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To Carl and Benny. May all the stories in this book help make you into sports fans—loyal Philadelphia sports fans.


—Glen Macnow


To Jameson and Lucy, eat your dinner.


—Big Daddy Graham
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Introduction



When we first wrote this book in 2006, we figured we covered every important name, great moment, and crushing defeat in Philadelphia sports history. Our work was done.


Well, time moves on. New faces come in; new memories are created. And in reading our own book for the 437th time (hey, we have no lives), we realized there was nothing in it about Super Bowl LII. Or about the Phillies’ great run from 2007 to 2011. Or Villanova’s two national titles. Or, well, Ilya Bryzgalov.


Thirteen years produce a lot of great stories. So we decided it was time to update what we’d written before. We’ve added dozens of new lists here and updated many of the old ones with new personalities and highlights. And we called on some famous names to add their contributions: you’ll read about Claude Giroux’s top sports movies (here), Jay Wright’s favorite days of the year (here), Scott Franzke’s most memorable moments as a Phillies broadcaster (here), and Questlove’s all-time favorite Philly athletes (here).


Overall, about 50 friends contributed their expert opinions. Alas, over 13 years, some passed away. We decided to honor some of our favorites from 2006 by rerunning their lists as a tribute to their lives. So you will find thoughts in this book from Tommy McDonald (here), Bill Campbell (here), Harry Kalas (here), Ed Snider (here), and Johnny Callison (here). We salute them all.


From the substantive (most inspirational people) to the silly (best bald guys), The Great Book of Philadelphia Sports Lists compiles the funniest, most awe-inspiring, and most heartbreaking times in our local sports history.


We’ve even tossed in some off-sports topics to add grist to the mill. Because, let’s face it, when guys aren’t debating sports, we’re probably arguing about movies, music, food, and women—most often women.


Our lists are designed—in some cases—to be definitive. And in other cases, we hope they’ll serve to start debate. Heck, the two main authors disagreed so often that we decided to face off in some head-to-head showdowns.


As we learned over all these years, the sports scene is constantly changing. Coaches we laud now may be fired before you finish reading the book. Players who are today’s toast of the town could be tomorrow’s stale crust. Records we cite may be broken. That’s okay. Feel free to write your own revisions in the margins.


Enjoy this book on the beach, by your bed, or in the bathroom (yeah, we know our audience). And if you’re a bartender in Philly, you better have a copy behind the bar, because it’ll be sure to start many a great conversation—and resolve many a bet.















Ten Greatest Athletes from the PA Suburbs :: Glen



Big Daddy grew up in Southwest Philadelphia. I have lived in the Pennsylvania suburbs for more than 30 years. So we started a debate: Which area spawns more great athletes?


Of course, Big Daddy stood up for his hometown. I lobbied for the sticks. And we even involved a third party, who argues that the preeminent stars come from South Jersey.


Here are our lists. Let’s start with mine, since it’s the most impressive. But you be the judge.


Honorable mention: Jim Furyk, Rip Hamilton, Brendan Hansen, Joe Klecko, Jameer Nelson, Herb Pennock, Geoff Petrie, Lisa Raymond, Jay Sigel, Mickey Vernon, Johnny Weir.


10. Billy “White Shoes” Johnson. A flamboyant 170-pound water bug out of Chichester High and Widener, he’s also the choreographer of the best touchdown dance in history. Johnson made the NFL’s 75th anniversary team as a punt returner. Hmmm, Big Daddy, I don’t see any Philly natives on that all-time team.


9. Leroy Burrell. As a high school kid from Lansdowne, Burrell long-jumped more than 24 feet and once scored more points in the state track meet than every member of the second-place team combined. Burrell set the world record for the 100-meter dash in 1991 and then broke that record in 1994. Is there any title cooler than “world’s fastest human”?


8. Matt Ryan. Our friend Ray Didinger recalls watching Ryan play as a 16-year-old at William Penn Charter and projecting him as a future NFL star. Ray was correct, as usual. “Matty Ice” and teammates may have historically collapsed during Super Bowl LI, but the 2016 NFL MVP continues to climb up the all-time leader charts. He’s a lock to make the Pro Football Hall of Fame—which will give the burbs one more enshrined QB than the city.


7. Emlen Tunnell. Speaking of the Hall, Tunnell is the first African American ever inducted into that shrine. Raised in Radnor, that famed breeding ground of football talent, Tunnell played 14 seasons (1948–1961), mostly for the Giants, and was referred to as “Offense on Defense.” He retired as the NFL’s all-time interception leader.


6. Jamie Moyer. The lefty from Souderton High and St. Joe’s started in the big leagues at age 23 and was still throwing 26 years later. Moyer won 269 Major League games, including 56 with the Phils at the end of his career. It was all the more impressive considering that his fastball couldn’t break through tissue paper.


5. Eddie George. An amazing athlete out of Abington who won the Heisman Trophy in 1995 by rushing for 1,927 yards and 24 TDs at Ohio State. He went on to rush for more than 10,000 yards in the NFL. A shame he never played for the Eagles. By my count, there are four Heisman winners from the area—George, Ron Dayne of Berlin, Mike Rozier of Camden, and John Cappelletti of Upper Darby. You got any from the city, Big Daddy?


4. Mike Richter. This isn’t really a fair debate here, since you city guys only know how to play hockey on sneakers and with those orange Mylec balls. Richter, born in Abington and raised in Flourtown, won more than 300 games with the New York Rangers. He was a Stanley Cup winner, a four-time All-Star, and MVP of the 1996 World Cup, in which he led the United States to gold.


3. Mike Piazza. “The Pride of Norristown,” as he was invariably called, although we always thought he was from Phoenixville. Piazza began as the 1,390th player taken in the Major League draft, chosen mostly as a favor to his dad, millionaire car dealer Vince Piazza. Mike finished his career as the best offensive catcher in Major League history, with 427 homers and a .922 OPS. The 12-time All-Star got to give his Cooperstown speech in 2016.


2. Reggie Jackson. You remember Mr. October, right, Big Daddy? Three homers on three pitches in the 1977 World Series. A 14-time All-Star, two-time World Series MVP, and American League MVP in 1973. He slammed 563 career homers and got into nearly as many scuffles with teammates and managers. And you know the funny thing? A friend of mine who played football with Reggie at Cheltenham High said Mr. Jackson was five times as good at running back as he was with a baseball bat.


1. Kobe Bryant. Folks in Philadelphia never liked him, largely because he’s a product of Lower Merion. To be honest, we didn’t much like him either out here in the hinterlands. But give the devil his due: Bryant retired in 2016 as the NBA’s third all-time leading scorer (three notches above Wilt Chamberlain). He’s the owner of five NBA championship rings, an MVP trophy, and two All-Star Game MVP awards. Boo him if you like, Big Daddy, but you can’t beat him.















Ten Greatest Athletes from the Great City of Philadelphia (to Hell with the Suburbs!) :: Big Daddy



For the record, Glen, Eddie George lived two blocks from my mother in Southwest Philly, so I’m not sure if he should even be on your list. You can have Kobe; ain’t no way he’d ever be on any city list. I’d take Dawn Staley over stinkin’ Kobe any day of the week.


You see, city kids get tough by slugging it out for their next meal, not over who gets the keys to the Beemer. Athletes who didn’t even make my list would top your suburban 10. Check these names out: the late, great Hank Gathers, John B. Kelly, Larry Cannon, Rich Gannon, Gene Banks, Clifford Anderson, Frank Reagan, Rasheed Wallace, Erik Williams, Ernie Beck, Del Ennis, Bo Kimble, and Kyle Lowry. Geez, I had to leave Guy Rodgers off the list, who’s maybe the greatest player ever to lace them up in the Big 5, because he’s not in the Hall of Fame.


Then I had a real dilemma. I had three amazing athletes who will all be in a Hall of Fame one day, yet I could only choose two. So let me just apologize to the legendary Bernard Hopkins—and start running! So eight here are already in a Hall, and the other two will be there any minute.


10. Dawn Staley. Okay, here we go. Three-time Olympic gold medal winner, two-time National Player of the Year at UVA, where she went to three straight Final Fours. Numerous world championships. North Philly’s Dawn was part of that famous 1995–1996 national team that went 60–0. This Dobbins Tech grad has a seven-story mural at 8th and Market, for chrissakes (go see it and learn, Glen), and was voted by the US Olympic team (not just her basketball team) to carry the American flag into the Olympic stadium in 2004. We love you, Dawn.


9. Marvin Harrison. As much as it pains me as a West Catholic grad to add Marvin, let’s face it—he smashed a ton of records. In fact, he and Peyton Manning teamed up for 114 TDs together, more than any QB-WR duo in NFL history. He’s also a three-year letterman in basketball at Roman Catholic. Not surprisingly, there’s a bust of him in Canton.


8. Paul Arizin. Now here’s a story for you: Paul didn’t even make his high school basketball team at La Salle. He went to Villanova without a scholarship. A year later, in ’49, he set an NCAA record by scoring 85 points in a game. Are you kidding me? He was an All-American and the College Player of the Year his senior year and went on to a great 10-year NBA career with his hometown Warriors. When he retired he had the third-most points in NBA history. Enshrined in the Hall of Fame in ’78, Paul was named one of the 50 Greatest NBA Players ever in 1996, and there’s a certain other Philly boy on this list (I’ll give you a hint—he once scored 100 points in one game) who cited Paul as one of the top five players he ever saw. So for all you young heads out there, keep your chin up if you ever get cut from a team.


7. Leroy Kelly. Quick, name me the player who replaced a legend like Jim Brown, as Leroy had to, and then went on himself to the Hall of Fame. A Simon Gratz grad, this NFL great was one of the top running backs of his time (and an awesome punt returner) who missed just four games in 10 seasons. That’s pretty damned incredible, Glen.


6. Tom Gola. Yet another Warrior Hall of Famer, Tom is one of only two players in history to win an NIT (when it truly mattered), NCAA, and NBA championship. He was a four-time All-American at La Salle College—and did I mention that he also won a City Championship at La Salle High? He not only bailed La Salle University out of an ugly mess as a coach, but as a city controller, he also helped the city out of many messes. City kids remain loyal.


5. Earl Monroe. Look, I could rattle off a bunch of fantastic stats, but the fact is the Pearl, a Bartram High grad, just might be the coolest man to walk the planet Earth. He should have played with a sax around his neck. By the way, I once played in a game with Earl Monroe. Got any Hall of Famers on your list, Glen, who you played with? Huh?


4. Roy Campanella. Another Simon Gratz alum, Roy was the starting National League All-Star catcher eight straight years. He made four appearances in the World Series with the Dodgers (unfortunately only one a win) and was a three-time MVP. He hit 40 homers in ’53, a record for catchers that lasted for 43 years. Elected to the Hall of Fame in ’69, Roy was paralyzed after a car accident in ’58 yet continued to work for Major League Baseball up until his death in 1993, teaching and inspiring many.


3. Herb Adderley. Get ready for the numbers from this Northeast High Hall of Famer. He won six—yes, you’re reading correctly—six NFL championships, including three Super Bowls. Three of his titles were with the Packers before there was a Bowl; then he won two Bowls with the Pack and another with the Cowgirls (and even got to another Bowl, losing to the Colts in ’71 on a last-second field goal). Still living in the area, he calls into my show occasionally and once hit a home run off West Philly High’s (and late WIP host) Steve Fredericks that Steve told me “still hasn’t come down.”


2. Joe Frazier. I originally wasn’t going to have Smokin’ Joe on this list because he didn’t move to Philly until he was 15. But, Glen, you said if an athlete went to high school in Philly, he’s eligible. Although Joe dropped out of school by that age, your qualifier still puts him at high school age, so he’s in! And who’s gonna knock him off this list? Not me. He was Heavyweight Champion of the World when that title truly meant something. Joe battled the greatest fighters around and, on March 8, 1971, defeated Muhammad Ali in what might be the single greatest event in the history of sports. He was elected to the Boxing Hall of Fame in ’80. I met Joe—a truly gracious man—many times, and I even performed with him once at Resorts, when he used to sing with his band, the Knockouts. Smokin’, Joe!


1. Wilt Chamberlain. Take every suburban lame-ass on your list, Glen; add them all up; and they still couldn’t carry Wilt’s jock.
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Ten Greatest Athletes from South Jersey :: Reuben Frank



Reuben Frank covers the Eagles for NBC Sports Philadelphia. He’s also a part-time host on 94-WIP, a track and field announcer, and an obsessive concert attendee.


Nice lists, guys. So where’s the varsity?


Hey, Philadelphia and the suburbs have produced some nice little athletes. Clap, clap, clap.


But consider this: Heisman Trophy winner Mike Rozier of Camden doesn’t make the South Jersey list. Olympic track gold medalists Dennis Mitchell of Atco, English Gardner of Gibbsboro, and Lamont Smith of Willingboro couldn’t sprint their way on. Haddonfield’s three-time Olympic gold-medal swimmer Debbie Meyer couldn’t freestyle her way on to this list.


Merchantville native George Dempsey, who starred on the Philadelphia Warriors’ 1956 NBA championship team? Milt Wagner and Billy Thompson, who both came out of Camden and won an NCAA title at Louisville and an NBA title with the Lakers? NFL stars Lydell Mitchell of Salem, Art Still of Camden, and Dave Robinson of Moorestown? There’s just no room.


Check out who does make the list.


10. Deron Cherry. One of the most improbable superstars in NFL history. He was a baseball star at Palmyra. A walk-on punter at Rutgers. An undrafted free agent with the Chiefs. The guy nobody wanted became the best free safety in football in the 1980s and is considered one of the greatest undrafted defensive players ever. Cherry finished his remarkable NFL career with 50 interceptions—with a record-tying four in one game. He made six consecutive Pro Bowl teams, five straight as a starter. He also received the Byron White Award in 1988 for his tireless humanitarian and charity work. He’s now a part owner of the Jaguars.


9. Mel Sheppard. Okay, admit it. You’ve never heard of him. You’ve probably never even heard of his hometown, Almonesson. But that’s what they called Deptford Township back before they built the mall. And in the 1908 Olympics in London, Sheppard won both the 800- and 1,500-meter runs, setting an Olympic record in the 800. He also won Olympic relay gold in both 1908 and 1912. Since Sheppard, no American has repeated that Olympic 800–1,500 double, and no American has won the Olympic 1,500. He’s truly one of the all-time greats, even though nobody knows it.


8. Carli Lloyd. Lloyd grew up in Delran playing coed soccer as a kid and went on to become one of the most accomplished women players in US history. Lloyd starred at Rutgers and has played pro soccer for more than a decade, but she really made her mark playing for the US team, scoring an astounding 105 goals in 260 games as of early 2019. In the 2008 Beijing Olympics, her overtime goal against Brazil led the United States to a win in the gold medal game, and in the 2012 Olympics in London, she scored both goals in the 2–1 win over Japan in that gold-medal game. She remains the only person—male or female—to score game-winning goals in two separate Olympic gold-medal games.


7. Leon “Goose” Goslin. He grew up on a farm in remote Salem, but by his 21st birthday, Goslin was on his way to a brilliant Hall of Fame baseball career as a left-hand hitting outfielder. In 18 seasons with the Senators, Tigers, and Browns, Goslin amassed 2,735 hits, 248 home runs, and a .316 batting average. His .379 average led all of baseball in 1928, and he was inducted into Cooperstown in 1968. Goslin played in five World Series, winning one each with the Tigers and Senators. Anybody from Philly ever hit .379?


6. Jersey Joe Walcott. Walcott grew up in Merchantville and worked in the Camden shipyards while establishing a reputation as an indomitable local boxer in the 1940s. He lost his first four heavyweight title bouts and was 37 when he knocked out Ezzard Charles in seven rounds in Pittsburgh in 1948 to become the oldest heavyweight champ in history—a record that stood until George Foreman won the title in 1994 at 45. Walcott retained his belt until 1952, when he lost a 13-round KO to Rocky Marciano in what’s considered by many the greatest heavyweight championship fight ever. After he retired, Walcott served as New Jersey’s boxing commissioner and remained a revered figure in South Jersey until he died in 1994.


5. Orel Hershiser. He pitched for 18 years, won 204 games, threw 25 shutouts, received the 1988 Cy Young Award, and pitched in three World Series, winning once. But Hershiser will forever be remembered for his untouchable streak of 59 consecutive scoreless innings to end the 1988 season, a streak that broke Don Drysdale’s record by a third of an inning. Hershiser, who grew up in Cherry Hill, extended the streak to 67 innings with eight scoreless innings to open the 1988 League Championship Series against the Mets. That’s the equivalent of 7½ shutouts. In a row.


4. Ron Dayne. Forget everything you know about Ron Dayne, the NFL running back. An awful lot of people have carried the football in college, but—including in bowl games—none has rushed for more yards than Dayne, a Pine Hill native and Overbrook High graduate. Dayne rushed for 7,125 yards at Wisconsin, breaking the NCAA record of 6,592 set by Ricky Williams. He ranked ninth or better in the nation in rushing all four years in college and won the 1999 Heisman Trophy. And he was a national prep discus champ.


3. Mike Trout. The pride of Millville put up numbers in his first eight years that compare to legends like Hack Wilson, Lou Gehrig, and Willie Mays. In his first eight MLB seasons, Trout piled up 1,187 hits, 488 extra-base hits, 240 homers, 189 stolen bases, a .307 batting average, and .990 OPS. He’s the only player in history to hit .300 with 240 homers and steal 180 bases in his first eight seasons—and he barely played as a rookie. Trout made seven All-Star teams before his 27th birthday and has been first or second in MVP voting six times in his first seven full seasons. He’s led the AL at least once in runs scored, RBIs, stolen bases, walks, on-base percentage, and slugging percentage. He’s an all-time great, and he’s just reaching his prime.


2. Franco Harris. Harris was a reliable, durable, productive running back during the regular season. He was picked to nine Pro Bowl teams and still ranks 11th in NFL history with 12,120 rushing yards. But Harris was all about the postseason. His bruising cold-weather playoff performances helped the Steelers win four Super Bowls in a six-year period, and he remains the Super Bowl record holder with 354 rushing yards. He retired with NFL records of 1,556 playoff rushing yards and 16 touchdowns, marks since surpassed by Emmitt Smith. Harris was MVP of Super Bowl IX and was also on the receiving end of the greatest play in NFL history—the Immaculate Reception. Can any Philly guys say that?


1. Carl Lewis. Ten Olympic medals, nine of them gold. An unprecedented four consecutive Olympic long jump gold medals. A world record in the 100-meter dash. A 10-year undefeated streak in the long jump. Lewis, who grew up in Willingboro, is the greatest Olympic athlete ever and arguably the greatest American athlete ever. And he’s from South Jersey. Not Montgomery County. Not Delaware County. Not the Northeast. South Jersey.


I win.















Eight Greatest Athletes from Delaware :: Peter Mucha



Peter Mucha once edited a magazine in Delaware—which qualifies him to write this list. Delaware is such a puny state, so we only let him name eight people.


Well, the definition of this chapter’s title doesn’t allow me to cite a trio of Diamond Staters who helped Philly score professional championships. We’re talking Phils manager Dallas Green and owner Ruly Carpenter, along with Sixers GM Pat Williams. They weren’t All-Star players, so I won’t even mention them. (Okay, I just did.) Or Dave Raymond, the original Philly Phanatic.


And I won’t count actress Teri Polo, even though polo is a sport and she had a role in Sports Night.


8. Valerie Bertinelli. Oops, I mean Chris Short. (Bertinelli just looked good in shorts.) Anybody who could win 17, 18, 19, and 20 games for the Phillies (1964–1968) must have, uh, been in a four-man rotation when relievers stayed in the bullpen playing cards.


7. Vicki Huber. Won US collegiate titles running for Villanova in the 1,500 meters, 3,000 meters, and cross-country. Set a college record for the 3,000 and a US road record for the 5K. She placed sixth in the 3,000 at the 1988 Olympics.


6. Johnny Weir. The Skating Club of Wilmington trained many world-class athletes. Okay, it’s not fair to count Philly’s gold medalist Tara Lipinski, who lived in Delaware for just two years. But Weir moved to Delaware at age 12 and went to Newark High. He was a US juniors champ, three-time national champ, and two-time Olympian.
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5. Mike Hall. He won world super heavyweight powerlifting titles in 1986 and ’89. Lots of US titles, too. Was known as the world’s strongest drug-free man. Preferred shirt: Texas Tee, size XXXXXXL.


4. William “Judy” Johnson. Famous Negro League third baseman who was inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame. Won three pennants and an MVP. Scouted for the Philadelphia A’s and Phillies. He signed Dick Allen, which earns extra points.


3. Vic Willis. This Hall of Famer pitched from 1898 to 1910 and would have won more than 245 games from 1898 to 1910 if the Boston Beaneaters had any offense. Still won 20 games eight times and completed 388 games.


2. Elena Delle Donne. A guard-forward who reached 3,000 points faster than any player in WNBA history. League MVP and scoring leader in 2015. Olympic gold in 2016. Highest career free-throw percentage in pro basketball history (including NBA), at over 93 percent. She once made 20 kills in a college volleyball game.


1. Randy White. We’re using tiny type here because the manster (half man, half monster) played defensive tackle for some stinkin’ group of Texans. Oh, and he was an NFL Hall of Famer and co-MVP of Super Bowl XII.















Ten Best Philly Pro Players Not Born in This Country



Well, since we just covered the tristate area—and with immigration being such a hot topic—let’s take a look at 10 superb athletes to hail from foreign soil. We’re excluding Canada not only because it’s so close but because it’s… uh… Canada. They drink so much beer up there we’re not even sure if it counts as a country.


10. Ben Simmons. As of this writing, he’s only two seasons in with the Sixers, but his skill set is so special, this Aussie can’t be left off. And if there is another edition of this book someday, we expect him to place much higher than number 10. Now make your free throws!


9. Kimmo Timmonen. This tough-as-nails defenseman from Finland gave everything he had to the Flyers for 519 games.


8. Peter Forsberg. He only played 100 games for the Fly Guys, but when you were once referred to as the greatest player in the world, you must make this list. And how many times have you been reminded that Peter the Great appears on a stamp in his homeland of Sweden? Has anyone ever bothered to check out if this is a big deal? Paul Jolovitz has his picture on a stamp in Sweden, and he’s from Alabama.


7. Pelle Lindbergh. The first European goaltender (he was from Sweden) to win the Vezina Trophy after posting 40 victories in 1983–1984. This after being the goalie on the NHL All-Rookie team the previous season. Unfortunately, they would be the only two seasons for Pelle, who tragically died in a car accident on November 10, 1985.


6. Tony Taylor. “Leading off, Tony Taylor!” Boy, how many times did we hear that in our lives? This Cuban native played 14 seasons for the Phils, including a record 1,003 games at second base. Made the defensive play that saved Jim Bunning’s perfect game. A real star at Phils Fantasy Camps because—simply put—he’s a nice guy.


5. Juan Samuel. Second baseman Sammy still holds a Major League record for most at bats by a right-handed batter in a season with 701 for the Phils in 1984—and that’s the most by any National Leaguer in a single season. In six seasons, this Dominican made the All-Star team three times and was the first major leaguer to have double figures in doubles, triples, home runs, and stolen bases in his first four seasons. A fun, vibrant clubhouse presence, Juan ended up being traded by the Phils in 1989 in a deal that brought us Lenny Dykstra.


4. Bobby Abreu. Whatever negative thought you might have about our favorite Venezuelan Gold Glover, his offensive numbers are just too overwhelming to ignore. He played nine years with the Phils (18 overall) and hit over .300 with 891 runs and 814 RBIs in our town. This man could flat-out hit, and there are fans out there who argue that he’s the Phils’ greatest right fielder ever. Just keep him away from any outfield wall.


3. Carlos Ruiz. What a leader this Panamanian was. There are players ranked below him on this list who have better stats, but a World Series ring makes the difference. One of our favorite Phils ever.
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2. Joel Embiid. Well, sometimes you just have to go out on a limb. If he got hurt tomorrow, his number two ranking would be too high, but if he doesn’t, he could end up being one of the greatest Sixers of all time. Plus, this funky dude from Cameroon is just so much fun.


1. Steve Van Buren. This Eagles great is the only NFL Hall of Famer to be born in Honduras, where his father worked as a fruit inspector. I would wager he’s the only Eagle to be born in Honduras, a real hotbed for churning out legendary NFL running backs. When Steve retired, he led the entire NFL in career rushing yards.


Hey, we know what you’re thinking. How can there be such a list without the Eagles’ legendary kicker Horst Mühlman? He’s from Germany, and his name is Horst. Then there’s Tongan Vai Sikahema and Sweden’s Kim Johnsson, but there’s only so much room.















Guys Who Were a Pleasure to Coach—and Guys Who Were a Challenge :: Billy Cunningham



Billy Cunningham coached the Sixers for eight years, including the 1982–1983 championship season. His 454 regular-season wins and 66 postseason wins are both franchise records.


A Pleasure


6. Moses Malone. A piece of cake. The first time I met Moses, I told him what we expected in terms of rebounding and throwing outlet passes for fast breaks—something he hadn’t had to do in Houston. He immediately accepted it and knew how to do it from day one.


5. Julius Erving. For him to have to listen to me for eight years, well, that couldn’t have been an easy thing for a superstar like him. And if he ever had a bad game, you never had to worry about the next one.


4. Harvey Catchings. He pretty much knew his role and accepted it. You really need guys like that willing to come off the bench.


3. Caldwell Jones. He was game for anything. He didn’t care if I asked him to cover a guard or a center. He would just nod and go out and do it. Caldwell didn’t care if he scored a point, as long as we won.


2. Mo Cheeks. He was like a sponge. You only had to tell Mo something once and he had the ability to apply it from that point on. Such a smart and dedicated player.


1. Bobby Jones. By far the easiest player ever to coach. Bobby would do anything to help the team win. If it meant him playing five minutes or 35 minutes, he didn’t care.


A Challenge


6. Andrew Toney. He’s my sixth man on this team. I loved Andrew, and he sacrificed some individual talent for the success of the team. The challenge with him was that he didn’t always make good decisions. I’ll never forget playing the Lakers one year in an overtime game at the Spectrum with about 14 seconds to go. We called timeout and designed a play that would eventually get the ball to Andrew. But, as we broke the huddle, he said, “Just give me the ball and everybody get out of my way.” Three Lakers came out at him, and he took a crazy shot. Knocked it down. I walked off shaking my head. That was Andrew—he didn’t always make good decisions, but they seemed to work out.


5. Eric Money. He was difficult to coach because he was a point guard with a scoring guard’s mentality of “shoot first.”


4. Joe Bryant. The issue with Joe, and I mean this in a positive way, was that he thought he should be playing more and have a bigger role on the team. Perhaps he should have, but with all the talent we had, I just couldn’t find the minutes for him.


3. George McGinnis. He was a great player. But I think he just lost his love and passion for the game. He went on to greatness in the business world, which shows what he could do when he was motivated.


2. Charles Barkley. I loved coaching him, but he was such a challenge. I think he now understands that I was trying to make him as great as he could be. He showed up the first year at 280 pounds. We had to get him down under 260. He didn’t think it was important to run back to half court on defense, but I could see him starting to realize how good he could be and the price he had to pay to get there. I regretted not having the opportunity to push and nurture Charles for more years to help him become his best.


1. Darryl Dawkins. I loved him, but I wished he embraced greatness. Darryl didn’t want the responsibility night in and night out. He could have been special. He passed away so young; I really loved him and miss him.















Best Rookie Seasons



Remember Woody Sauldsberry? We don’t either, but he won the NBA Rookie of the Year Award for the Philadelphia Warriors in 1957–1958, averaging 12.8 points per game.


Also in 1957, the Phillies had the top rookie batter (Ed Bouchee) and pitcher (Jack Sanford). The team still finished at .500. Would you have guessed otherwise?


On the other hand, the Flyers have never had a player win the NHL’s Calder Trophy for top rookie.


Here are the top 10 seasons ever enjoyed by first-year players in Philadelphia.


10. Ben Simmons, Sixers, 2017–2018. It’s one thing to be named NBA Rookie of the Year and another to put up all-around numbers that compare to Oscar Robertson. So shuddup, Donovan Mitchell, and stop carping that Ben should be ineligible because he sat on the bench in street clothes the year before. The last NBA rookie who made passes this smooth and accurate was a guy named Magic. Did you know that the Sixers are the only Philly pro team to even have a rookie of the year since ’06? They’ve had two, the other being Michael-Carter Williams in 2013–2014. If Joel Embiid had played a dozen more games in ’16-17, he would have won, too.


9. Del Ennis, Phillies, 1946. Fresh back from World War II, the 21-year-old kid from Olney finished fourth in the National League in batting (.313), fourth in home runs (17 in a dead-ball season), and eighth in MVP voting. So why did local fans boo him so much?


8. Eric Lindros, Flyers, 1992–1993. Lindros scored in his first game as a Flyer and set a franchise rookie record with 41 goals in just 61 games. An omen of the Stanley Cups to come… oops. He lost out on the Calder Trophy to Winnipeg’s Teamu Selanne, who set an NHL rookie record with 76 goals. Can you still name his orginal line mates on the Crazy Eights? Well, Lindros (No. 88) centered wingers Mark Recchi (8) and Brent Fedyk (18).


7. Allen Iverson, Sixers, 1996–1997. AI averaged 23.5 points and 7.5 rebounds. A nice start to a Hall of Fame career. Unfortunately, he was surrounded by dreck on Coach Johnny Davis’s 22–60 squad. Ask people what they remember about Iverson’s break-in season and most mention two things: (1) How the coach called a meaningless timeout in a late-season game to help Iverson continue a streak of 40-point games, and (2) how Iverson hilariously wore a white do-rag to the Rookie of the Year Award announcement.


6. Keith Jackson, Eagles, 1988. Buddy Ryan’s favorite player and we see why. He caught 81 passes (a franchise rookie record) for six touchdowns as Randall Cunningham’s safety valve. Made the Pro Bowl as a starter. We just wish he had held on to that touchdown pass in the Fog Bowl.


5. Richie Ashburn, Phillies, 1948. A five-decade love affair got off to a quick start as Whitey hit .333 (second only to Stan Musial) and led the league with 32 stolen bases. He finished 11th in MVP voting on a team that was 22 games below .500. So how did he not win the Rookie of the Year Award? Alvin Dark of the Boston Braves had less impressive stats, but his team won the pennant.


4. Richie Allen, Phillies, 1964. Entered the Majors with a bang and a 42-ounce bat. Give us a little space, please, to roll out the stats: 125 runs, 352 total bases, 13 triples—all of which led the National League. Hit .318 with 29 homers and 91 RBIs. Played in all 162 games. Also led the league in errors and strikeouts, but we’re ignoring that. Allen was a transcendent, stunning talent who hit the longest home runs anyone had ever seen in this town. Alas, he was also the Terrell Owens of his era. Who knew back in the balmy summer of ’64 how ugly it would all end?


3. Ron Hextall, Flyers, 1986–1987. Who was this crazy kid from Manitoba? No one had ever played goal like this—wandering into the corners, stick-handling to the faceoff circles, scrapping with the tough guys. His regular-season numbers were terrific: 37 wins and a 3.00 goals-against average, which were good enough to win him the Vezina Trophy as the NHL’s top goalie. But his really brilliant work came in the Stanley Cup Finals, where Hexy kept the Flyers going to Game 7 against the legendary Edmonton Oilers. He won the Conn Smythe Trophy as the most valuable player of the playoffs, and afterward, Wayne Gretzky called him “the greatest goaltender I’ve ever faced.” Heady stuff for a 23-year-old.
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2. Grover Cleveland Alexander, Phillies, 1911. We needed to go old school—real old school—at least once here. Like Ashburn, he came to the Phils as a farm kid out of Nebraska and captured the city. As a 24-year-old rookie, Old Pete (no one likely called him that back then) led the league with a 28–13 record. He also finished first in innings (367), complete games (31), and shutouts (7), plus a bunch of stats that no one even knew existed back then, like fewest hits per nine innings. His rookie campaign started a run in which he won 190 games over seven seasons, before the Phils traded him in 1918 for two marginal players and $55,000. He would go on to win 183 more games, mostly with the Cubs. The Phils would go on to stink.


1. Wilt Chamberlain, Sixers, 1959–1960. You expected someone else? The Overbrook High grad came home and transformed the sport. He wasn’t just Rookie of the Year; he also won the league’s MVP Award as a 23-year-old and relegated Bill Russell to the All-NBA second team.


Wilt had passed up his last year at Kansas to tour with the Harlem Globetrotters. When the NBA finally accepted him, much was expected. His $65,000 rookie salary was the highest in the NBA. He was four inches taller than Russell and broader and more muscular than George Mikan.


Columnists worried aloud whether he would destroy the NBA. He didn’t, but he did revolutionize it. Wilt led the league with 37.6 points and 27 rebounds per game. He scored more than 50 points seven times. He played 48 minutes per game. The Sixers improved over the previous season by 17 wins. No one ever made a bigger splash.















Questlove’s All-Time Favorite Philly Athletes :: Questlove



Geez, what doesn’t Philly’s own Questlove do? He’s the musical director of The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon. He’s the cofounder of the Roots, who are not only one of the best recording acts to ever come out of Philly but also rank as one of the best backing bands of all time. They’ve backed musical acts as diverse as Public Enemy and Bruce Springsteen.


He’s also one of the producers of Hamilton. And did we mention what an awesome drummer he is?


Questlove is also a major hoops fan and overall fan of Philadelphia sports. Here are his 10 favorite local players.


10. Reggie White. The Minister of Defense.


9. Brian Dawkins. The Hitter.


8. Joel Embiid. The Process.


7. Jimmy Rollins. J Roll.


6. Charles Barkley. The Round Mound of Rebound.


5. Kobe Bryant. Mamba.


4. Bernard Hopkins. The Executioner.


3. Julius “Dr J.” Erving. The Doc.


2. Randall Cunningham. The Human Highlight.


1. Allen Iverson. The Answer.















Stars Who Played Their Entire Careers in Philly



Your team drafts a guy, nurtures him, develops him into a star. You go out and buy his jersey, figuring it’s a safe investment. Next week, he gets traded and you feel like a fool.


So few quality players have spent their entire careers in Philadelphia uniforms that we had a tough time coming up with 10 worthy of this list. Our starting date here is 1970—around when free agency began and players started moving more freely. So you won’t find Chuck Bednarik or Paul Arizin or the other old-timers your grandfather still insists “played for the love of the game.”


10. Brent Celek. Celek was able to pull off the rarest of achievements—playing 11 seasons for the team that drafted him and ending it at a championship parade. He was a tough, reliable tight end who missed just one game in his career. He adopted Philadelphia, opening several restaurants and sticking around after football ended.


9. Jimmy Watson. The younger of the blue-line brothers from Smithers, British Columbia, spent a full decade poke-checking the puck and steadily clearing the zone. Never glamorous, but he rarely made mistakes. The best homegrown defenseman in franchise history. He also stayed in the area and still coaches youth hockey in Delaware County.


8. Jerry Sizemore. The big, silent Texan was the third overall pick of the 1973 draft (52 slots above another guy on this list) and took a few years to develop into a star. Under Dick Vermeil, he made two Pro Bowls (1979 and ’81) and anchored an elite offensive line. Played 12 seasons in green and silver.


7. Randy Logan. The ’73 Eagles finished 5–8–1, but give GM Jim Murray credit for a solid draft—Sizemore in the first round, center Guy Morriss in the second, and this 11-year strong safety in the third. At 195 pounds, Logan could hit like a linebacker. A big player in big moments.


6. Andrew Toney. Toney’s career ended because of injury and with a nasty divorce from owner Harold Katz, who publicly doubted his pain. The Boston Strangler played just eight seasons, and his prime was really just four. The run may have been short, but it was spectacular. It’s been uplifting to see his rapprochement with the 76ers in recent years.


5. Mike Quick. Another magnificent career ended too early. Quick made five Pro Bowls in his first six seasons and seemed headed toward the Hall of Fame when he shredded his knee in a 1988 game at the Vet. He tried a few comebacks but ultimately had to retire at age 31. Quick caught 61 TD passes in his 101 games as an Eagle.




Glen says: I covered that ’88 game for the Inquirer. Beforehand, I met Quick’s mother, who had traveled up from North Carolina. She told me she was reluctant to watch her son play live because the two previous times he had been injured. I told her not to worry. And then…





4. Ryan Howard. A fifth-round draft pick in 2001, Howard’s path to the Majors was blocked when the Phils signed Jim Thome two years later. We began hearing tales of Howard’s prodigious power as he moved up the minor-league system. He won Rookie of the Year in ’05 and slugged 58 homers in ’06. Howard had an amazing first half to his career. Then the Phils signed him to a $125 million extension that made him untradeable as injuries stole his brilliance.


3. Bill Barber. Scored 30 goals as a 20-year-old rookie—but got robbed when the 1972 Calder Trophy went to the hated Steve Vickers of the Rangers. Barber played 12 great seasons with the Flyers, making six All-Star Games and always being in the right spot to receive the puck for one of his 420 goals. He stuck with the organization in several roles, including coach for two seasons. And he’s an NHL Hall of Famer.


2. Bobby Clarke. He was the team’s second-round pick in the 1969 draft—the first-rounder was someone named Bob Currier, who never played a single NHL game. Clarke was actually a controversial pick because many thought his diabetes would prevent him from having a lengthy career. Fifteen seasons, two Stanley Cups, and two MVP Awards proved the doubters wrong. Mr. Flyer, less beloved as an executive than as a player, is still around.


1. Mike Schmidt. The odd thing about Schmidt lasting 18 years in red pinstripes is that his relationship with the fans was chilly more often than not. Remember when he ripped us to a Montreal newspaper and then disguised himself in a fright wig when the team came home? We never really loved Schmidt, although by the end we all respected him as the best ever at his position. No player better destroys the canard that Philadelphia fans run their stars out of town.















Philly Stars Who Looked Weird in Another Uniform



The World Champion Phillies scattered, even if we thought they’d play here forever. Chase Utley became the Gray Fox of the Dodgers. Jimmy Rollins wound up with the White Sox. Carlos Ruiz spent a season catching in the rain in Seattle. We weren’t comfortable with any of it.


Truth is, it’s incredibly rare that even a great athlete plays his entire career with one team—as you saw in the preceding chapter.


But sometimes, it feels downright weird to catch the one-time local hero in another team’s laundry. Here are 10 examples that made us rub our eyes in disbelief.


10. Ron Jaworski. Old quarterbacks never die, they just shuttle around the NFL as backups. Jaws gave way to Randall Cunningham in 1988. He moved to Miami as Dan Marino’s backup—a nice way to keep your uniform clean. After one season (and just 14 passing attempts), he moved to Kansas City, starting three games as a 38-year-old before returning to Philly to launch a corporate empire.


9. John LeClair. After a decade as a Flyer, LeClair seemed finished in 2004–2005. But the last-place Penguins decided he was worth $3.6 million, so he laced them up at age 36. We hated seeing him skating side by side with Sidney Crosby. LeClair scored just two goals in 21 games his second season in Pittsburgh and was unconditionally released. No sadder words in sports than those.


8. Darren Daulton. He was the captain of Macho Row in 1993, but by 1997 Daulton’s career—like the Phillies franchise—was limping along. The Phils sent him (along with Jim Eisenreich) to sunny Florida to play out the string like so many senior citizens. Both looked odd in those aqua-and-black jerseys, but both helped the upstart Marlins win their first World Series. Nice way to go out.


7. Randall Cunningham. Old quarterbacks never die, Part II. Quick: name all the teams Randall played for after leaving Philadelphia. There was Minnesota, of course, where he almost got to the Super Bowl. There was the hated Cowboys in 2000—when he went 0–2 against the Eagles. But we’ll bet you didn’t remember he finished wearing purple jersey number 1 for the Baltimore Ravens in 2001—a backup to Elvis Grbac.


6. Larry Bowa. The guy’s been back and forth in town over decades as player, coach, and manager. And he’s probably been an instructor for half the teams in baseball. But where did he end his playing career? No, it wasn’t the Cubs, where he was shipped in 1982 as part of the infamous Ryne Sandberg trade. Rather, it was the stinkin’ Mets in 1985, when he hit .105 in 14 games and called it quits. Father Time never loses.


5. Simon Gagne. He bounced around a bit after 11 solid seasons in Philadelphia. Won a Stanley Cup with a bunch of Flyers refugees in Los Angeles in 2011. He had a brief return in 2013 and then hung up the skates. One year later, he signed with Boston. He wasn’t very good at age 34 (three goals in 23 games), but we like to believe his presence in gold and black haunted the Bruins with a reminder of how he singlehandedly destroyed them in the 2010 playoffs.


4. Reggie White. Of course you remember him leaving when God told him to go to Green Bay and win a Super Bowl. But did you recall that White retired after 1998, spent a year at home, and then signed up for one more season with the Carolina Panthers? He played all 16 games but registered just 5.5 sacks. Just four years later, White passed away in his sleep.


3. Mo Cheeks. Mo spent 11 seasons with the 76ers and learned that Harold Katz had traded him when a TV camera crew met him in his driveway. Not the proper way to send out a legend. Anyway, he had stops with the Spurs, the Knicks, and the Hawks. Then he retired—but came back for 35 games with the 1992–1993 New Jersey Nets when point guard Kenny Anderson got hurt.


2. Donovan McNabb. Old quarterbacks never die, Part III. We all remember McNabb being dealt to Washington on Easter 2010. He started out that season 3–2, including a nationally broadcast win over the Eagles—during which it was leaked that he’d signed a $78 million extension. The number was bogus, and so was his performance. Soon enough he was benched for Rex Grossman. The next summer, McNabb was traded to Minnesota. He started 1–5 for the Vikings and was benched again, this time for Christian Ponder.


1. Harold Carmichael. Cut in 1984 after 13 glorious seasons with the Eagles, Carmichael got picked up… by the Cowboys. “I put my head between those stars on the helmet,” he recalled later. “I looked in the mirror and said, ‘Harold, this is too much.’” Carmichael played in just two games for Dallas before being released. “I packed up as soon as I could and got out of there. I never looked back.”















Ten Fastest Philly Athletes



This list holds a special fascination for us since no one has ever thought of your authors of this book as speedy. Plodding? Yes. Slow moving? Check.


Because we lack it, we’re fascinated with quickness. It also happens to be the key physical trait that often separates the boys from the men. So here’s a look at 10 of the fastest athletes ever to wear a Philadelphia uniform.


For the record, we know Carl Lewis is from Willingboro Township, New Jersey, but we’re going to keep this to team sports. That also eliminates Smarty Jones, not only because horse racing is an individual sport, but Smarty also had four legs, and we consider that a little bit of an unfair advantage.


We just wish we could have added Millville’s Mike Trout to the list.


10. Sami Kapanen, Flyers. He could watch 60 Minutes in half an hour.


9. Drew Nolan, Temple basketball. We realize you have to be a Big 5 freak to even remember Drew, but this Owl from the late ’60s was so quick he couldn’t control his own body and played wildly out of control. He drove legendary Owls coach Harry Litwack out of his mind, but he sure was fun to watch.


8. Craig “Speedy” Claxton. You have to truly earn a nickname like that.


7. Lonnie Smith, Phillies. So lightning-quick he would slip and fall a lot, hence his dynamite nickname, Skates.


6. Michael Vick, Eagles. Rocket ships flew at the speed of him.


5. Bob Dernier, Phillies. The Cubs gave Bob his nickname, the Deer, but the Phils had him first.




Big Daddy says: I was at the Vet on May 15, 1989, when Dernier hit a walk-off, inside-the-park homer in the bottom of the 12th to defeat the Giants. I swear I never saw anyone run the bases that amazingly fast.





4. Richie Ashburn, Phillies. Speaking of inside-the-park home runs, did you know only five players in the history of baseball had more of them than Whitey?


3. Rick MacLeish, Flyers. Oh, to have back those days before hockey helmets, just to see the Hawk’s hair flowing down that ice. RIP, Rick.


2. DeSean Jackson, Eagles. We realize this is an old joke, but here it goes: D-Jax was so fast he would hit the bedroom light switch and be under the covers before the light went out.
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1. Allen Iverson, Sixers. Philly was blessed to witness one of the quickest human beings with a basketball in his hands ever.


Honorable mention: Michael Bourn, Ken Linseman, Kenny Lofton, Greg Luzinski (just to make sure you’re still reading), Mike Quick, Jimmy Rollins, Juan Samuel, Darren Sproles, Jeff Stone, Shane Victorino, Herschel Walker.















Guys Who Came Out of Nowhere



Not all stars are first-round draft picks. Here are 10 (or maybe a few more) Philadelphia heroes who arrived with low expectations but left in high esteem.


10. Dave Poulin. Despite being a finalist for college player of the year awards in 1982, Poulin went unpicked in the NHL draft. He played a season in Sweden, signed with the Flyers, and ended up as the team’s captain for six years.


9. Steve Mix. Entered the NBA as a fifth-round pick, which is about one step above towel boy. He was waived by the Detroit Pistons, picked up by the ABA, and waived again five days later. Spent the next year out of the game. Mix came to the Sixers in 1973 as the proverbial last guy on the bench and stayed nine seasons. There’s got to be a lesson there somewhere.


8. Andy Reid. Okay, he’s not a player. But let’s face it: When the Eagles hired the anonymous quarterback coach of the Green Bay Packers to run the show in 1999, who would have thought he would end up the winningest coach in franchise history?


7. Larry Bowa. Unnoticed and undrafted out of Sacramento Community College in 1966. Bowa wasn’t seen as much of a prospect coming up. He wasn’t taken seriously when he came to the Phils, hitting just .241 his first four seasons. But he made himself into a Major League hitter and a major league pain in the neck—as both shortstop and manager.


By the way, when Bowa was breaking in, Richie Ashburn referred to him as “the single worst hitter I ever saw.” Ashburn then spent the rest of Larry’s career touting how much he admired Bowa’s work ethic to become the player he ended up being.


6. Jason Peters. He played tight end at the University of Arkansas, catching 21 passes his final season. No NFL team was interested in a 320-pound receiver, so Peters went undrafted in 2004 and ended up on the Buffalo Bills practice squad. One position change and nine Pro Bowls later, Peters is a sure bet for enshrinement in Canton.


5. Mo Cheeks. Remember Winford Boynes? Buster Matheney? Terry Sykes? Roger Phegley? All of those guys—plus 31 others—were chosen ahead of Mo Cheeks in the 1978 NBA draft. But only four of the 35 picked over Mo scored more career points, and none had more assists. And just one, some guy named Bird, also ended up in the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame.


4. Carlos Ruiz. At 19, he showed up at the Phillies Baseball Academy in the Dominican Republic as a skinny second baseman. He almost quit because he felt like a 10-year-old among the taller, more athletic prospects. The Phils signed him for $8,000. He wound up wearing the red pinstripes for 11 years as the cornerstone backstop during a great era.


3. Seth Joyner. Taken in the eighth round of the 1986 NFL draft, Joyner was actually cut before the season but got called back when another linebacker got hurt. Fortuitous move, eh? Joyner emerged as the most dangerous playmaker on Buddy Ryan’s Gang Green defense of the late 1980s. Toss in ninth-rounder Clyde Simmons and undrafted free agent Andre Waters, and you’ve got some real treasures culled off the scrap heap.


2. Tim Kerr. The 1979 NHL draft went six rounds and 126 players deep. None of those players was this big center from Tecumseh, Ontario, who got labeled by his junior coaches as too lazy to play in the NHL. Somewhere along the way—taking cross-checks in the back, surpassing the 50-goal mark four straight years, performing heroics even while disabled—he shed that image.


1A. Wilbert Montgomery and 1B. Harold Carmichael. What does it say that the Eagles second all-time leading rusher and top all-time leading receiver were, respectively, sixth- and seventh-round picks? Perhaps that the draft is less a science than a crap shoot. Anyway, in this town, where first-round picks too often end up as Marcus Smith or Danny Watkins, we’ll take good luck where we can find it.
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The Best and Worst Sportswriters in Philadelphia :: Angelo Cataldi



Angelo Cataldi has been the anchor of WIP’s popular Morning Show since 1989. Before switching to radio, Cataldi was an outstanding reporter for the Philadelphia Inquirer. In 1987, he was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. This is his ranking of the top—and bottom—local sportswriters over the past 30 years.


The Best


10. Kyle Neubeck. Maybe I have a bias because I contribute twice-monthly columns myself to Philly Voice, but Kyle, 29, is the best young sportswriter in Philadelphia right now—and it’s not close. His knowledge of the NBA and his dexterity with words present an inside look at the 76ers that belies his age. If you want to know what’s really happening with the Sixers, Kyle is the most likely writer in Philadelphia to tell you.


9. Mike Sielski. The best of the current crop of young wordsmiths, Mike is not afraid to take on sacred cows like the Flyers, making his points on Philly.com with a stiletto instead of a sledgehammer. Mike is such a talented writer, he often uses his column for feature stories—something I feel should be kept separate from his duties as an opinion-maker. Otherwise, Mike would be even higher on the list.


8. Jimmy Kempski. The beat reporters who cover the Eagles right now are the best crop ever—Jeff McLane, Les Bowen, and Paul Domowitch of Philly.com, Sheil Kapadia of the Athletic, Tim McManus of ESPN—but what distinguishes Jimmy from the pack is his sense of humor. His stick-figure analysis of the Birds on Philly Voice is just one of his many entertaining devices that remind readers that this, after all, is just sports.


7. Reuben Frank. In this new age of analytics, Reuben has mastered the art of statistics, and he does it in an old-school way, mixing it with potent opinions on the website for NBC Sports Philadelphia. He also ranks among the most entertaining writers, with notes columns that weave in pithy takes with some off-the-wall esoterica.


6. Jack McCaffery. The most courageous columnist since Stan Hochman, Jack is fearless in taking a contrarian position and arguing it vehemently. Even when you don’t agree with Jack, you have to admire his ability to provoke. Long a mainstay at the less mainstream Delco Times, Jack is every bit as good as the better-known columnists in Philadelphia.


5. Stephen A. Smith. Stephen is known now as a hugely successful curmudgeon on ESPN, but he was the best basketball writer in Philadelphia long before he conquered sports broadcasting. A reporter who frequently broke stories, he did what only the very best beat writers do, offering strong opinions while patrolling the locker room.


4. Jayson Stark. His recent induction to the Baseball Hall of Fame aside, Jayson has been the most entertaining voice of Philadelphia—and national—baseball for decades. A true pioneer in covering sports at ESPN and now the Athletic, Jayson mastered the eccentricities of baseball with astounding stories and implausible statistics. After all these years, he still hasn’t lost his fastball.


3. Marcus Hayes. There is only one sports columnist working in Philadelphia who is a must-read every day, and that is Marcus, who is best at developing a provocative—and totally legitimate—opinion and arguing his points with strength and humor. In his previous life, he was a terrific Eagles beat reporter for the Daily News.


2. Ray Didinger. Ray actually dropped one spot from the 2006 list, but only because he dialed back dramatically his writing in favor of an equally noteworthy career in broadcasting. Ray’s recent 60,000-word addition to the Eagles Encyclopedia is a reminder of just how brilliant a wordsmith he has always been. He’s also the smartest football writer in Philadelphia history—and is deservedly in the Pro Football Hall of Fame for his extraordinary work.


1. Stan Hochman. Stan’s passing a few years ago only enhanced the greatness of his 50-plus years of writing about sports at the Daily News. He had all of the essentials for elite status—wit, accuracy, logic, and provocative opinions. A columnist without a strong point of view is just a feature writer. Stan was the best true sport columnist in Philadelphia history. An anthology of his work is planned for 2019. Don’t miss it.


The Worst


5. Mark Bowden. The most accomplished journalist of anyone on these lists, Bowden is a best-selling author (Black Hawk Down, among others) and a prize-winning reporter who has risked his life on the front lines of major wars and produced vivid accounts of his adventures. Unfortunately, covering the Eagles at the Inquirer for two years was his hiatus from journalism. He was a gushing fanboy. You can look it up.


4. Mel Greenberg. The most influential writer covering women’s basketball in the past 25 years, Mel has never actually covered the game; he has promoted it. That is not the responsibility of a journalist. For his decades of coverage at the Inquirer, Mel received the first media award from the Women’s Basketball Coaches Association, among countless other honors. If the coaches love you and you’re supposed to be a journalist, there’s something wrong.
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