d be lucky to have enough for a very short film. But
the more we came to find out what an amazing man Wat is and how extraordinary his leadership and perseverance
during that time period were, the more we were inspired by him and compelled to see his achievements acknowledged in
what has ended up being an 86 minute feature documentary film.
In telling Wat’s incredible story, we have seen lives impacted and dreams affirmed. People across the country, from ages
nine to ninety, have moved us with their tales of inspiration from hearing how Wat Misaka triumphed over adversity. At a
time when racism against Japanese Americans was at its all time high, Wat became not only the first draft pick for the New
York Knicks, but the first collegiate draft pick in professional basketball history.
Wat will tell you that he was just lucky to be on so many championship teams all the way through Junior High and High
School to Junior College, Military leagues and the University of Utah (where he led the 1944 NCAA and 1947 NIT winning
teams). We would argue that ultimately it was Wat’s leadership and selfless team play that made those teams into
championship teams. In fact, four out of five of the 1947 NIT championship team members returned the next year without
Wat – but they could not come close to approaching the success they had had the year before.
Wat simply had that intangible quality that coaches look for and dream of in an athlete.
In fact, Wat was such a charismatic athlete that even in the post World War II climate, Knicks owner Ned Irish didn’t think
twice about the racial implications of having a Japanese American player on his team. The New York City fans were
certainly ahead of their time in accepting him, too. During the 1947 NIT Championship Tournament at Madison Square
Garden, Wat guarded and shut down Ralph Beard, All-American “Player of the Year” from Kentucky. And when Wat was
not recognized in the selection of the MVP, the New York City crowds booed the choice.
Unfortunately, Wat’s NBA career was a short one. He only played three games, scoring seven points. Though the
baseball world had a plan firmly in place that year when integrating Jackie Robinson into their league, no one thought
about the possible repercussions of having a Japanese American player in professional basketball. Who can say how his
career might have turned out in a less politically charged time.
After being released from the Knicks, Wat was offered (but turned down) a spot with the Harlem Globetrotters, who at the
time were considered to be the best team in the world. One more fact that speaks to Wat's amazing athleticism. Yet until
recently he has not been acknowledged by either history books or the Basketball Hall of Fame as the barrier-breaker that
he was. Sixty-two years later, we watched him get welcomed into the NBA Legends Organization during the NBA All Star
Weekend, then welcomed back to the "new" Madison Square Garden and NYC by the Knicks. Not only did famed New
York Times sports writer George Vecsey celebrate the fact that "history had rediscovered him", but finally, so did a legendary building in Springfield, Massachusetts. For on August 8, 2009, we witnessed with great pride together, the
inclusion, at long last, of Wat Misaka's profile in the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame.
It is our greatest hope that in sharing his story with the world, we can all be reminded that the human spirit is powerful and
transcending, especially if you're lucky enough to be a guy like Wat Misaka.
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BRUCE ALAN JOHNSON (Co-Director/Editor) directed
the audience award-winning short film ALL AMERICAN
EYES written by and starring his wife Christine Toy
Johnson, and with a grant from the California Civil
Liberties Public Education Program, has collaborated
with her again to make this documentary about the first
Asian American professional basketball player, Wat
Misaka. His love of basketball, digital artistry and
commitment to diversity and inclusion made this film
a perfect fit for him. He has worked Off-Broadway as
Production Stage Manager for FALSETTOLAND and the world premiere
of VICTOR WOO and as a performer, on Broadway as "Joe Gillis"
opposite Elaine Paige in SUNSET BLVD. Bruce was also the lighting
designer for the "Asian Americans on Broadway" concert series at the
Brava Theatre and Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco and the Miller
Outdoor Theatre in Houston. An award-winning photographer, he is the
founder of Bruce Johnson Photography and Graphic Design, whose clients
have included Oscar nominated and Tony and Grammy Award winning
artists. He is a graduate of the University of Iowa (film production). More
about his work can be found at www.brucealanjohnson.com

CHRISTINE TOY JOHNSON (Co-director/Producer)
is an award-winning playwright, actor and filmmaker. Her
first play, THE NEW DEAL, was the inaugural play to be
developed in the "Different Voices" program at the
Roundabout Theatre Company, while its prequel, PAPER
SON was recently added to the Mutli-cultural drama
curriculum at the University of Michigan as well as the
Playwriting curriculum at Wesleyan University. Other
plays: THE PERFECT WIFE, INTERNAL BLEEDING,
ADVENTURES OF A FAUX DESIGNER HANDBAG and
"EVER SEE A FAT CHINESE?". Screenplays: NO WAVE WITHOUT WIND (with
Charles Randolph-Wright), JUMPING THE THIRD RAIL, DULLY FOR
PRESIDENT and OLD, FAT AND UGLY. Her short film about inadvertent
discrimination, ALL AMERICAN EYES (which she also starred in and produced),
was the winner of the Audience Award at the Waves International Film Festival,
and played the Hearts and Minds and New York International Film and Video Film
Festivals. Awarded two consecutive grants from the California Civil Liberties Public
Education Program, she produced and co-directed this documentary film with her
husband, filmmaker Bruce Alan Johnson.
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Pioneering
Knick Relives
The Cheers
Of Long Ago
Sixty-two years ago, Wat Misaka was the
darling of Madison Square Garden. When he
flitted between the superstars from Kentucky or
St. John's, the crowd
cheered his name, his
Japanese-American name.
"They cheered for the
deprived and the unfortuSPORTS
OF THE TIMES nates," Misaka recalled of
the Garden crowd, rooting
for a 5-foot-7 guard shutting down the great
Ralph Beard of Kentucky.
Misaka was so successful at the Garden in
1944 and 1947 that he became the first draft
choice of the Knicks. He lasted just three
games, but is remembered as the first nonCaucasian player in modern professional basketball, three years before African-Americans
were included.
Since the day he was cut in the fall of
1947, Misaka had not been back to New York,
much less the Garden, but on Monday, he
returned. In the hallway leading to the dressing
room, he was shown plaques for every Knicks
team, and there on the 1947-48 plaque was his
name.
"Etched in bronze," Misaka said.
His name and his life are celebrated in a
documentary, "Transcending: The Wat Misaka
Story." He is part of basketball history but also
part of American history, having lived through
the internment period during World War II and
later serving in the United States army in

GEORGE
VECSEY

Bettmann/Corbis

Wat Misaka in 1947

Joshua Bright for The New York Times

Since the day he was cut by the Knicks in the fall of 1947, Wat Misaka had never
come back to New York, much less the Garden, but on Monday, he returned.
Hiroshima, three months after the atomic bomb
was dropped there.
"I don't think I've ever gotten over the devastation," he said Monday.
His job with the military was to use his
modest Japanese language skills to determine
the effect of repeated bombing on civilians.
When Misaka visited an uncle on an island near
Hiroshima, they ate clams out of the bay, not
even understanding the concept of radioactivity.
"We didn't have children for 12 years, and
he thought that might be the reason," said his
wife, Katie, an Ohio-born teacher descended
from an ancient Samurai family in Hiroshima.
The documentary is by Bruce Alan
Johnson and Christine Toy Johnson, married
filmmakers from New York, who got the idea
when they saw a brief mention of Misaka a few
years ago.
"Why don't we know about him?" asked
Christine Johnson, of Katonah, N.Y., who is of
Chinese ancestry.
Because Misaka's family had roots in
Utah, they were allowed to remain there after
the attack on Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941,
rather than be interned at Topaz, Utah, where
thousands of Japanese-Americans were sent.
With the war raging, Misaka made the
team at the University of Utah, although Coach
Vadal Peterson did not start him, possibly for
fear of touching off fans, or possibly to keep
Misaka in a supporting role.
When Utah went to the prestigious
National Invitation Tournament in New York,
Misaka drew raves in a loss to powerful
Kentucky. Then the team was invited to the less
prominent N.C.A.A. tournament and earned a
return trip to New York, where it beat
Dartmouth for the title.
After his military hitch, Misaka returned to
Utah - and had to hustle his way back onto the
team, ultimately helping it win the N.I.T., in
which he held Beard to 1 point in the final.
The old footage in the documentary is
delightful, showing players in short shorts, tak-

ing four or five passes before freeing somebody
for a layup. Misaka is a whirlwind.
The Garden crowd, cigar haze and all,
loved him so much that the Knicks selected him
for the inaugural season of the Basketball
Association of America, a forerunner of the
N.B.A. Competing against much larger guards,
Misaka made it to the regular season, scoring 7
points in three early games.
The filmmakers suggest that the Knicks'
general manager, Ned Irish, might have been
discouraged by the racial gibes on the road.
Misaka recalls a few so-called teammates giving him faulty advice to make him look bad on
the court, but he seems to accept that a 5-7
guard was at a disadvantage, even in 1947. The
Knicks had given him a rare guaranteed contract, worth $4,000, but they cut him, anyway.
"I don't think race was an issue," Misaka
says in the film.
The film reveals that Misaka, who had
been a big hit against the Harlem Globetrotters,
was offered a place with the all-black
Globetrotters, but he declined. He went home,
earned his degree, married and worked as an
engineer.
Now he has come back to New York - and
the "new" Garden, merely 41 years old.
The Garden staff put a ball in Misaka's
hands as he looked up at his old No. 15 hanging
from the rafters, twice. "They retired your number," somebody said. Actually, the twin numbers are for Earl Monroe and Dick McGuire.
Misaka was happy to hear that McGuire
was still scouting. He has been in touch with his
talented teammate Carl Braun, who now lives in
Florida.
The floor and the baskets were not in place
Monday, so Misaka declined the challenge to
take a phantom layup. It seemed quite enough
that he was finally back at Madison Square
Garden and his name was on a plaque. He had
lived long enough for history to rediscover him.
E-mail: geovec@nytimes.com
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Former Utah player broke
basketball ethnic barrier
By Doug Alden - The Associated Press
SALT LAKE CITY: Wat Misaka stood out
for much more than being the shortest guy on
the court when he played basketball for the
University of Utah and briefly with the New
York Knicks. The son of Japanese immigrants,
Misaka played in an era when almost everybody else playing the game was white and
America was at the height of the anti-Japanese
sentiment of World War II. Misaka's career is
the subject of a new documentary titled
"Transcending: The Wat Misaka Story," which
puts his playing career in context with the
times and the tensions that anyone with
Japanese ancestry faced in the 1940s.
Although he's always happy to talk about
basketball and remember his playing days, the
idea of being a racial pioneer in professional
sports is a little much. "This was kind of a surprise, that they'd be interested in doing something on an old has-been," Misaka said with a
modest laugh. The film premiered to a packed
auditorium in Salt Lake City on Wednesday
night. Misaka, 84, hardly has the look of a former basketball star. The black hair that was
sharply slicked back in photos from his playing days turned white long ago. He moves
slowly and deliberately with no hint of the
quickness that made the 5-foot-7 guard a notorious defensive pest with a knack for getting
the ball up the court.
No matter how much he smiles and
shrugs off the notion, Misaka made history 61
years ago, when he broke an ethnic barrier in
the Basketball Association of America. A precursor to the NBA, the league was all-white
when the Knicks took Misaka in the first round
of the 1947 draft and was still three years
away from the debut of the first black players.
As far as Misaka was concerned, he just
looked a little different. Having grown up in
Utah, he was quite used to that and said he

never thought of it as a racial milestone. "It
was not a big thing. They didn't make much of
it," he said. It was the same year Jackie
Robinson joined the Brooklyn Dodgers, which
Misaka himself says was a larger event in history than the two weeks he spent with the
Knicks.
Misaka played in three games for New
York, scoring a total of seven points, before
getting cut early in the 1947-48 season.
Misaka is asked occasionally to recount his
playing career, which he said was highlighted
much more by Utah's NCAA championship in
1944 and NIT title three years later than his
short time with the Knicks. But he was surprised when he was contacted two years ago
by Christine Toy Johnson and her husband,
Bruce, who said they wanted to do the documentary. "It's just not in his nature to really
talk about it, but to a lot of people it's a barrier
he broke and we really recognized the importance of that," Christine Toy Johnson said.
"He's just a humble guy, so he does shy away
from attention a lot, and yet I think he is also
happy that people are recognizing his accomplishment."
Former college teammates in the film
recounted how Misaka never got rattled by
racial taunts and marveled at how he ignored
the endless variations of "Jap" that he heard
whenever the team hit the road. JapaneseAmericans living on the West Coast were
forced into internment camps, including one in
Utah's western desert. Misaka said he felt fortunate to be from Utah and not sent to a camp,
but also sympathized with the families who
were kept there. Misaka served two years in
the Army, getting his draft notice when he
returned from the 1944 NCAA championship,
and was sent to Japan after the war ended. He
looked Japanese, but was an American. He

sensed that fellow U.S. soldiers were wary of
him because of his ethnicity and the Japanese
wouldn't trust anyone in an American uniform.
He returned to college, helping Utah upset
Kentucky in the 1947 NIT championship when
it was a bigger deal than the NCAA tournament. The game was played in Madison
Square Garden, which would be Misaka's
home during his short-lived career with the
Knicks.
Misaka's fame quickly faded after he
returned to Utah and started a career in engineering, but an old picture from his college
days caught the Johnsons' attention. When the
couple started researching his basketball
career, they were surprised at how little had
been noted about what Misaka did and the significance of when he did it. Two years later,
their documentary is complete and will be
shown next week in San Francisco,
Sacramento and Los Angeles. Bruce Johnson
said they hope to get it on the film festival circuit and possibly get a cable network to pick it
up. "That would be our ultimate dream - to get
to a larger audience that could learn about this
story," he said.

'44 Utes just now hearing Misaka's story
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To his University of Utah basketball teammates, 5-foot-7 guard Wat Misaka's only unusual distinction was his height.
Only now, 65 years after the Utes won the 1944 NCAA championship, are they beginning to understand what life was
like for Misaka as a Japanese-American during World War II.
Thanks to a new documentary, another layer is being added to a legendary chapter in the state's sports history. This
part of the story has been retold for generations: After losing in the NIT, the Utes were invited to the NCAA Tournament
as a replacement team when some Arkansas players were injured in an auto accident. Utah won the title at Madison
Square Garden in New York by defeating Dartmouth in overtime and freshman Arnie Ferrin was named the Most
Outstanding Player.
Yet it took the recent production of "Transcending: The Wat Misaka Story," to remind even his teammates of everything
Misaka was dealing with that season, and how he represented a culture of people caught in the middle of the war.
Misaka himself is struck by the film's message and the responses to screenings in Utah, California and Hawaii. "The
thing I'm proudest of is my effect on the Japanese-American kids," he said. "Japanese-Americans were really looking
for an identity."
He was one of them, although Misaka tended to think of himself as just a basketball player from Ogden, and so did his
teammates. "I'm not sure if we were aware of the some of the pressures he had to overcome," Ferrin says during the film.
If the Utes' welcoming of their teammate reflected an enlightened attitude, it also may have caused them to overlook
social issues. In an era when thousands of Japanese-Americans from the West Coast were housed in the Topaz
Internment Camp near Delta -- where he would deliver a "U" blanket after winning the NCAA title -- Misaka heard racial
taunts from fans and his own family experienced trials. "I guess that's just naïve on my part to think that didn't happen,"
Ferrin said in a subsequent interview.
While a younger brother says in the film that "racial prejudice was very strong in Utah," Misaka believes he was mostly
insulated in an environment where college students were more understanding. Opposing players also treated him well,
even if some fans were harsh.
Nowhere was the reception to Misaka more welcoming than in New York, where the '44 Utes lost to Kentucky in the
NIT, then returned after going to Kansas City to begin the NCAA Tournament. It may have helped that some accounts
described Misaka as "Hawaiian," but Ferrin believes the New Yorkers who filled the Garden "just didn't seem to recognize him as being other than a basketball player."
When the Utes arrived home, Misaka's mother was waiting for him at the train station with his draft notice. After two
years in the U.S. Army, assigned to Hiroshima after the bombing, he rejoined Ferrin and the Utes and made a triumphant return to New York in 1947 as the Utes beat Kentucky for the NIT title.
That summer, Misaka was drafted by the New York Knicks of the league then known as the Basketball Association of
America. He played only three games before being released, then went on to complete his engineering degree at Utah.
A Bountiful resident, Misaka is now being recognized as the NBA's first player of color, and was interviewed for historical purposes during last month's All-Star Weekend in Phoenix.
His legacy will be extended this summer when the filmmakers sponsor "The Misaka Knicks," an Asian-American youth
team in New York. And the '44 Utes live on. Another mini-reunion was staged last Saturday, the 65th anniversary of the
championship game, as teammate Herb Wilkinson joined Misaka and Ferrin to share more stories, including some
they're only now beginning to hear.

