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Introduction

Stoney

I moved to Michigan in 1986, and since my arrival I have witnessed many incredible sports moments. In that time, the area has experienced multiple Stanley Cups, NBA titles, collegiate championships, a surprising trip to the World Series and Barry Sanders. I have been blessed by world-class events such as a Super Bowl, Ryder Cup and even a Wrestlemania. After spending the first 28 years of my life on the East Coast before moving here, I am convinced Detroit is the most well-rounded sports area in the country. I was asked to find a co-author for this book. I chose Art Regner. The choice was easy. He is a lifelong Michgander, he is passionate and he is a helluva writer. Although as our editor Mike Regan, publisher Greg Jones, and many of Art’s radio co-hosts throughout the years will attest, punctuality is not his greatest strength. That aside, we hope you will find this book both informative and somewhat humorous.

 



The lists cover the obvious, from the best players for each team to the worst draft choices of our teams. The lists also delve a bit into non-sports as well. (We had to have a list of best Coneys, for example). Thanks to many friends in the media, front office, and the athletes themselves. We have lists ranging from Matt Millen’s favorite Three Stooges episodes and Joe Dumars’ favorite Sanford and Son episodes to Chris Osgood’s hardest shots to face.

These lists are obviously not definitive. Yes, there are omissions (sorry Wayne County, Macomb County, Port Huron, Kalamazoo and the Upper Peninsula, among others). And they are debatable. And it is with debate in mind that we bring to you The Great Book of Detroit Sports Lists.

Art

As you read this book, there is one thing to keep in mind: this is a launching pad. Let the debate, and hopefully the not-too-heated discussions, begin. When Michael Stone (Stoney) first asked me if I was interested in this project, I immediately flashed back to the first time I met Stoney. It was after Gary Moeller’s Monday media luncheon that Michigan has during the football season. I was working for Channel 2 and Stoney was at Channel 4. He introduced himself and told me if there was anything he could do for me just ask. I was stunned. Working at Channel 2 was the worst experience of my professional career. I was extremely turned off by television, but Stoney changed that by a simple act of kindness. Michael Stone is a true friend. It was easy to say “yes” to him, however, this was a difficult book to write.

 



Detroit has been a “Sportstown” for so long that trying to include all of the great athletes, moments, personalities, and traditions was more than we ever imagined. There is so much sports history in the Motor City that we tried to create a tapestry of why Detroit and the state of Michigan are completely devoted to their teams, city, and state. It was a daunting task and one that will forever remain incomplete. That is the true beauty and attraction of sports. It is a constant. Each era is uniquely defined and each era can make a case of why it had the best teams and athletes. In the end, we’re all from the same sports melting pot. It doesn’t really matter about the era you identify with, the teams you root for, or your favorite athletes. It’s about a city and state that can lay claim to some of the greatest teams, athletes, traditions and athletic achievements to ever be chronicled in the annals of athletic competition.






Top Ten Draft Steals in Detroit Sports History :: Stoney

Making a good pick in the draft is not the easiest thing in the sports world to do, even if you have one of the top selections—as Matt Millen and Randy Smith have proved so often. But Detroit sports teams have found some great players with picks from almost every round in drafts. So many, that cutting this list to 10 proved extremely difficult. As a result, obvious ones like Barry Sanders and Isiah Thomas were not included, because, let’s face it, any jackass could have made those picks. This list is limited to diamond-in-the-rough picks from later rounds or guys who were brought in from unlikely places to play a big role in Detroit sports.

 




10. Lou Whitaker, Tigers, 1975, fifth round, 99th overall. The Tigers first three picks of the 1975 draft were Les Filkins, John Murphy and Bob Grandas. A free copy of the sequel to this book will go to anyone who knows who those guys were. But the club’s fifth rounder became the 1978 Rookie of the Year. He went on to play 19 seasons with the Tigers, gaining five All-Star game selections and three Gold Gloves while combining with Alan Trammell to form the longest-running double-play combination in MLB history.

 




9. Henrik Zetterberg, Red Wings, 1999, seventh round, 210th overall.  The Red Wings waited three years for the Swede to join the team, but the wait was worth it. Zetterberg was runner up for 2002-03 Rookie of the Year, with 22 goals and 22 assists. For the 2005-06 campaign, he took a giant step up to 39 goals and 46 assists. Zetterberg has remained at about that level since, establishing himself as one of the best players in the world. He usually comes up big in the playoffs as well.

 




8. Vladimir Konstantinov, Red Wings, 1989, 11th round, 221st overall.  Former scout Neil Smith fell in love with Konstantinov during the 1987 World Junior Championships when he noted that Vlad was the only Russian not to back down from Canada in a bench-clearing brawl. The Vladinator’s crushing hits and aggressiveness quickly made him a fan favorite here as he helped the Wings pick up a pair of Stanley Cups. Unfortunately, he is best remembered for the limousine accident that ended his career in 1997. But he enjoyed an amazing career before that, especially for an 11th-round pick.

 




7. Jack Morris, Tigers, 1976, fifth round, 98th overall. He may have been an a-hole to many, but there is no disputing the fact that Jack Morris was the best Tigers starting pitcher since Mickey Lolich. Morris owned the 80s, winning 111 games between 1982-87. In the 1984 championship year, he went 19-11 and threw a no-hitter in Chicago. He won all three of his starts in the postseason, giving up just five runs and 18 hits. He left the Tigers as a free agent after the 1990 season.

 




6. Joe Dumars, Pistons, 1985, first round, 18th overall. With Isiah Thomas and Vinnie Johnson already on the team, many wondered why GM Jack McCloskey would select another guard in the first round, especially one from a small school named McNeese State. Few wondered after seeing him play. Joe was a six-time All-Star, a four-time All-NBA Defensive Team member and the NBA Finals MVP in 1989. He finished his career as the Pistons’ second all-time leading scorer and second in assists. He gained entry into the Basketball Hall of Fame in 2006.


5. Lem Barney, Lions, 1968, second round, 34th overall. The unknown cornerback from Jackson State turned into one of the greatest Lions of all time. In his first game, he picked off a Bart Starr pass and returned it for a touchdown. He went on to win Defensive Rookie of the Year after finishing with a spectacular 10 interceptions, including three in one quarter of the last game of the season. Over the course of his great career, Barney gained seven Pro Bowl selections and snagged 56 interceptions, seven of which he returned for touchdowns. He was enshrined into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1992.

 




4. Sergei Fedorov, Red Wings, 1989, fourth round, 74th overall. The Wings basically helped smuggle him away from Russia while he was playing for his country at the 1990 Goodwill Games in Seattle. Sergei became an immediate hit in Detroit, scoring 31 goals and 79 points as a rookie. He would score at least 30 goals every year through the 1996-97 season, except for one season cut short by a work stoppage. He won the Hart Trophy as the NHL’s Most Valuable Player with 56 goals and 120 points for the 1993-94 season. He is currently the Wings’ fourth leading goal and points scorer and second all time in playoff scoring.

 




3. Dennis Rodman, Pistons, 1986, second round, 27th overall. A key part of the Bad Boys two championship teams, “The Worm” was named to five straight NBA All-Defensive first teams and led the league in rebounding with a staggering 18.7 a game in 1992 and then again in 1993 by averaging 18.3 per. He started acting strange after he left the next season. But he still played well in San Antonio and Chicago, where he averaged at least 15 rebounds per game in three seasons and picked up three rings. He belongs in the Basketball Hall of Fame.

 




2. Joe Schmidt, Lions, 1953, seventh round, 85th overall. He revolutionized defensive football, becoming one of the first players to play middle linebacker and the first to star as one. His career totals: 13 seasons, 10 Pro Bowls, 10 All Pro selections, two NFL titles and a co-MVP award in 1960. Schmidt also became a member of the 1950s All-Decade Team and the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

 




1. Nicklas Lidstrom, Red Wings, 1989, third round, 53rd overall. No argument—this is the best draft pick in Detroit sports history. Lidstrom ranks as the best defenseman in team history and, some might argue, the best player in Wings history after Gordie Howe. He made All Rookie in 1991-92 and just kept getting better. The accolades tell the story: five Norris Trophies, nine All-star selections, three Stanley Cups and a Conn Smythe Trophy as NHL Finals MVP (the only European to claim that award). His leadership and skill are so respected that he was named as the Wings’ captain after Steve Yzerman.






Nine Worst (Non-Lions) Draft Picks in Detroit History :: Stoney

Drafting players is certainly not a science, or many of Detroit’s general managers would have flunked the course. Even great GMs like Joe Dumars and Jimmy Devellano occasionally fail. But here are the nine worst picks by all the city’s pro GMs. Why nine? Well, to be fair, we gave the Tigers, Pistons and Red Wings three slots each. Why no Lions? Because, as in most “Worst” categories, they deserve their own list. To be considered awful enough to gain entry onto this list, a pick had to be a first-rounder (with non-first-rounders relegated to Dishonorable Mentions). Also, since baseball had multiple drafts from 1966-1987, the Tigers got a reprieve until the 1987 draft. Other than that, the main criterion for making the list is performance, or rather lack thereof—and the quality players still available on the draft board when the lousy selection was made.

 




Dishonorable Mentions: Tigers—Bill Henderson in 1987 (with Craig Biggio still available), Matt Wheatland in 2000 (with Chase Utley still available), Greg Gohr in 1989 (Mo Vaughn and Chuck Knoblauch were still on the board); Red Wings—Yves Racine in 1987 (with Joe Sakic still available), Terry Richardson in 1973 (Rick Middleton was still on the board); Pistons—Antoine Carr in 1983 (could have had Clyde Drexler), Greg Kelser in 1979 (with Sidney Moncrief still on the board).

 




9. Keith Primeau, Red Wings, 1990, third overall. Primeau eventually became a very good player. But his playoff failures frustrated the club and he was never as physical as Detroit fans wanted. Some even thought he was soft because he owned an extensive collection of Mickey Mouse artifacts. He was traded right before the 1997 season.

 




Still on the board: The choice of Primeau was not horrific, until you consider that Jaromir Jagr and Mike Ricci were still available.

 




8. Leon Douglas, Pistons, 1977, fourth overall pick. The 6-foot-10 center was a dominant player and consensus All-American at Alabama. His NBA career was a bit different. He averaged just nine points and seven rebounds per game as a Piston, then finished out his NBA career with three forgettable years as a Kansas City King.

 




Still on the board: Adrian Dantley and a guard from Baylor named Vinnie Johnson. But at least we ended up getting both later through trades.

 




7. Mike Foligno, Red Wings, 1979, third overall. He scored 36 goals in his rookie year and had another year-and-a-half of very good play for the Red Wings before being sent to Buffalo. He finished his career with a very respectable 355 goals. So why is he on this list? Check it out.

 




Still on the board: Mike Gartner and Ray Bourque. Gartner scored 708 goals in his illustrious career and Bourque turned out to be one of the greatest defensemen of all time, winning five Norris Trophies.


6. Rodney White, Pistons, 2001, ninth overall. After only playing one year at UNC-Charlotte, the 6-foot-9 forward just was not mature enough to handle the grind of the NBA. White played in only 16 games and rarely showed anything before being shipped to Denver.

 




Still on the board: Joe Johnson, Richard Jefferson, Tony Parker or Gilbert Arenas.

 




5. Fred Williams, Red Wings, 1976, fourth overall. You expect results when you have the fourth overall pick in a draft. The Red Wings got Fred Williams instead. He played in just 44 games, scoring two goals, as a rookie and never got another sniff of the NHL. To put it kindly, Fred Williams was a colossal bust.

 




Still on the board: Not the greatest crop of draft eligible players in 1976, but St. Louis got Bernie Federko and Brian Sutter, who combined to score 692 goals in their NHL careers—or 690 more goals than Fred Williams scored.

 




4. Scott Moore, Tigers, 2001, eighth overall. Drafting a shortstop right out of high school is pretty much a crapshoot. And the Tigers certainly got themselves some crap with Scott Moore. In his first three years of minor league baseball, Moore offered zero reminders of his schoolboy greatness, then was traded to the Cubs.

 




Still on the board: Cole Hamels, Jeff Francis, Kahalil Greene, Jeff Francouer, Scott Kazmir, Nick Swisher, Joe Blanton and Matt Cain, just to name a few. Oh, and to make matters worse, the Milwaukee Brewers had the pick right before the Tigers and chose Prince Fielder.

 




3. Matt Brunson, Tigers, 1993, ninth overall. Another fine high school shortstop, Brunson never even got a chance to suck in Detroit because he sucked so thoroughly in the low minor leagues. The only thing that Brunson showed he could do was run, stealing 50 bases for Fayetteville in 1994, which was fitting since he essentially stole the signing bonus money he got from the Tigers.

 




Still on the board: Billy Wagner, Tori Hunter, Derek Lee and Jason Varitek all would have looked good in the Olde English D.

 




2. Matt Anderson, Tigers, 1997, first overall. The Tigers had a rare first overall draft pick and needed everything, including starting pitching. But they were right in the middle of their penny-pinching era and must have figured that a relief pitcher would sign for less than a starter. So they chose Rice University closer Anderson. He did become a fan favorite with his 100-mph fastball. But he never lived up to the hype. Then in May of 1992, Anderson injured his arm in, I kid you not, an octopus-throwing contest.

 




Still on the board: Lance Berkman and Tory Glaus, among others.


1. Darko Milicic, Pistons, 2003, second overall. The ultimate “what if” pick. The ultimate reach. The one major negative on Joe Dumars’ record during his reign as General Manager. The ultimate bust. The Darko pick remains extraordinary in a number of ways, all of them bad.

 




Still on the board: This is where the full horror of the Darko pick becomes apparent. Instead of Darko, the Pistons could have chosen Carmelo Anthony, Chris Bosh, Kirk Hinrich, David West, Josh Howard, Boris Diaw, Leandro Barbosa or, oh, yeah, some guy named Dwayne Wade.






Ten Worst Detroit Lions Draft Picks :: Stoney

Throughout their pathetic history, the Detroit Lions have consistently made lousy draft picks. In fact, they’ve made some of the worst picks of any team in any league. To keep this list from filling up the rest of the book, it’s been limited to the worst 10 picks from the first two rounds.

 




Honorable Mentions: Nick Eddy (1966, second round, 24th overall); Walt Williams (1977, second round, 42nd overall); David Lewis (1984, first round, 20th overall); Pat Carter (1988, second round, 32nd overall); Terry Fair (1998, first round, 20th overall); Bob Bell (1971, first round, 21st overall); Ernest Price (1973, first round, 17th overall); Mark Nichols (1981, first round, 16th overall.); Stockar McDougle (2000, first round, 20th overall); Chuck Long (1986, first round, 12th overall).

 




10. John Ford, 1989, second round, 30th overall. The wide receiver told the Detroit media that he modeled his game after Jerry Rice, but he was more like Donna Rice—politician Gary Hart’s infamous bottle-blonde mistress. At least he was honest. Ford had five catches in his first and only year in the NFL, then followed Donna Rice into oblivion.

 




Could have picked instead: Darryl “Moose” Johnston or Wesley Walls.

 




9. Juan Roque, 1997, second round, 35th overall. Roque was the first of Bobby Ross’s many poor offensive line picks. Yeah, injuries hampered him. But Roque was just a bad player. He only managed to get into 17 games before being cut, much to the relief of the quarterbacks he was supposed to be protecting.

 




Could have picked instead: Tiki Barber, Sam Madison, Marcellus Wiley or Darren Sharper.

 




8. Kalimba Edwards, second round, 35th overall, 2002. A disappointment to say the least, the DE boasted great speed and did pile up 6? sacks his rookie year. But Kalimba was basically a non-factor for the rest of his six years here.

 




Could have picked instead: Antwaan Randle-El, Andre Gurode, LeCharles Bentley or, oh, yeah, some guy named CLINTON PORTIS. Oy!


 




7. Lynn Boden, 1975, first round, 13th overall. Although he started in 49 games in his four seasons as a Lion, the o-lineman was mediocre at best on a team already overloaded with mediocrity. He became the 1970s symbol of Lion draft futility.

 




Could have picked instead: something tells me Russ Francis, Louie Wright or Hollywood Henderson would have worked out better.

 




6. Aaron Gibson, 1999, first round, 29th overall. Bobby Ross had a good plan: use the draft to build an offensive line for Barry Sanders. But trading up to get this guy was a colossal mistake. Gibson was fat, lazy and injury-riddled. His only impact came at the training camp buffet line. 



Could have picked instead: Michigan’s Jon Janzen or Virginia defensive lineman Patrick Kearney.

 




5. Joey Harrington, 2002, first round, third overall. Some rank him as the Lions’ worst all-time pick because of how far back he set the organization. But at the time, Joey Harrington filled a general need for a new quarterback. Problem was he did not meet the specific need for a West Coast offense quarterback for coach Marty Mornhinweg’s West Coast offense. In fact, GM Matt Millen made the pick against the wishes of the coaching staff. Harrington’s chronic inaccuracy, perceived lack of toughness and perpetual optimism made him an easy target for disgruntled fans.

 




Could have picked instead: Quentin Jammer or Dwight Freeney.

 




4. Charles Rogers, 2003, first round, second overall. Fans were cautiously optimistic when the Lions took Rogers. Optimistic because they had seen Rogers’ dynamic receiving ability when he played up the road at Michigan State. Cautious because they were also familiar with all of the off-field issues that came with the temperamental wide receiver. Rogers did catch two TDs in his rookie season opener against Arizona. Then strange injuries and strange, drug-fueled behavior took over his career. This wasted waste of talent was such a malcontent during the 2006 training camp that the Lions released him. He tried to earn a tryout in 2007, but could not even motivate himself to get in shape to run a decent 40 time. To the end, he blamed everyone but himself for his failures.

 




Could have picked instead: Andre Johnson.

 




3. Andre Ware, 1990, first round, seventh overall. Wayne Fontes was so wowed by this Heisman Trophy winner’s pre-draft workout that he used his top pick in the draft to get him, even though the Lions already had a QB in Rodney Peete. Ware connected with guys on the other team for INTs more often than with his teammates for TDs. Appropriately, when owner William Clay Ford called to congratulate Ware for his first start, he accidentally dialed Erik Kramer instead.

 




Could have picked instead: Richmond Webb, Emmitt Smith or Shannon Sharpe.

 




2. Mike Williams, 2005, first round, 10th overall. A senseless pick, even by the Lions’ standards. Matt Millen ignored the fact that he had taken WRs with early picks in the previous two drafts, that Williams had not played football in a year and that he was perpetually overweight. But after two seasons that featured as many drops as catches, even Millen could no longer ignore that Mike Williams was a flat-out bust. He traded him to Oakland before the 2007 season for a fourth-round pick—and had to add Josh McCown to the deal to get that much.

 




Could have picked instead: Shawne Merriman two picks later.


1. Reggie Rogers, 1987, first round, seventh overall. A great player in college, Rogers was a bust for the Lions both on and off the field. He played in just 11 games as a Lion, recording one sack. He is best remembered, unfortunately, as a murderer. In October of 1988, a drunken Rogers drove through a red light and slammed into another car, killing three local teenagers. After being sentenced to prison, he returned to the NFL with Buffalo in 1991 and finished out his putrid career with Tampa Bay in 1992.

 




Could have picked instead: Jerome Brown and Rod Woodson.






Ten Old-School Draft Failures by the Lions

Years before Matt Millen was even born, the Lions mastered another way to screw up the NFL draft. Instead of applying their current strategy of wasting high picks on head cases and drop cases, the team drafted budding superstars, then let them go to other teams. Employing this strategy, the Lions stocked the rosters of their rivals with some of the best players in NFL history. Here are ten of the great ones that got away.

 




10. Jack Kemp. The QB out of southern California spurned the Lions in favor of Pittsburgh, then Buffalo. He made seven Pro Bowls in the 1960s. He almost became Vice President, too.

 




9. Gerry Philbin. The Lions didn’t put in much of an effort into signing the defensive end after drafting him in 1964. But, what the heck, he was just their third-round pick and an imminent Pro Bowler. Insulted by the Lions lowball tactics, Philbin went to New York, where he anchored the left side of the Jets’ d-line for a decade and helped them win the Super Bowl four years later, gaining the first of his two All-Pro selections in the process.

 




8. John Hadl. The Lions first-round pick in 1962 was more impressed that the AFL’s San Diego Chargers had designated him as their third-rounder. The QB made the first of his six Pro Bowls two years later and would go on to throw for over 33,000 yards and 244 TDs in his fine 16-year career.

 




7. Pete Retzlaff. The Lions drafted the combination receiver/back in 1953, then cut him. But, hey, who needs a guy who would go on to win five Pro Bowls selections, an NFL title and the 1965 Bert Bell Award as the NFL’s top player? And just remember: cutting Retzlaff freed up space on the roster for Gene Gedman and Jug Girard.

 




6. Mac Speedie. The aptly-named wideout got chosen by Detroit in the 1942 draft. But World War II detoured his career into the army, where he was spotted playing in an exhibition game by Paul Brown. After the war, Brown took over as head coach of the Cleveland franchise in the AAFC and lured Speedie from the Lions with a few thousand extra dollars. Speedie made a nice return on Brown’s investment, gaining All-Pro status in six of his seven seasons in Cleveland.

 




5. Grady Alderman. A Detroit native, Alderman came to the Lions in the 1960 draft, then spent his rookie season on the bench. But the coaches from the Minnesota Vikings saw something in the offensive lineman that the Lions’ staff missed. The Vikings grabbed Alderman from their rivals and made him their starting left tackle for the next 13 seasons, six of which ended with Alderman in the Pro Bowl. Alderman’s stellar career in Minnesota is particularly annoying when you consider how often he kept Lions pass rushers from blindsiding Fran Tarkenton.


4. Fred Biletnikoff. After drafting the Florida State grad in 1965, the Lions didn’t pony up enough cash to keep the All-American from bolting to Oakland and the AFL. The wily, little receiver came up huge for the Raiders, making six Pro Bowls and helping coach John Madden establish Oakland as one of pro football’s dominant franchises. Biletnikoff claimed MVP honors for the Raiders’ 1977 Super Bowl triumph over the Vikings. Meanwhile back in Detroit, the Lions failed to place a single wide receiver in the Pro Bowl during Biletnikoff’s stellar 14-year career.

 




3. Johnny Robinson. The third overall pick out of LSU by Detroit, the fleet defensive back ran as fast as he could to the Dallas Texans, an expansion team in the AFL. He played in seven Pro Bowls and made six All-Pro first teams during his brilliant 12-year career. Robinson revolutionized the safety position and played a key role in the Kansas City Chiefs’ Super Bowl IV win. He remains in the league’s all-time top ten for career interceptions with 57 picks.

 




2. Y.A. Tittle. The Lions drafted the LSU standout with the sixth overall pick in the 1948 NFL draft, then let him walk to the AAFC’s Baltimore Colts. Tittle taunted the Lions from afar by going on to play in seven Pro Bowls and claim five MVP awards while passing for over 33,000 yards and 240 TDs during his Hall of Fame career.

 




1. Otto Graham. Who’s the greatest quarterback in the history of pro football? Johnny Unitas? Not quite. Marino? Put on a pair of those gloves you used to hawk on TV and try to get a grip, Dan. Joe Montana? Well, at least you got a little town in the Big Sky state named after you. And sorry, Michigan alum Tom Brady, but you have another half-dozen Super Bowls to get to before you catch up to Otto Graham. Graham was drafted in 1944—by the Lions, of course. But military obligations took him away for a year, during which time he was spotted and then courted by our old friend Paul Brown—who ranks right up there with Matt Millen as a nemesis to the Lions’ fortunes. After signing with Brown’s Cleveland Browns, Graham took over as the team’s QB and led them to four straight AAFC championships in his first four seasons while winning the league’s MVP award twice. Graham kept right on going when Cleveland joined the NFL in 1950, leading the Browns to the NFL title in their first year in the league. Behind Graham, the Browns returned to the NFL title game each of the next five seasons, winning two while their quarterback claimed three more MVP awards. Graham retired after only a decade. He made All Pro and guided his team to the league title game in each of his ten seasons as a pro. He was elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1965. What could have been?






Top Ten Rookie Seasons

Let’s start with a few parameters, before anybody gets confused or PO’d about some of the names that did and did not make this list. An athlete must have played his or her first full year of professional sports on a Michigan-based team to qualify, or have been a Michigan-based athlete who competed in an individual sport, like boxing. Going to college, high school or being born in Michigan, then playing your first year of pro ball somewhere else, disqualifies you from this list (sorry, Magic, but you did become a Laker). Also, a player’s impact on the team or sport weighed as heavily as individual stats (so don’t go looking for anybody named Tripucka).

 




Honorable Mentions: Lou Whitaker, 1978 Tigers; Justin Verlander, 2006 Tigers; Dave Bing, 1966-67 Pistons; Lem Barney, 1967 Lions.

 




10. (Tie) Jim David and Yale Lary, 1952, Lions. They didn’t gain the first of their combined 15 Pro Bowl selections until the following season. But the Lions started winning NFL titles the first year Jim David and Yale Lary showed up in Detroit’s secondary. The young defensive backs registered 11 interceptions and countless bone-crunching hits. Sure, Lem Barney had a better individual season 15 years later, but his impact on the team’s overall fortunes was negligible. David and Lary helped transform the Lions into the league’s top-rated defensive team—and NFL champions.

 




9. Cheryl Ford, 2003, Shock. The Louisiana Tech star came to a Shock team that finished the previous season in last place with a 9-23 record. By the end of the year, Ford had helped Detroit gain the best record in the WNBA and the league title. Along the way, Ford averaged a double-double, claimed Rookie of the Year honors and won a spot on the All-WNBA second team.

 




8. Joe Louis, 1934-35, boxing. He earned $50 for his first pro fight in 1934 at a small venue in Chicago. But the Detroit heavyweight became so popular, so quickly that less than a year later, he claimed a purse of over $60,000 for knocking out former champ Primo Carnera in Yankee Stadium. Louis’ totals for his first year of pro boxing: 22 fights, 22 wins, 18 knockouts.

 




6. (Tie) Barry Sanders and Billy Sims, 1989 and 1980, Lions. Sanders stands head and shoulders above every other Lions running back in just about any category imaginable. But his fellow Heisman Trophy winner and Oklahoma collegian Sims pretty much equaled him in terms of rookie season achievement. The Sanders/Sims comparison: 1470/1303 rushing yards; 1870/1924 all purpose yards; 14/16 touchdowns. Sims may actually get the slight nod due to impact. The Lions won three more games with Sanders than they had the previous season; Sims’ arrival helped improve Detroit by a whopping seven wins. Both made the Pro Bowl and picked up Rookie of the Year honors.


5. Dan Severn, 1994, UFC. “The Beast” had a beauty of a first year in mixed martial arts, reaching the finals of his first one-night, eight-man, single-elimination Ultimate Fighting Championship tournament. He lost the final, despite dominating undefeated, two-time tourney winner Royce Gracie, who caught him in a triangle choke. Severn learned from the mistake and won the following UFC tourney five months later. Next time out, he bested the most prestigious MMA tournament field yet gathered to win the Ultimate Ultimate, a tournament of former UFC tourney winners. The success of Severn, the first world-class, traditional wrestler to enter the UFC, changed the sport, showing other wrestlers, like future champions Mark Coleman and Randy Couture, how to compete and thrive in mixed martial arts.

 




4. Steve Yzerman, 1983-84, Red Wings. He scored 39 goals, added 48 assists and became, at age 18, the youngest player to appear in an NHL All-Star game. Most importantly, he began leading the franchise out of its dark ages, taking the Wings to their first playoffs in six seasons. Yzerman’s arrival marked the start of a new, glorious era for the team.

 




3. Mark Fidrych, 1976, Tigers. A roster afterthought, the young hurler didn’t even start a game until six weeks into the season. He went on to win 19, post the league’s best ERA and start for the AL in the All-Star game while leading the Tigers to jump 17 wins in the standings from the previous season. More significantly, “Big Bird” revived a franchise that had suffered over 100 losses and dwindling attendance the previous season. His winning ways and lovable antics packed Tiger Stadium every time he pitched and made Fidrych a national media sensation. A series of injuries the following spring undermined his career and his rookie year turned out to be his one and only full season in the Major Leagues. But few ever made more of their time in the bigs than Mark Fidrych.

 




2. Al “Bubba” Baker, 1978, Lions. The NFL didn’t keep official sack records back then. But Bubba racked up 23 of them during his 1980 rookie season. (Let us pause a moment to ponder the sheer awesomeness of that stat.) Baker would still hold the season sack record if the league recognized his effort. Can’t somebody from the NFL stat office just go back and watch tapes of all the Lions games that season and make it official? It wouldn’t be that much trouble. Or even that painful. The Lions were actually pretty good that season, improving from 2-14 the previous year to 9-7 and winning their division—due in no small part due to Bubba turning the opposition’s backfield into his backyard.

 




1. Terry Sawchuk, 1950-51, Red Wings. A 20-year-old, “Uke” played every minute of every game for the Wings in the crease, allowing an average of less than two goals a game while posting 11 shutouts. He played a huge role in Detroit becoming the first team in the league to exceed 100 points in a season. And, oh, yeah: Sawchuk revolutionized his position in the process. Bending from the waist instead of at the knees like other goaltenders, Sawchuk gained a better view of the puck and a big advantage over other netminders. Every other goalie in the NHL soon copied him. They still do.






Ten Greatest Red Wings of All Time :: Art

If you take a completely objective look at the all-time rosters of Detroit’s sports teams, you would come to the conclusion that the Red Wings have had more superstars than any other franchise. Here are the best of them.

 




10. John “Black Jack” Stewart, defenseman (1938-43, ’45-50). A five-time All-Star with the Wings, Stewart was nicknamed “Black Jack” because he was one of the most ferocious body checkers of his generation. He played on two cup-winning teams in 1943 and 1950, with his inspired leadership and grit proving instrumental to Detroit’s success.


9. Sid Abel, center/left wing (1938-43, ’45-52). A great playmaker and leader (in 1943 he was named Detroit’s captain at age 24), Abel centered the Wings’ famed “Production Line” with Gordie Howe and Ted Lindsay. Inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame in 1969, he won three Stanley Cups in Detroit. For a good portion of his broadcasting career, the Red Wings struggled and Sid couldn’t mask his disgust. I remember the last TV telecast of one really long season and the Wings were getting hammered. As the final seconds ticked away, Sid told his play-by-play man Bruce Martyn, “You know Bruce, it used to mean something to wear that Red Wing sweater. Now it means nothing at ‘toll Bruce, nothing at ‘toll!” Once you put on the ‘C’ it never comes off.

 




8. Alex Delvecchio, center and left wing (1950-74). Is it just me, or is Delvecchio the forgotten Red Wing? I’m not sure why that is, but you hardly ever hear his name come up. When he retired after 24 seasons, he was second to only Gordie Howe in goals (456), assists (825) and points (1,281). “Fats” Delvecchio was captain of the Wings from 1962-74 and served as coach and general manager when he hung up the blades. Although his front office career never came close to matching his playing accomplishments, he’s still considered one of the classiest and most talented men to ever don the Winged Wheel.

 




7. Sergei Fedorov, center (1990-2003). If Alex Delvecchio is the forgotten Red Wing, then Sergei Fedorov has to be the most misunderstood. It didn’t take long for the Russian defector to establish himself as one of the most gifted two-way players in NHL history. I have always called him “Flake Boy” because he’s just a little off in a good way. Years ago, I interviewed Chris Osgood in the Wings’ dressing room during the first period of a game against Phoenix. All the injured and scratched Red Wings were working out while they were watching the game on TV. All except Sergei. He was sitting in the assistant coaches’ office reading the newspaper and watching the Cartoon Network. A winner of three Stanley Cups with Detroit, he has twice won the Selke Trophy as the NHL’s best defensive forward (in 1994 and 1996) and the Hart Trophy as the NHL’s MVP (in 1994). He also snagged the 1993-94 Lester B. Pearson Award as the NHL’s outstanding performer. His departure and a highly publicized romance with Anna Kournikova clouded his career and mood, but you can’t deny him his place among Detroit’s greatest hockey stars.


6. Red Kelly, defenseman (1947-60). Red Kelly was one of the NHL’s most versatile players. An all-round talent, his skill on the blue line led to a deadly transition game which solidified Detroit’s dominance of the NHL during the 1950s. He was an All-star for eight consecutive seasons and in 1954 became the first recipient of the Norris Trophy as the league’s top defenseman. A riff with management led to a trade to the Leafs—which is why, I believe, his #4 has never been retired by the Wings. It should be.

 




5. Ted Lindsay, left wing (1944-57; 1964-65). “Terrible Ted” was the toughest Red Wing ever! The ultimate team player, Lindsay would do anything to get the win, even if it meant bending the rules a bit. But he wasn’t a goon. Lindsay was a natural goal scorer who was just as comfortable lighting the lamp or pounding the opposition. At 5-foot-8 and 160 pounds, Lindsay amazed fans with the way he handled himself against larger players. He didn’t back down and won more battles than he lost. Lindsay is the heart and soul of the Red Wings, he cared that much, he sacrificed that much. Just look at his face.

 




4. Terry Sawchuk, goalie (1949-55; 1957-64; 1968-69). Sawchuk is still considered in many hockey circles as the greatest goalie ever. When he was 12, he broke his right arm playing rugby and never told anybody. It wasn’t until two years later that doctors discovered the break. The injury caused his right arm to be two inches shorter than his left arm. It’s truly amazing that he made it to the NHL at all, let alone became the league’s leader in victories with 447 and shutouts with 103 (a record he still holds today). Sawchuk was a conflicted man whose presence in Detroit’s goal will never be surpassed.

 




3. Nicklas Lidstrom, defenseman (1991- ). When the Red Wings won the Stanley Cup in 2002, Steve Yzerman told me that Lidstrom was not only their best player during the playoffs (he won the Conn Smythe Trophy as the playoffs MVP), but that Nick was their best player for the last several years. Called “Mr. Perfect” because he never seems to make a mistake, Lidstrom will go down as the best defenseman of his generation.

 




2. Steve Yzerman, center (1983-2006). Yzerman’s ability to play through pain was remarkable. A strong will and a burning desire to win enabled him to reinvent himself into a two-way player when Scotty Bowman took over as Wings coach. The NHL’s longest-serving captain and the Red Wings second-leading career scorer (1755 points in 1514 games), Yzerman is the face of modern day Detroit sports.

 




1. Gordie Howe, right wing (1946-71). “Mr. Hockey.” “Number 9.” Or plain old “Gordie.” We all know whom these monikers refer to: hockey’s greatest player and one of the greatest in the annals of athletic competition.






Five Forgotten Red Wings :: Stoney

If you’re a hockey fan, you’ll recognize the guys on this list. You just may not remember that they played for Detroit at one point in their fine careers—even if you’re a big Red Wings fan.

 




Honorable Mentions: Carl Brewer, Tiger Williams, Ted Harris, Wendel Clark.

 




5. Eric Vail. The 1974-75 NHL Rookie of the Year with the Flames, the left wing scored 25 goals in five of his NHL seasons. Still, not too many Red Wing fans probably remember that Vail played here for 52 games and scored 10 goals in the 1981-82 season—and was one of the last players to wear #19 before Steve Yzerman took it over. By the following season, Vail was skating for the Wings farm team in Adirondack.

 




4. Reggie Leach. He once scored 61 goals in a season for Philly and 19 in a postseason to become the only non-goalie to win the Conn Smythe trophy for a losing team in the Stanley Cup playoffs. Leach was 32 when he came here in 1982 and still managed to score 15 goals. But it was his one and only season in Detroit, and his last season in the NHL.

 




3. Dennis Hull. His slap shot was never as good as his older brother Bobby’s. But Dennis could still light the lamp on a regular basis. He scored 303 goals in his career, but only the last five came while he was a Red Wing during the 1977-78 season.

 




2. Darryl Sittler. What a difference a decade makes. Today, most NHLers would give anything to end their careers with the Red Wings. But not back in Darryl Sittler’s day. Sittler began his Hall of Fame career in Toronto. But like many other Leafs, he bickered with owner Harold Ballard over money and the way the team was run. After nearly 400 goals in Toronto, he was dealt to Philadelphia during the 1981-82 season. He scored 70 goals the next two years, then was sent to Detroit. A pissed-off Sittler contemplated retirement, then reported and struggled here under coach Nick Polano, scoring just 11 goals in 61 games for his worst goals-per-game average of his career. The Wings bought out his contract after the season and Sittler retired.

 




1. Borje Salming. The first Swede enshrined in the Hockey Hall of Fame closed out his magnificent NHL career as a Red Wing under Jacques Demers in 1990. He scored just two goals in his 49 games, although his low productivity was not Salming’s fault. The team just wasn’t very good; the 1989-90 season was the last time the Red Wings failed to make the playoffs. It was also, unfortunately, the last season Salming would play in the NHL. Two years later, another Swedish defenseman made his NHL debut with the Red Wings. Five Norris trophies later, Nicklas Lidstrom has arguably taken over Salming’s spot as the greatest Swede in NHL history.






My Top Ten Favorite Things About Tiger Stadium :: Ernie Harwell


Note: Ernie Harwell is the most beloved broadcaster in the history of Detroit. He came to the Tigers in 1960 after previous stints with the New York Giants, Brooklyn Dodgers and Baltimore Orioles. Harwell’s voice quickly became a staple of Michigan summers, as thousands listened to him announce Tigers games as they drove or relaxed in their hammocks. Ernie Harwell was baseball in Michigan and the state was shocked in 1991 when Tiger President Bo Schembechler announced that it would be Ernie’s last season. Ernie Harwell fired? Blasphemy! People went crazy. In fairness, the decision came at the request of WJR, but Schembechler was willing to take the heat. Mike Ilitch bought the club in 1992 and one of the first things he did was re-hire Ernie Harwell. Ernie stayed on through the 2002 season before retiring at the age 84. He was elected to the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1981 and the Radio Hall of Fame in 1998. He is also an accomplished musician, has authored eight books, made numerous CDs featuring his work and continues to write a baseball column for the Detroit Free Press. Ernie also ranks as one of the kindest people you will ever meet. Ernie Harwell is a treasure to Detroit, Michigan and the country. Here are the memories he treasures most of Tiger Stadium.


 




10. Home clubhouse. Where Cobb, Greenberg, Kaline and other greats dressed. Featured an old bone that Cobb used to rub down his bats.

 




9. Left-field roof. Only four players (Harmon Killebrew, Frank Howard, Cecil Fielder, and Mark McGwire) hit home runs over it. I saw them all.

 




8. Third-deck seats in right field. I sat there the night of the 1971 All-Star game and watched Reggie Jackson’s line drive home run hit the transformer. The hardest hit ball I’ve ever seen.

 




7. Smell of the stadium. It smelled like traditional baseball, with the hot dogs, beer, popcorn, etc. all blending.

 




6. Forest green seats. Great background for hitters. They loved it. Jim Campbell made a huge mistake when he replaced the green with Howard Johnson blue. Ugh!

 




5. Press room. Great post-game conversations with managers, coaches, executives and media types. More information here than in any press conference.

 




4. Center-field flagpole. Highest obstacle in fair territory in any ballpark in America, this unique feature reached 125 feet and provided an interesting hazard to fielders chasing down long fly balls.

 




3. Bleachers in center field. The only double-decked bleachers in the Majors. In 1985 Jim Campbell closed them for nearly a month when the language became too rough.


2. The ten-foot overhang in right field. Only other overhang I can remember was leftfield at the Polo Grounds in New York. That one cut the distance from home plate to leftfield by 250 feet.

 




1. Radio booth. We were so close that we could hear the players cuss and see them sweat. Often, players would tell me that when they were on the field, they could hear our broadcast.






My Top Ten Detroit Tigers Memories :: Ernie Harwell

Note: For 42 years, Ernie Harwell was the voice of the Detroit Tigers, calling balls, strikes, and home runs on radio and television to the great benefit of the greater Detroit area. Here are his favorite memories, all of which are shared by the fans.

 




10. My first broadcast at Briggs Stadium in 1954. I was announcing for Baltimore. It was the Orioles’ first game in modern big league history. Steve Gromek blanked the Orioles, 3-0.

 




9. First home opener as Tiger announcer. It was in 1960. A warm, sunny afternoon. The Tigers played Chicago. George Kell and I had to re-tape a TV interview with Nellie Fox three times because of technical glitches.

 




8. Willie Horton’s throw in the 1968 World Series. He nipped Lou Brock at home plate and turned the Series completely around after the Tigers had looked miserable against the Cardinals.

 




7. The 22-inning game in 1962. Longest game I ever broadcast. Jackie Reed won it for the Yankees with the only home run in his big league career. In the last inning, when Rocky Colavito went through his stretching at home plate, Yankee pitcher Whitey Ford yelled, “Hey, Rocky, ain’t you loose yet?”

 




6. Kirk Gibson’s home run in 1984 World Series. He hit it off his old nemesis, Goose Gossage. Gibby’s around-the-bases tour was caught by Mary Schroeder in one of the best sports photos of all time.

 




5. José Feliciano’s rendition of the national anthem, prior to the fifth game of the l968 World Series. He was my pick to sing and I faced a lot of critical flack. José gave a beautiful and soulful version, which many thought too radical. Compared to the renditions we hear now, it seems exceedingly tame.

 




4. Nolan Ryan’s 1973 no-hitter. This was the one featuring Norman Cash batting with a table leg from the clubhouse. Ryan struck out 17 in the most dominating pitching performance I have ever seen.

 




3. Filming the movie Tigertown. Ray Lane and I appeared as ourselves in this Disney production, directed by former Detroiter Alan Shapiro. The stars were Roy Scheider, best known for Jaws, and the kid actor Justin Henry, who had starred in  Kramer vs. Kramer.

 




2. Closing Tiger Stadium. A long-anticipated event that came off in beautiful fashion because of the capacity crowd’s reverence for the stadium. It was a distinct thrill to say goodbye to the treasured old Corner.

 




1. Comerica Park statue. I was overwhelmed when the Tigers designated a day in my honor in 2002. The highlight was Mike Ilitch’s unveiling a statue for me. It was realistic with wrinkles in my trousers. I was hollow and weighed over 300 pounds.






Art’s Top 12 Cobo Memories :: Art

In 1960, a new convention facility and adjacent arena opened in the Motor City. Originally called Convention Center, the complex was eventually renamed in honor of former Detroit Mayor Alfred Cobo, who had died in office of a heart attack in 1957. In 1989, Cobo expanded to 2.4 million square feet. The complex’s ability to host numerous types of events allowed Cobo to serve as the site of everything from rock concerts to car shows to NBA basketball games.

 




12. The Super Bowl XL NFL Experience, February 1-5, 2006. Throughout the hall, giant displays and game areas allowed fans to catch seminars, peruse memorabilia, compete against each other for prizes and obtain autographs from players. Roger Penske, Detroit’s Super Bowl committee chairman, pulled off the unlikely feat of convincing the NFL to let Detroit host the Super Bowl, then organized a heck of a great Super Bowl week.

 




11. Dancing Gus Sinaris’ performances during home Pistons games in the 1960s and 70s. On many nights, the Pistons played to a packed house, even during the many seasons they stunk. One reason for the enthusiasm was fans could always count on a generous show from “Dancing” Gus Sinaris, a legendary vendor at Cobo, Olympia, and Tiger Stadium. A former boxer with a flat nose, Gus would perform silly dances for the onlookers. His popularity rivaled that of most Pistons’ players.

 




10. Floyd Mayweather, Jr. vs. Emanuel “Burton” Augustus, October 21, 2000. Floyd fought “Burton” as a tune-up for his upcoming bout with the then-undefeated Diego Corrales. The overmatched but spirited Burton pushed the bout to nine rounds, before his trainer finally threw in the towel. A Grand Rapids native, Mayweather went on to beat Corrales and join the long line of great Michigan boxers.

 




9. The annual North American International Auto Show, since 1965.  The Motor City has hosted auto shows in various locales around the city for over a century. Of all the annual public shows at Cobo, the NAIAS ranks as their signature event. The premiere show for all automakers, the annual January event kicks off with a black-tie affair, followed by days of exhibitions by automakers from around the world unveiling their new concept vehicles and production cars.

 




8. Pistons vs. Bulls, Game I, NBA Playoffs, March 30, 1974. Bob Lanier scored 27 as Detroit stunned Chicago, 97-88. The Pistons dropped all four road games to lose the series in seven games. Still, 1973-74 marked a rare season of success for the Pistons during their largely forgettable Cobo era (1961-78).

 




7. Sugar Ray Robinson vs. Wilf Greaves, September 25, 1961. One of boxing’s all-time greats, Sugar Ray treated his hometown fans to what would be his last fight in Michigan. Coming off a title loss in Nevada, Robinson decided to face Greaves as a “tune-up.” The split-decision win by Robinson felt more like a win for Greaves, considering that he went the distance with a legend. Greaves would fight Robinson again in Pittsburgh, but Robinson showed him the floor with a KO in the rematch.


6. KISS Alive! concert, March 27, 1975. Gene Simmons, Paul Stanley, Ace Frehley and Peter Criss rolled into Detroit on their “Dressed to Kill” tour, armed with audio engineer Eddie Kramer. KISS had a plan. While the band’s studio albums sold anemically, KISS routinely packed arenas for their stunning live shows that played better in Detroit than anywhere else. So they decided to record a live album here that went on to rave reviews and huge sales. KISS melted many faces that night, and they continue to entertain audiences worldwide, with much of their success attributed to the live album they recorded that night at Cobo. The tune “Detroit Rock City” was the band’s way of paying homage to the fans, the arena and the city that put them on the rock-and-roll map.

 




5. Roberto Durán vs. Kirkland Laing, September 4, 1982. Roberto came out on the losing end of what was later voted Ring Magazine’s 1982 Upset of the Year. A top British boxer, Laing went the distance with the legendary “Hands of Stone” and scored a split decision. The loss proved another tough blow to Durán, who was looking to atone for his infamous “no más” loss to Sugar Ray Leonard in 1980.

 




4. The Doors concert, May 8, 1970. The Doors played what was probably the band’s longest and best show—as well as the most lucid performance in Morrison’s career. They also recorded it, preserving a very unique moment in the band’s oft-troubled history. The show was later released as a great record: The Doors Live in Detroit. Cobo officials banned The Doors from ever playing there again after the band played past the arena’s time limit by over an hour.

 




3. Joe Frazier vs. Bob Foster, November 18, 1970. Scheduled for 15 rounds, “Smokin’ Joe” ended it in the second with a series of devastating left hooks. Frazier’s KO of Foster marked his first successful defense of his WBC and WBA heavyweight titles. His next fight was his epic win over Muhammad Ali at Madison Square in NY.

 




2. Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band concerts, September 4-5, 1975. Seger, an Ann Arbor native, was a local legend, but he and his band received little regard in other markets. The fine Live Bullet album recorded at these shows and the enthusiasm of the devoted Cobo crowd turned heads outside of Detroit, propelling Seger on the way to international rock stardom.

 




1. Thomas Hearns vs. Dennis “The Hackney Rock” Andries, March 7, 1987. One of boxing’s all-time greats, Hearns fought a number of matches in this area, none better than this one. Hearns knocked down “The Hackney Rock” three times in the 10th to claim the Brit’s WBC Light Heavyweight title and to become only the 12th man to win three world championships in three weight classes. That he did it in front of his hometown crowd made the moment extra-special. Making it even better, Detroit’s “Queen of Soul” Aretha Franklin sang the national anthem to start the night.






Top Ten Athletes from Oakland County :: Pat “The Book” Caputo


Note: Caputo has covered all the major sports for The Oakland Press since 1984. Now an award-winning columnist for the Press, “The Book” is also a talk show host on 97.1 FM, The Ticket in Detroit.


 




10. Steve Howe, Clarkston. Threw as hard as any left-handed pitcher in the Major Leagues during the 1980s. Was the National League Rookie of the Year with the Dodgers. Off-the-field problems marred his career, but couldn’t totally dull his brilliance.

 




9. Ted Simmons, Southfield. His career statistics for the St. Louis Cardinals and Milwaukee Brewers rank with most of the all-time great catchers. One of the best switch hitters in baseball history. Also a brilliant prep football player at Southfield High School as a running back.

 




8. Alexi Lalas, Bloomfield Hills. A true pioneer in soccer. A big, rugged defender who did his best work on the international stage for the U.S. national team. Also an All-American at Rutgers.

 




7. Micki King, Pontiac. Won the gold medal in springboard diving at the 1972 Olympics in Munich. It was redemption for her after she hit the board during the 1968 Mexico City Olympics, costing her a medal. One of the greatest divers in U.S. history.

 




6. Campy Russell, Pontiac. A true schoolboy legend at Pontiac Central High School. A brilliant player at the University of Michigan, winning Big Ten Player of the Year and All-American honors. One of the best players in the history of the Cleveland Cavaliers.

 




5. Meg Mallon, Farmington Mercy. One of the greatest golfers in the history of the LPGA Tour. Has won four major championships, including two U.S. Women’s Opens.

 




4. Pete Dawkins, Royal Oak. The graduate of Bloomfield Hills Cranbrook High School won the 1958 Heisman Trophy while at Army. A triple-threat running back, Dawkins was also a Rhodes Scholar who advanced to the rank of Brigadier General during his military career.

 




3. Hayes Jones, Pontiac. One of the greatest track hurdlers of all-time. Unbeaten for several years in his specialty. Won the gold medal in the high hurdles at Tokyo Olympics in 1964 and a bronze at Rome in 1960. Also a brilliant sprinter. Was part of a world record 400-meter relay team. Won several national championships while at Eastern Michigan.


2. Pat LaFontaine, Waterford. Arguably the greatest U.S. hockey player of all-time. Concussions cut short his career, but not his brilliance. A pioneer in the way he went to the Canadian junior ranks and dominated, opening the door for others. Very skilled, yet tough. Special on the power play. One of the nicest people ever in sports, too.

 




1. Kirk Gibson, Waterford. Never one to worry about his statistics or individual accolades. Had one of the most memorable home runs in baseball history off Goose Goosage in the 1984 World Series for the Tigers. And his homer off Dennis Eckersley in the 1988 World Series for the Dodgers was one for the ages. A rare combination of size and speed. A better football player than baseball player at Michigan State.






Top Ten Lansing-Area Athletes of All Time :: Jack Ebling


Note: The three-time Michigan Sportswriter of the Year winner spent more than 24 years at the Lansing State Journal before moving to talk radio, television and freelance writing. Ebling has authored five sports books and contributed to Sports Illustrated and The Sporting News.


 




10. Dean Look. The Everett High standout was an All-American quarterback at Michigan State and a sixth-place Heisman finisher in 1959. Played pro baseball with the Chicago White Sox and football with the New York Titans.

 




9. Sam Vincent. Was named Michigan’s first Mr. Basketball. Won a Big Ten scoring championship and was a first-team All-American and a first-round draft pick. Played seven seasons in the NBA.

 




8. Jay Vincent. Lansing Eastern star was one of the best players never to win a state title. Scored 25 points in his first college game at Michigan State. Started for two Big Ten titlists and the 1979 NCAA champs. Won Big Ten scoring titles the next two years. Made the NBA All-Rookie team and played nine years in the league.

 




7. Todd Martin. East Lansing native was a fixture on the ATP Tour and a title contender for more than a decade. Runner-up in several Grand Slam events. Won eight professional singles titles.

 




6. Ryan Miller. Best performer from the most important family in Big Ten history. Set collegiate hockey records for shutouts at Michigan State and was one of the five best goalies in NCAA history. Second member of his family to win the Hobey Baker Award.

 




5. Muhsin Muhammad. Superior all-around athlete at Lansing Waverly and excellent wide receiver at Michigan State. Could finish among the NFL’s all-time top ten in receptions.

 




4. Judi Brown. Dominant sprinter/hurdler at East Lansing High and Michigan State. Was the first female named Big Ten Athlete of the Year. Won a silver medal in the 400 hurdles in the 1984 L.A. Olympics. Shared Sports Illustrated’s “Sportsperson of the Year” award in 1987 in an “Athletes Who Care” montage.

 




3. John Smoltz. Starred in two sports at Lansing Waverly after transferring from Lansing Catholic Central. Signed to play baseball at Michigan State. Drafted by the Tigers, but won the Cy Young Award and World Series with the pitching-rich Braves. Excelled as a starter, as a closer and again as a starter. Still making his case for Cooperstown.


2. Kevin Jackson. Won two Class A state championships at Lansing Eastern. Was a four-time All-American at two schools—LSU and Iowa State. Earned an Olympic gold medal in 1992 in Barcelona and was a two-time freestyle world champion. Wrestling Hall of Famer who became the USA national freestyle coach.

 




1. Earvin Johnson, basketball. Won a Michigan Class A title at Lansing Everett, two Big Ten crowns in two years at Michigan State and an NCAA championship in a 1979 classic against Larry Bird and Indiana State. Hall of Famer was an Olympic gold medalist, five-time NBA champion, three-time league MVP and one of the top five players in basketball history.






An Unlucky 13 of Defunct Teams :: Stoney

Over the years, the Detroit area has served as home to more than its share of doomed franchises in every sport from roller derby to arena football to team tennis. Some lasted years, some lasted no longer than a typical Lions’ winning streak. We feel blessed and, in some instances, not-so-blessed, to have witnessed the efforts and gotten to know the characters of these “classic” area sports franchises.

 




13. Detroit Dogs. The Dogs played in the American Basketball Association (ABA), but not the fun one from the 1960s and 1970s with Dr. J and George Gervin. This is the minor league ABA that started in 2000 and will be lucky to make it out of the decade. The Dogs weren’t so lucky, getting put to sleep after the 2002 season. George Gervin actually coached the Dogs in their inaugural 2000-01 season and guided them to the ABA title. There was no parade.

 




12. Motor City Mustangs. Co-owners Sean Burr and Dino Ciccarelli thought that ice hockey’s spike in local popularity from the Red Wings’ 1995 trip to the Stanley Cup Finals that spring would naturally inspire hockey fans to pack Cobo to see the game played on wheels by this Roller Hockey International league franchise. It never happened. The team was so comical that only a fledgling radio station called WDFN would broadcast their games. One of their play-by-play guys was a doofus named Mike Stone, who would yell “MUSTANG MANIA!!” to the accompaniment of a neighing horse sound effect when they scored. They lost to the St. Louis Vipers in the first round of the playoffs. The Mustangs and the neighing horse sound effect were never heard from again.

 




11. Detroit Loves. Professional mixed team tennis (yes, professional mixed team tennis) hit Cobo in 1974. Led by Rosie Casals, the Loves won their division, but got taken out by Evonne Goolagong, Vitas Gerulaitis and the Pittsburgh Triangles in the first round of the playoffs. The Loves found none here and moved to Indiana the following season.

 




10. Michigan Stags. The World Hockey Association (WHA) transferred the Los Angeles Sharks to Cobo and renamed them the Michigan Stags for the 1974-75 season. The Wings were struggling, so the owners thought the Stags could offer a popular alternative. But they were wrong. Their games averaged only about 3000 fans. The WHA was counting on the return of Gordie Howe to spark more interest in the Stags when he came back to Detroit with his Houston Aeros for a game in February. Unfortunately, the Stags folded in mid-January.

 




9. Detroit Turbos. Men’s indoor lacrosse is a fast-paced, exciting game and few played it better than the Turbos . . . at least for a little while. The Turbos won the Major Indoor Lacrosse league title in their third season in 1991, but left Joe Louis Arena just three years later. Twin brothers Paul and Gary Gait powered the team’s offense, scoring 79 goals between them during the championship season. But when the future United States Lacrosse Hall of Famers left for Philadelphia in 1993, the Turbos’ fortunes went with them.


8. Detroit Rockers. Across 11 seasons and four venues, the Rockers were professional soccer in the area. They started downtown and ended up playing games at the Compuware Sports Arena in Plymouth Township. English import Andy Chapman served as the main attraction for their first five seasons before giving way to a bald wizard and scoring machine named Drago. The Rockers won the National Professional Soccer League title in 1992, but never repeated as champs. They failed to qualify for the playoffs the last five years of their existence, which ended when the league went under in 2001.

 




7. Detroit Wheels. Against all odds, the World Football League’s Detroit Wheels actually managed to be worse than the NFL’s Lions. Debuting in 1974, they played their games at Eastern Michigan University’s Rynearson Stadium. A syndicate of 33 people, including Marvin Gaye, owned the team. But by the middle of their first and only season, the Wheels’ players were the ones wondering “What’s Going On?” The team was 1-13 before going on out of business.

 




6. Detroit Spirits. Attempting to fill the pro basketball void left by the Pistons’ move to Pontiac, the Continental Basketball Association inserted the Detroit Spirits into downtown Motown in 1982. One of the first minority-owned sports franchises, the club was led by General Manager Sam Washington, the man who ran the city’s legendary St. Cecelia’s summer basketball league. The Spirits won the title their first year with a thrilling, seven-game finals win over George Karl’s Montana Golden Nuggets. But the Spirits floated off to Savannah after the 1985-86 season.

 




5. Detroit Vipers. Minor league hockey came to the Palace in 1994 to offer an alternative to the NHL, which was stalled by a labor lockout. The Vipers broke International Hockey League attendance records as coach Rick Dudley guided the team to the Central Division crown in their debut season. They lost in the first round of the playoffs. But the Vipers went all the way two years later, capturing the league’s Turner Cup. Many future and former NHL stars laced up their skates for the Vipers, including Sergei Samsonov, Petr Sykora, Miroslav Satan, Peter Bondra, Mike Hartman, Mike Donnelly, Jimmy Carson, Daniel Shank and Brent Fedyk. Gordie Howe skated a shift for them in a 1997 game to become the only man to play professional hockey in six different decades. It was an embarrassing publicity stunt for all involved and things went downhill from there. The league and the Vipers folded after the 2000-01 season.

 




4. Detroit Express. A soccer team that actually made a bit of a splash, Detroit’s entry in the North American Soccer League (NASL) played at the Silverdome for three seasons beginning in 1978. The Express boasted a bona fide superstar in Trevor Francis. Averaging more than a goal per game, the English forward finished his NASL career with more points than Pele. Manager Ken Furphy guided the Express to the playoffs their first year. But they failed to qualify in their last two seasons and folded one year after moving to Washington D.C.
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