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Pioneer has helped Native Americans showcase skills

By Jared Zwerling, Special to SI.com

Chances are, whether you are a college basketball fan or coach, you've never met a "rez baller." While they are best known for their run-and-gun style, Native American basketball players have remained virtually undetectable, tucked away within the desolate quarters of their reservations. But with the formation of the Native American Basketball Invitational (NABI), they now have a way to take their games beyond the boundaries of their tribal communities and onto courts where coaches can evaluate them.

Since NABI tipped off five years ago in Phoenix, the event has evolved into the most significant showcase for aspiring rez ballers. What initially began as a 24-team tournament that only opened its doors to Arizona tribes, has developed into a weeklong July hoopsfest featuring 86 teams (46 boys, 40 girls) coming from as far away as Washington and Florida.

"The first thing with NABI when we started in 2003 is we were hoping within our first maybe three years that we would get recognized as a tournament that has some incredible talent for college coaches to scout," says GinaMarie Scarpa-Mabry, tournament co-founder and director. "It happened in our first year. We had five scholarships awarded to the kids who played in NABI."

That total now stands at more than 30 basketball scholarships to date. For Scarpa-Mabry, a lifelong youth consultant, her idea to start NABI came to fruition while living in Phoenix, where there is a large contingent of Native Americans. Along with former NBA player Mark West, whom Scarpa-Mabry had met through previous work, she approached the Phoenix Suns, Phoenix Mercury and Nike to help fund and promote the event, and all three organizations came through.

"A lot of the coaches from colleges hit the larger cities and they can hit many high schools in one day, but it would take two to three days to get to a reservation," says Scarpa-Mabry. "We decided to create a tournament and bring the talent to them."

NABI, which uses a bracket system, takes place annually in Phoenix at surrounding high school and college gyms, and the Final Four is hosted at the U.S. Airways Center, home of the Suns. The tournament only has three requirements for participants: they have to be enrolled in high school, they can't be older than 19 (graduating seniors are eligible) and must prove their Native American ancestry with a Certificate of Indian Blood or Tribal Enrollment Card.

Because many tribes don't have high schools, NABI players usually represent Bureau of Indian Affairs boarding schools, which might be located in different states than their reservations. For a while, this had conflicted with the NCAA's same-state rule that required teams to be mainly comprised of players from the same state with only three members permitted from adjoining states.

Scarpa-Mabry tirelessly fought the NCAA's standing on this issue, and recently the NABI became the first NCAA-certified Native American basketball tournament, allowing more college coaches and scouts to attend.

Former LSU coach Dale Brown, who addressed the audience at this year's event, was ecstatic about the NCAA's change of heart.

"After she did that, I don't have to see the sun dance on the sky or the sea part -- I don't need any more miracles," says Brown. "To get the NCAA to change is refreshing and for her to do that is a major accomplishment. That's like planting an American flag on Iwo Jima."

Since NABI's inception, it has become much more than a basketball tournament. West and Scarpa-Mabry first expanded the NABI franchise by establishing the NABI Foundation, which provides financial aid and mentoring programs for Native Americans. At the tournament, speaking arrangements called "Native Circles" are led by exemplary Native role models. This year, in addition to having Brown, who has long campaigned for Native American social equality, Diana Taurasi was the honorary commissioner. 

Nadia Begay, who just finished up her hoops career at Boise State, was sitting in the stands last July and although she had not formally suited up for NABI, she knows what it's like to be a forgotten Native American recruit. Begay had to travel from her hometown of Kirkland, New Mex., to improve her chances of finding a college suitor.

"There's a lot of talent out there, but it goes to waste," says Begay. "You need to make the effort to the people here and you need to make an effort to get out. The tournament really brings that together. It closes that gap a little better." 

Scarpa-Mabry's soft and gentle voice instantly comes alive when she is asked about NABI's next steps. NABI baseball is already planned for 2008. She would also love to start a NABI boys' and girls' traveling team and extend NABI's invitation to tribes in Alaska, Hawaii, Australia and New Zealand. Scarpa-Mabry realizes that for many young Native Americans, sports are their last hope at getting into college. 

"I think there were many kids who came into NABI never dreaming of going to college," she says. "Before stepping on a court playing in the NABI, they were just ready to graduate high school and do whatever their life took them. They were just going to accept that. But we've had kids who have really changed their lives." 

