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DEDICATIONS

 




Dan McNeil: Over the past 20-plus years, the most constant characteristic I’ve observed about Chicago sports fans is they have an unparalleled passion for their teams. I’d like to dedicate this project to them, with whom I have engaged in spirited debates over topics like these here.

 



 




Ed Sherman: To my favorite Chicago sports fans: My father, Jerry, and my sons, Matthew and Sam. From generation to generation. L’dor Vador.
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INTRODUCTION

 



 



Both of us cut our teeth on Chicago sports growing up in the late 60s and into the 70s. That was long before his Airness took flight, and before the Bears Shuffling Crew had its year of terror and glory. We were well into our 40s before our beloved White Sox delivered us a World Series title, something we never thought we would see in our lifetimes.

When we first started our obsession with sports, titles were something teams won in Los Angeles, New York, Boston, and other places. The Second City rarely was first-or even second-best in anything.

It was a bleak period for Chicago sports. Many of our teams were mediocre, and the good ones left us with heartbreak. There was the Hawks’ Game 7 loss in the Stanley Cup Finals to Montreal; the Bulls’ Mother’s Day defeat to Golden State in the playoffs; Kermit Alexander ending Gale Sayers’ greatness with one hit to the knee; and of course, the 1969 Cubs.

Yet we became hooked as kids because we learned early on that sports runs through our blood in Chicago. Win or lose, these are our teams. Our loyalty is unflinching. Our suffering made us appreciate the championships even more.

In our travels throughout this vast land, one thing is abundantly clear: Chicago is the best sports town in the country. We don’t buy titles here. We earn them.

This book is a celebration of Chicago sports. These lists are our boiled-up passion exploding on the pages. Stuff that made us glad, thrilled, irritated, frustrated, and downright pissed—it’s all in here.

These are many of the same lists that sports fans argue about at bars throughout the city. We recruited several of our town’s biggest sports personalities to contribute to the debate with their own lists.

And for fun, since sports conversation often leads to other topics, we spiced up the book with observations from McNeil on pop culture, ranging from the best pizza places in town and favorite local bands, to overrated things about Chicago. As listeners to his radio show know, McNeil is at his best when he gets on a rant. He is in his full glory in these pages. You’ll know his lists when you see the “DM” initials after the List Title. Lists with “ES” were penned by Ed Sherman. And our esteemed contributors’ lists are given complete bylines.

We hope this book sparks some brisk debate among Chicago sports fans. These are just our opinions. Do we think we’re right on everything? Hardly. Is there a chance we missed a name here and there? Perhaps. We don’t claim to be perfect.

Feel free to disagree early and often, and call us blithering idiots a time or two. However, always keep in mind that we have one thing in common: We’re all Chicago sports fans, for now and forever.






Jordan’s Best Games :: E S

 



 



Where to begin? You could pick any of 100 games that Jordan dominated, and you wouldn’t be wrong. I’m sure fans are going to look at this list and wonder why I didn’t include so-and-so game. Everyone has their list of Jordan’s best games. Here’s mine.



10. Broadway debut. This was Jordan’s statement game. On November 8, 1984, he made his first appearance at Madison Square Garden. He was incredible with one highlight move after another in scoring 33 points in just his seventh NBA game. In the ultimate sign of respect and admiration the jaded New Yorkers, who know a thing or two about basketball, gave Jordan a standing ovation when he came out of the game. A star was born.


9. 1988 NBA All-Star Game. Sure, nobody plays defense in All-Star games. Still, that shouldn’t take away from what Jordan did in his showcase game at Chicago Stadium. He scored 40 points, including 16 in the fourth quarter. He hit 17 of 23 shots from the field. It was quite a display from the game’s ultimate star.


8. Burning the Suns. The Bulls opened a quick 2-0 lead on the road in the 1993 Finals, but Phoenix abruptly changed the momentum with a triple-overtime victory in Game 3. Then it was Jordan to the rescue again. He took over in Game 4, pouring in 56 points, the second most ever in an NBA Finals game. Thanks to Jordan, the momentum was back in the Bulls’ favor again and they went on to win the title.


7. Welcome back to New York. Madison Square Garden always did bring out the best in Jordan. His biggest New York moment came on March 28, 1995 in his first game back to the Garden following his first retirement. Despite playing only four games, Jordan astonished Spike Lee and the other Knicks fans by pouring in 55 points. For the grand finale, he feathered a great pass to Bill Wennington for an easy game-winning layup.


6. The big 69. Jordan always managed to torture the Cleveland Cavaliers in so many different ways. He just bludgeoned them on March 28, 1990. Jordan scored a career high 69 points on 23 of 37 shooting from the field and 21 of 23 from the line. Poor Craig Ehlo, who must be having nightmares to this day about having to guard Jordan.


5. Raining threes. Even Michael Jordan astonished himself in Game 1 of the 1992 Finals. He couldn’t miss from beyond the arc, hitting an amazing six three-pointers in a 16-minute stretch in the first half. After the last three, Jordan turned to Magic Johnson, who was working the game as an analyst for NBC, and offered a shrug as if to say, “I don’t know how I’m doing this.” All told, Jordan scored 35 points in the first half and 46 for the game.


4. “The Shot.” Of all the clutch shots Jordan hit, the one against Cleveland in Game 5 of the first-round series in 1989 remains as the defining moment. With three seconds left, Jordan somehow got open and hit a 15-footer over Craig Ehlo (him again) at the buzzer to give the Bulls a 3-2 series victory over the Cavaliers. “The Shot” will be replayed for eternity.


3. The final shot. There was only one way Jordan should have finished his career—hitting the final shot to win an NBA title. Sure enough, the scenario was set in Game 6 of the 1998 NBA Finals when Jordan canned the game-winner to give the Bulls their sixth championship. Perhaps sensing the history of the moment, he held his follow-through for a few seconds. It should have been the last shot of his career, but Jordan had to ruin it with that weird final two seasons with Washington.


2. Feeling sick. There was no way Jordan could play in Game 5 of the 1997 Finals. When he wasn’t throwing up, he spent the rest of the day of the game hooked to an IV moaning in bed. Miraculously, a half-dead Jordan played and made the Jazz feel sick. Somehow he mustered the energy to hit 38 points in leading the Bulls to a crucial victory. Afterwards, there was the memorable image of Jordan hanging on to Scottie Pippen for support as he walked off the court. Considering what he had to overcome, many people feel it was Jordan’s best performance.


1. 63 is not enough. For my money, Jordan’s best game occurred in Game 2 of the 1986 first-round series against Boston. This was a 1-on-5 performance against a Celtic team that had three Hall of Famers in Larry Bird, Robert Parish and Kevin McHale. Boston, though, couldn’t stop Jordan, as he poured in an unthinkable 63 points at the Boston Garden. It wasn’t enough, as the Bulls lost in double overtime. But Jordan was the clear winner. Afterward, a stunned Bird said it all: “That was God disguised as Michael Jordan.”







Most Defining Moments of the White Sox’s 2005 October :: DM

 



 



In Chicago, we are not steeped in memories of postseason baseball thrill rides. That changed, however, when Ozzie Guillen’s White Sox blitzed the pack and won the ’05 World Series. It was an improbable run after the Sox stumbled and saw their 15-game lead dissipate before getting hot in late September and winning the AL Central. The Sockos went 11-1 in that magical October, tying the ’99 Yankees for the fewest games required to win it all since baseball went to divisional realignment in ’95. These are the most defining moments of that October.



10. Chasing Roger Clemens in the World Series Opener at US Cellular Field. I’ve hated Clemens long before the rest of the world caught on to his act. And I do mean hated. Eventual Series MVP Jermaine Dye homered off Clemens in the first and, with the White Sox leading 3-1, Clemens limped off the mound with a bad hamstring after just two innings. He did not return. The White Sox won the game 5-3 to take Game 1 against Houston.


9. The 5th inning of Game 2 against Boston. Keyed by a Tadahito Iguchi home run, the White Sox scored all five of their runs in the fifth inning and muscled out a 5-4 win to take a commanding two-game lead in their best-of-five AL division series against the Red Sox. David Wells, who was a bust in his one year in a Sox uniform in ’01, took the hard-luck loss, due largely to an error by former Chicago utility man Tony Graffanino.


8. The famous dropped third strike. After dropping the opener in the ALCS against Los Angeles, the White Sox and Angels appeared to be headed for extra innings in Game 2. Knotted at 1-1, A.J. Pierzynski seemingly had struck out for the final out in the ninth. Home plate umpire Doug Eddings signaled strike three, but did not execute what he later called his “out mechanic.” Pierzynski recognized that and chugged to first after Angels catcher Josh Paul rolled the ball back to the mound. After a lengthy debate, play resumed. Pablo Ozuna pinch ran for Pierzynski and stole second. Joe Crede delivered an RBI double and the White Sox headed to Anaheim with the series tied.


7. White Sox shell Red Sox in ALDS Opener. It is uncommon for a Chicago baseball fan to relax during a playoff game. Not with this one. If it were a fight, they would have stopped it. To the delight of a huge US Cellular crowd on a sun-splashed day, the Sox hit five home runs, three of which were off Boston starter Matt Clement, a former Cub, and cruised to a 14-2 win to take the first game.


6. Geoff Blum’s 14th-inning HR in Game 3 in Houston. The game took more than five hours—the longest game in World Series history. The White Sox and Astros employed 17 pitchers collectively. Those pitchers combined to throw 482 pitches. My favorite was the one thrown by Houston’s Ezequiel Astacio, duck-hooked over the right field wall by pinch hitter Geoff Blum. Acquired in mid-season, Blum, my favorite sociology major in baseball history, parked a two-run job that gave the Sox a 7-5 lead, the eventual final score. Mark Buehrle, whose business card says “starter,” finished the 14th to earn the save and the Sox were only 27 outs away from their first championship since 1917.


5. Four complete games in the ALCS. Obviously, a four-game stretch does not constitute a “moment,” but it would be foolish not to recognize the collective contributions from the White Sox staff in the club’s four straight victories to close the ALCS. It marked the first time a staff rattled off four consecutive complete games in postseason play since ’56. Buehrle got it started with a five-hit gem in the Sox’s 2-1 win in Game 2. Jon Garland was a 5-2 winner over John Lackey in Game 3 in Anaheim. Freddy Garcia beat Ervin Santana 8-2 in the fourth game, and Jose Contreras closed it out with a 6-3 win over Kelvin Escobar on October 16th.


4. Juan Uribe’s catch in the stands. October 26, 2005. Game 4 of the World Series. In the eighth, Dye’s single up the middle scored Willie Harris to give the Sox a 1-0 lead. Big Bobby Jenks was working the ninth, gunning for another save and the most important one in his young life. With the Astros down to their final two outs, pinch hitter Chris Burke slapped a pop foul down the left field line. Both Crede and Uribe gave chase, but it was shortstop Uribe who left his feet and reached deep into the stands to snare the pop for the second out in the inning. Fittingly, Uribe would assist in the game’s final out on a lazy chopper.


3. Orlando Hernandez’s hocus pocus. Game 3 of the ALDS in Fenway Park. The Sox were gunning for the sweep and their first postseason series win since they won the championship in ’17. Boston cut the White Sox lead to 4-3 on Manny Ramirez’s second homer of the game. As the skies darkened, Guillen had a tough decision to make with the bases loaded and nobody out in the Boston sixth. He summoned “El Duke,” the right-hander who had been a starter all season. Hernandez came out of the pen and got Jason Varitek and Graffanino to pop up before whiffing Johnny Damon for the final out of the inning. The White Sox later added an insurance run and won the game 5-3 and the swept the series.


2. Scotty Pods’ walk-off HR in the World Series Opener. I know some will tell me I’m nuts for not making this the No. 1 moment, but this is my list. Podsednik was in his first year with the White Sox in ’05. He possessed no history here. He also frustrated Sox fans with his erratic play in the outfield. The little lefty got the job done, however, when it mattered most on this South Side Saturday night. With Houston’s Brad Lidge on the bump and the game tied 6-6, Podsednik belted one into the seats in right-center in the bottom of the ninth to give the Sox a 7-6 victory in Game 1.


1. Paul Konerko’s World Series Game 1 grand slam. Konerko was the most tenured Sox player on the roster. He had a big year in 2000 when the Sox won the division before being swept by Seattle. He always gave maximum effort and is the type of player who would bust somebody’s jaw to win a game. He also doesn’t go a day in his life without quoting Slap Shot, so that scores extra points with me. Houston was leading the Sox 4-2 in the seventh. Sacks juiced. The ’Stros sent 6-foot-7 Chad Qualls to the mound to challenge Konerko, who had put his signature on every post-season game the Sox had played and was the ALCS MVP. Konerko deposited Qualls’ first offering into the seats in left-center field. Grand slam. Sox led 6-4. The ovation was deafening. It was decidedly the most exciting single moment I ever experienced. I was sitting seven rows behind the plate. I was the first guy to stand and extend both clenched fists towards the heavens.







Hawk Harrelson’s Five Toughest White Sox

 



 



Note: Ken “Hawk” Harrelson has been in the White Sox organization for more than 25 years. The former Red Sox slugger was in the broadcast booth when the Sox won the American League West in ’83, and later served as the team’s general manager. He returned to the television booth in the early ’90s and is beloved by Sox fans because of his no-BS, straightforward approach. We asked him who he thought were the five toughest White Sox since he’s been in the organization. These were his thoughts.



5. Ed Farmer. Farmio was a tough sonuvabitch. He’d battle your ass off. At one time, Ed held the Sox record for most saves in a season.


4. Bobby Thigpen. Shit, I’ve seen him go out there with nothin’—I mean absolutely nothin’—and hang on. That’s how you save 57 games in a season. He’d sometimes be at 35, 40 pitches in an inning, and we’d say, “C’mon, Thiggy, try a strike. Throw one of those in there.” He was a battler.


3. Jack McDowell. You talk about a guy who would compete, that’s Jack McDowell. There were times when it was obvious he didn’t have his best stuff. He’d be around the plate, gettin’ behind guys, walkin’ guys, then you look up at the scoreboard in the 7th inning and we’re up 2-1. His hips would be bothering him and he couldn’t walk after the game, but he’d battle. Some players just don’t connect (with the media and fans) and it’s because they don’t care to. Jack was one of those guys. He wasn’t an asshole, but he didn’t play up to the media. Jack and I didn’t get along that well off the field, but if I was playing behind Jack McDowell, you can bet I’d be playing my ass off for him. I faced Don Drysdale. I faced Bob Gibson. Jack was right there. He was one competitive sonuvabitch.


2. Bobby Jenks. What he’s done, at such an early point in his career, is amazing. Bobby is one of the more impactful players this club’s ever had. In ’05, we had three closers: Shingo (Takatsu), Dustin Hermanson, whose back was so bad he could-n’t walk by the end of the summer, and Bobby. Then, all of a sudden, it was just Bobby. As a rookie, he was just phenomenal. What other manager or GM would allow a rookie to come in, during a pennant race, and take the ball? That shows you the kind of balls that Ozzie (Guillen) has, that Kenny (Williams) has, to say “We’re gonna give the ball to the kid.” And nobody that year had bigger balls than Bobby. It’s been one of the greatest things I’ve seen in baseball for many years.


1. Jerry Reinsdorf. You start with him. He’s gone through guys like [Jay] Mariotti [former columnist who waged war with Reinsdorf]. He withstood it. Behind the scenes,  if you would ask anybody who’s been here more than 10, 15 years, guys like Ozzie, guys like [hitting coach] Greg Walker, they would tell you he’s the toughest. He got off to a bad start with the fans, largely because of that SportsVision thing. That was Eddie’s [Einhorn] brainchild. It was the first pay-per-view outlet after people had been getting the games for free on over the air stations. He took a bad rap for the building of that new ballpark. They weren’t going to move to St. Petersburg. He wanted a new place. And we needed a new place. 



He’s gotten terrible publicity and Mariotti exacerbated that. Mariotti took a page out of [New York sports columnist] Mike Lupica’s book. Lupica had gone from Boston to New York and his readership was down. So he started ripping the shit out of [George] Steinbrenner. And people read it. But like Mariotti, most of it was lies. Jerry is the most misperceived person I’ve ever seen in sports. All he’s done is bring seven championships to our city. I mean, what the hell? And we’re gonna get another one or two in the not-too-distant future. I wouldn’t be surprised if he gets 10 world championships before he’s done.



 




The Bartman Game :: ES

 



 




The name of poor ol’ Steve Bartman has lived in infamy ever since that fateful moment during Game 6 of the 2003 NLCS against Florida. Bartman might have been a convenient scapegoat, but the reality is that many other factors cost the Cubs a trip to the World Series that year. Here are the top ten reasons why the Cubs really lost the series.




10. Carlos Zambrano. Big Z was a big zero during the 2003 playoffs. He was staked to a 4-0 lead in the first inning of Game 1 and things looked rosy. Then Zambrano gave up 5 runs in the third and the Cubs went on to lose 9-8 in 11 innings. He also suffered a 4-0 defeat in Game 5. All in all a forgettable playoff for Zambrano.


9. Failing to win Game 5. Speaking of Zambrano, there didn’t have to be a Game 6. If the Cubs take care of business in Game 5, Bartman remains just another anonymous Cubs fan. However, with a 3-1 series lead, the Cubs bats come up empty against Josh Beckett. They muster only two hits in a 4-0 defeat. So it’s on to Wrigley Field for the supposed clincher.


8. Ivan Rodriguez. The Marlins catcher had a huge series. He hit .321 with two homers and 10 RBI in the seven-game series. He delivered one clutch hit after another, including a single during the 8-run eighth in Game 6, scoring Juan Pierre with the first run of that inning. Rodriguez provided the veteran leadership that was much needed with the young team. Don’t discount his contribution.


7. Prior losing his composure. OK, you’re the supposed ace of the staff. You’ve got a 3-0 lead in the eighth with one out and a runner on second. And Luis Castillo just hit a flyball into foul territory in leftfield. The ball could have been caught, but it wasn’t. No big deal, right? Instead, Prior snapped. He walked Castillo and ball four was a wild pitch, allowing Pierre to take third. The downfall had begun.


6. Where’s the hook, Dusty? Incredibly, Baker must have been chained to the dugout during the eighth inning of the infamous Game 6. How else to explain why he left Prior in so long? Prior clearly lost it mentally after walking Castillo, and he had to be tired physically from what would be a 119-pitch effort. Yet Baker let Prior pitch to three more batters. He finally took him out after Derrek Lee’s double tied the game at 3-3.


5. The Cubs bullpen. Perhaps Baker didn’t want to lift Prior because he knew what he had in his bullpen. If the Cubs relievers stop the damage with only three runs, perhaps they come back in the eighth and make Bartman a nice footnote to the NLCS clincher. Instead, Kyle Farnsworth and Mike Remlinger threw gasoline on the fire, allowing the Marlins to score five more runs in the inning.


4. Kerry Wood folds. Even after the heartbreaking defeat, the Cubs still had Wood going in Game 7 against Mike Redman, a journeyman at best. The Cubs should have been celebrating, especially when Wood himself hits a three-run homer. But Wood had nothing, giving up seven runs in a 9-6 defeat.


3. Cubs fans panic. Once the Bartman play occurred, the mood in the ballpark changed. All the sudden, a century of doubt and misery overtook the fans. They started to think about the “Goat” and everything else. You know what they say: Bad vibes lead to bad things. The sudden shift in atmosphere in the stands did have an effect on what happened on the field.


2. Alex Gonzalez’s error. Gonzalez should be forever grateful to Bartman for letting him off the hook. The Cubs’ shortstop butchered a grounder off the bat of Miguel Cabrera for what should have been an inning-ending double play. If you’re looking for the real goat, look no further than Gonzalez.


1. Alou never would have caught the ball. It took him five years, but Moises Alou finally admitted he couldn’t have caught the Bartman ball. The ball was headed towards the stands, and a fan’s natural reaction is to try to catch it. What was Bartman supposed to do? Let the ball hit him in the head? If Alou keeps his cool and returns to his position, who knows what would have happened? Instead, he slammed his mitt on to the ground and the wheels of history began turning against the Cubs again.







Sour Farewells :: ES

 



 



Some of Chicago’s greatest athletes and coaches had some of the worst fallouts with their teams. In many cases, the split damaged relationships for years. It always made you wonder why, after such a beautiful long run, it had to end so ugly.



8. Frank Thomas. Despite being the team’s greatest star, Thomas was never fully embraced by Sox management and fans. After the Sox won the World Series in 2005, allowing an injured Thomas to still get his ring, he was released after the season. Thomas was upset that owner Jerry Reinsdorf never called him personally.“I’ve got a lot of respect for Jerry Reinsdorf, I do. But I really thought, the relationship we had over the last 16 years, he would have picked up the phone to say, ‘Big guy, we’re moving forward. We’re going somewhere different. We don’t know your situation or what’s going to happen.’ I can live with that, I really can,” Thomas said. “But treating me like some passing-by player, I’ve got no respect for that.”

White Sox General Manager Kenny Williams fired back at Thomas calling him an “idiot.” Williams also said, “If he was any kind of a man, he would quit talking about things in the paper and return a phone call or come knock on someone’s door. If I had the kind of problems evidently he had with me, I would go knock on his door.”

Now that’s an ugly ending.




7. Dick Butkus. Long after his playing days were complete, Butkus still remained one of the faces of the Bears. But it didn’t end well for Butkus. Despite signing a big contract in 1973, knee injuries forced him to retire after the season. In 1975, Butkus filed suit against the Bears, claiming the team knowingly kept him on the field when he should have had surgery on his knees. He alleged team doctors gave him painkillers so he could play. The rift between Butkus and George Halas lasted for years, although Butkus eventually did return to the fold as a radio analyst.


6. Mike Ditka. Take your choice with Ditka. He had two bitter endings as a Bear. In 1992, GM Michael McCaskey ended Ditka’s 11-year run as Bears coach following a 5-11 season. The fact is, the Ditka act had grown old and McCaskey wanted to bring in his own man. Nearly two decades earlier, Ditka and McCaskey’s grandfather, Halas, clashed over money. Ditka got off his infamous line about how Halas “throws around nickels like manhole covers.” Halas got his revenge by shipping Ditka off to a terrible Philadelphia team.


5. Phil Jackson. Even though Jackson was the glue that held everything together during the Michael Jordan run with the Bulls, the Bulls allowed him to leave the building following the sixth and final title in 1998. The culprit was general manager Jerry Krause, who reportedly was jealous of all the credit Jackson received for the Bulls’ success.There was an indication of things to come in the summer of 1997 when Jackson wasn’t invited to the wedding of Krause’s stepdaughter. On the invitation list were all the other Bulls coaches and Tim Floyd, Krause’s hand-picked successor. Jackson did come back for the 1997-98 season. At that point, Krause said regardless of what happened, it would be Jackson’s final year with the Bulls. Sure enough, the Bulls won it all and Jackson was gone.




4. Scottie Pippen. Like Jackson, Pippen also exited after the final championship. Early in his career, he signed a long-term contract that proved to be heavily in the Bulls’ favor when he became a star. As a result, Pippen felt underpaid and underappreciated. Pippen also clashed with Krause. When the break-up of the team occurred following the sixth championship, Krause unceremoniously shipped Pippen to Houston.


3. Bobby Hull. Hull always battled with Hawks owner Arthur Wirtz. Still, the notion of him leaving the Hawks was unthinkable. Then it happened. After Hull scored 50 goals for the fifth time in the 1971-72 season, the upstart World Hockey Association offered Hull a contract worth nearly $2 million. Hull jumped, although he insisted he didn’t make the move because of the money. “I had been at war with the Blackhawks’ management for years,” he said. “We hated each other.” You would have to be naïve to think it wasn’t about the money. However, Hull clearly enjoyed getting his revenge on Wirtz.


2. Sammy Sosa. Sosa’s final act with the Cubs was typical of a player known for his me-first approach to the game. On the last day of the 2004 season, Cubs manager Dusty Baker told Sosa he wasn’t going to play. However, instead of hanging with his team, Sosa left five minutes after the beginning of the game. Security cameras caught him on video.Sosa’s teammates had enough, and they (probably Kerry Wood) destroyed his signature boom box that had destroyed ears in the Cubs’ clubhouse for years. Sosa and his fading act soon were sent to Baltimore.




1. Carlton Fisk. Fisk had been a noble warrior for the Sox. However, at age 46, the years finally caught up to him in 1993. On June 24, 1993, the Sox honored Fisk with his own night as he caught his 2,226th game, breaking the record for most games by a catcher. The good feelings, though, didn’t last long. The next day, the Sox released Fisk. It was a huge slap in the face. To make matters even worse, he was denied entry to the Sox locker room when he tried to visit his old teammates during the 1993 playoffs. The messy ending ultimately resulted in Fisk choosing a Boston cap to be placed on his bust at Cooperstown.







The United Center Goes Better with Ice :: DM

 



 



I don’t question basketball’s popularity, especially when compared to hockey. While the Blackhawks have not won a Stanley Cup since 1961, the Bulls reeled off six titles in the ’90s, when the United Center was the place to be in Chicago. But give me 1901 W. Madison when the hardwood floor has been removed. Here’s why.



10. Hockey sounds. There is no auditory stimulus in sports more exhilarating than a player smashing an opponent into the boards at high speed. The puck crisply hitting the tape of a teammate’s stick is music to my ears. The skates shooshing are far more delightful than high tops squeaking in a dead building.


9. The Buzz. Jim Carr, the voice of the Charlestown Chiefs in Slap Shot, said it best: “There is an air of expectancy here tonight.” It is that way before a hockey game. Fans eagerly anticipate the beauty of the game. At a Bulls game, it is not a prerequisite for attendees to be in their seats before tip—they may be preoccupied by cutting a business deal or discussing what the Dow did earlier in the day. Not so when the puck is about to drop.


8. Less Nonsense. For most of us, the game is the reason to attend a sporting event. It is still that way with hockey games at the United Center. I do enjoy the shapely chick in tight jeans shooting the puck for prizes between the second and third periods, but the game is the attraction. At Bulls games, the sensory overload one experiences during timeouts is dizzying. Too many promotions and not enough action.


7. Introductions. Bulls fans would argue that the starting lineups announcement under the Alan Parsons Project tune “Eye in the Sky” remains one of the most thrilling traditions in Chicago sports. I say it is the most overdone and that it is terribly dated. Give me the three-minute video montage of bone-crushing hits, miraculous saves and breathtaking goals from the Hawks.


6. The Horn. Many cities have tried to replicate the classic horn that screeches when the Blackhawks score, but nothing compares to an original.


5. “Here Come the Hawks.” Written by the great Dick Marks, this is by a landslide my favorite Chicago “fight song.” ”Blades flashin’, sticks crashin’, trying for the play. And the Blackhawks take control. There’s a shot, and a goal.” That’s songwriting, mister. That really captures the spirit of the thing.


4. The Patrons. Loyal to a fault, Blackhawks fans past and present have a genuine love for the game. They don’t attend because it’s chic or to be seen. They usually respect each other, best evidenced by the “Wait until the whistle!” directive if any fan tries to scoot past others to his seat while the puck is in play. Nothing in Chicago sends chills down the spine more than a Hawks crowd when the team is playing well.


3. The Anthem. Some say that the cheering from the moment “The Star Spangled Banner” begins is disrespectful. I think it is exactly what Francis Scott Key had in mind when he penned our National Anthem. Before a game against the Red Wings, if you can’t feel the hair on the back of your neck stand up during the final moments of The Anthem, you may as well put the other foot in the grave, too.


2. The Indian. The Indian the Blackhawks wear on their “sweaters” is the coolest logo in sports. In the winter of ’08, then-head coach Denis Savard said of his players, “You have to commit to the Indian.” I have. And the crossing tomahawks that adorn the shoulders on the Hawks jerseys are an awesome accent to the best jersey in sports.


1. It’s hockey. If the two sports were drugs, hockey would be amphetamine. Basketball would be Ambien.







The Bears’ Greatest Quarterback :: ES

 



 



For generations, Bears fans worshipped at the altar of Sid Luckman, as in “The Bears haven’t had a quarterback since Sid Luckman.” Well, just who was Sid Luckman? He was the Bears quarterback from 1939-50. He was enshrined in the NFL Hall of Fame in 1965. After looking at his accomplishments, you’ll agree the Bears haven’t had another quarterback like him.



8. 73-0. Yes, Luckman was the Bears’ quarterback for their famous 73-0 drubbing of Washington in the 1940 NFL title game. But the game got out of hand so early, and Luckman only threw six passes, completing four for 102 yards and a touchdown. In fact, the Bears used four quarterbacks in that game. Of course, everyone remembers Luckman.


7. Running game. Luckman was known for his passing, but his running ability helped the Bears win the 1946 NFL title game against the New York Giants. With the game tied 14-14 at the start of the fourth quarter, Luckman ran 19 yards for the go-ahead touchdown in the Bears’ 24-14 victory.


6. T-formation. Remember the line in “Bear Down, Chicago Bears” about “thrilling the nation with your T-Formation”? Well, it probably doesn’t happen without Luckman. Luckman proved to be adept in mastering the new complex offense in the 1940s that put more emphasis on the forward pass. Thanks to Luckman, the Bears’ T-Formation kept them ahead of the curve during the 1940s, thrilling the nation in the process.


5. Bears loyalty. Luckman had a chance to make a windfall in 1946 when the All-America Football Conference offered him an unthinkable $25,000 to jump to the Chicago Rockets. Luckman declined, saying “How could I quit a club that has done so much for me?” Now that’s loyalty, Bears fans.


4. Seven Touchdowns. On November 14, 1943, the native of Brooklyn was toasted with “Sid Luckman Appreciation Day” at the Polo Grounds for a Bears-New York Giants game. Luckman definitely appreciated the gesture, throwing for seven touchdown passes in a 56-7 victory over the Giants. The record has been equaled, but never broken.


3. MVP. Luckman had a huge year in 1943. He threw for what was then a league record 28 touchdowns during a 10-game season. His 13.9 percent touchdown rate (he threw 202 passes) remains an NFL record. He capped off the season by throwing five touchdown passes in the Bears’ 41-21 victory over Washington in the NFL title game. Little wonder why Luckman was named the NFL’s Most Valuable Player.


2. A winner. Luckman guided the Bears to NFL titles in 1940, 1941, 1943 and 1946. It doesn’t get much better than that.


1. The record holder. It is a testament not only to Luckman’s greatness, but also to the Bears’ ineptness at quarterback that after all these years he still holds team records for passing yardage (14,685) and touchdown passes (137). Also keep in mind that Luckman played in an era long before the sophisticated passing offenses of today. He attempted only 1,744 passes for his entire career. That would be about 3½ years’ worth of passes for a Peyton Manning. Yes, Luckman was that good. Sadly, we’re still waiting for the second coming of Sid Luckman.







Big-Time QB Failures :: ES

 



 



The Bears’ disasters at quarterback are the stuff of legend. For the purpose of this list, we are examining the quarterbacks who came to the Bears with high expectations—i. e. high draft picks, major trades or free agent signings. Quarterbacks like Vince Evans and Bob Avellini were mid-round selections, and thus don’t qualify here. Don’t worry, we’ll cover them elsewhere.



10. Gary Huff. Huff came to the Bears as a second-round pick in 1973. The Bears had some high hopes for Huff, who had a successful college career at Florida State. But in three years, the Bears won only five of the 22 games Huff started. In 1973, he threw only six touchdown passes and had 17 interceptions. So no, Huff wasn’t the answer.


9. Mike Phipps. The Bears paid a high price to land Phipps, trading a first- and fourth-round pick to Cleveland in 1977. What exactly the Bears saw in Phipps isn’t clear considering he had only one year with the Browns in which he threw for nine or more touchdowns. Phipps saw only one season of extended playing time with the Bears, when he threw for 1,525 yards in 12 starts. But he didn’t do much more, and was waived by the Bears in 1981. Hardly worth the price.


8. Jim Harburgh. The Bears used their No. 1 pick on Harbaugh in 1987. He took over the bulk of the starting duties in 1990 and put up mostly mediocre numbers in four years. Perhaps the most memorable Harbaugh moment occurred when Ditka went ballistic on him during a game against Minnesota. Harbaugh moved on to Indianapolis in 1995 and was a Hail Mary pass away from leading the Colts to the Super Bowl.


7. Erik Kramer. Signed as a free agent from Detroit in 1994, Kramer actually gave the Bears a real quarterback in 1995 when he threw for nearly 4,000 yards and 29 touchdowns. Wow. What was that all about? But it didn’t last, as Kramer was injured the following year and never was the same.


6. Jack Concannon. The Bears picked up Concannon from Philadelphia in 1967 in exchange for disgruntled tight end Mike Ditka. He could run a bit, showing some flashes in rushing for 279 yards for the Bears in 1967. But he got hurt in 1968 and never did much of anything for the Bears after that.


5. Kordell Stewart. The Bears thought “Slash” could be the answer when they signed him as a free agent in 2003. Stewart showed he could run and pass during a few up-and-down years with Pittsburgh. He didn’t do much of either with the Bears, as they went 2-5 in seven Stewart starts. He didn’t get another chance as the Bears slashed “Slash” in 2004.


4. Doug Flutie. He found himself in the center of one of the biggest Bears quarterback storms in team history. With McMahon out for the season in 1986, Ditka brought in Flutie, the former Heisman Trophy winner. The team revolted against the move, and the dissension showed when Flutie failed miserably in an upset loss to Washington in the playoffs. He was traded to New England the following year.


3. Rex Grossman. Few quarterbacks in Bears history have felt the wrath of Bears fans more than Grossman. Drafted in the first round out of Florida in 2003, Grossman was plagued by injury and then by inconsistency. Grossman could be great at times, but mostly was maddeningly terrible. He was the starting quarterback for the Bears in the Super Bowl, making him—along with Miami’s David Woodley—perhaps the worst ever to be behind center in the big game.


2. Cade McNown. He came to the Bears with high hopes as a No. 1 pick out of UCLA in 1999. He left as one of the biggest jerks in Bears history, as he was disliked by virtually everybody. Jim McMahon was a jerk too, but at least he could play. McNown couldn’t, and he was beyond a disaster in starting 15 games in two years with the team. The Bears finally had enough in 2001, trading him to San Francisco.


1. Rick Mirer. The former Domer was the all-time worst. It still is hard to believe that the Bears gave up a first-round pick (the 11th overall) to Seattle to acquire Mirer in 1997. Then again it was Dave Wannstedt who did the deal. Mirer was dreadful in seven starts, throwing six interceptions and no touchdown passes. Has there ever been a Bears quarterback who looked more lost in guiding the offense? Mirer didn’t have a clue, and he was released in 1998.







They Actually Started :: ES

 



 



No book about Chicago sports would be complete without a mention of the “players” who found themselves under center at kickoff and performed with memorable disrepute. When you think of all the nondescript mopes the Bears have trotted out at quarterback since 1980, these are the names that are invariably mentioned. Hard to believe that these guys actually started a game for the Bears.



8. Rusty Lisch. After injuries to Jim McMahon and Steve Fuller in 1984, the Bears were out of quarterbacks for a December game against Green Bay. Ditka had no choice but to start the former Notre Dame quarterback. Lisch, though, was dismal in defeat and Ditka never gave him another chance.


7. Greg Landry. Talk about desperation. After Lisch flopped, Ditka turned to Landry to start the season finale against Detroit in 1984. The former Lions quarterback was decent in his day, but it had been three years since the 38-year-old threw a pass. It didn’t matter; with the Bears defense on that day, they pulled out a 30-13 victory.


6. Peter Tom Willis. Ah, yes, here’s another wonderful name from the Bears’ past. Willis had a decent college career at Florida State, and Bears fans thought he might be a good pro if only given the chance. Willis finally got it when he started two games at the end of the 1992 season. Turned out Peter Tom was a dud, and the Bears sputtered in losing both games.


5. Will Furrer. Furrer was another one of those quarterbacks who looked great in preseason games running the third-team offense against the third-team defense. But when Ditka gave him a chance to start the 1992 season finale, he failed miserably, completing only nine of 25 passes for 89 yards in a loss to Dallas.


4. Steve Stenstrom. Yes, Stenstrom would be the answer. He was endorsed by none other than Bill Walsh, who coached him at Stanford. If he was good enough for Walsh, certainly he would be good enough for the Bears. Alas, he wasn’t. Pressed into service, he was 1-6 in seven starts for the Bears in 1998.


3. Moses Moreno. Things got so bad for the Bears in 1998 that coach Dave Wannstedt was forced to start Moreno in a November game against Tampa Bay. The Bears actually hung tough, only trailing 17-14 at the half. But it fell apart in the second half, as Moreno suffered a 31-17 defeat in his only start for the Bears.


2. Henry Burris. With Jim Miller and Chris Chandler out in 2002, coach Dick Jauron had to go with QB Burris to mop up the season. This was almost like using the shortstop to pitch the final two innings in an 18-2 blowout. He was 8 of 22 for 50 yards and a touchdown against Carolina, fumbling twice, and 7 of 19 for 78 yards and four interceptions against Tampa Bay. Those kinds of numbers produced a stunning 10.3 QB rating. Perhaps Jauron should have gone with the strong safety. He couldn’t have done any worse.


1. Jonathan Quinn, Craig Krenzel and Chad Hutchinson. These guys have to go in as a combined entry. The situation at quarterback for the Bears never got worse than it did in 2004 when Rex Grossman blew out his knee in third game of the season.First, the Bears went with Quinn, who hadn’t thrown a pass in the two previous seasons. He showed why he rode the bench in losing three starts. Then it was Krenzel’s turn. He completed only 45.6 percent of his passes in five starts. Finally, they gave the ball to Hutchinson. He actually excelled in his first game, throwing for three touchdown passes in a victory over Minnesota. But then he revealed his true colors and lost his next four starts. All three quarterbacks deservedly never played in another NFL game after the 2004 season.

Come to think about it, the results might have been the same had Grossman not gotten injured.



 




Worst Sox Uniforms :: ES

 



 



Beginning in the late 60s through 1989, the White Sox suffered through more than 20 years of having some of the worst uniforms not only in team history, but in the history of baseball—and quite possibly the history of professional sports, if not the history of uniforms from all walks of life! We are hardly fashion experts, but we know bad when we see it.



6. Losing socks: 1969-70. The Sox downhill uniform slide began in 1969. The team decided to get rid of the pinstripes. Not a good move. They also updated the Old English Sox logo. Then to get really wild, instead of using white sanitary socks, they went with a blue sanitary socks and a white stirrup. The uniforms weren’t as bad as the others, but the team went 56-106 in 1970, its worst season ever. So they had to go.


5. The Einhorn cap: 1987-89. The Sox finally ditched the softball-looking uniforms they wore through most of the 80s. However, the new version was eminently dull and highly forgettable. It featured a drab White Sox logo across the front of the uniform and nothing else. However, the hat did cause some controversy. A curly capital “C” actually looked more like a lowercase “e.” Some fans thought it stood for co-owner Eddie Einhorn.


4. Red Sox: 1971-75. Sox fans had been used to seeing the team in black or navy blue colors. So imagine the shock when they went to red! The home uniform featured red pinstripes, red stirrup socks, and Adidas three-stripe red shoes. The road unis, meanwhile, were powder blue with all red accents. All this red for a team named the White Sox seemed strangely out of place.


3. Softball: 1982-86. The team’s new owners, Jerry Reinsdorf and Eddie Einhorn, wanted to make a splash with glitzy new uniforms. Instead, they concocted a disaster. The end result was the infamous softball uniforms. They featured a pullover shirt and pants with a waistband. Across the front was a red-white-and-blue strip that had S-O-X written on it. It was a shame that such a regal player like Carlton Fisk had to look like he was going out to play beer-league softball instead of professional baseball.


2. PJs: 1976-81. Talk about making a splash only to drown. Owner Bill Veeck really wanted to come up with something unique when he took over the team. Instead, this version of the Sox uniform was among the worst ever seen on a baseball diamond. The unis were derided as resembling pajamas since the shirt wasn’t tucked in. They had a floppy collar that looked silly. The throw-back letters to the 1910s wasn’t bad, but the all-blue road uniform looked hideous. All in all, a fashion disaster.


1. The shorts: August 8, 1976. Veeck had so many great innovations to liven up baseball. Having players wears short pants wasn’t one of them. The Sox actually broke out the shorts for the first game of a doubleheader against Kansas City. They looked completely ridiculous. Really, did we have to see that much of Jim Spencer, the big, beefy first baseman? Thankfully, the Sox wore long pants for the second game. And the shorts never made it out of the closet again.
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