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FOREWORD


MY FATHER,
HARRY ORNEST


It was 1948. He was 25 years old, and at his job at the ice rink. He was a hockey referee in St. Louis, Missouri. In 1983, he owned the arena where he used to referee — 35 years earlier.


Harry Ornest is the only man in professional league sports ever to have done that. Harry Ornest was my father.


He was born in Canada. His parents were Jewish, and they had come from Poland to live in a free country. It wasn’t easy for them. His dad worked in a grocery store, and didn’t make much money. His mother barely spoke English. They raised four boys, and my dad, Harry, was the oldest.


The boys were expected to do well in school, but they also had jobs from an early age. By the time he was 7 years old, Harry was delivering newspapers and selling programs at the local ice rink in Edmonton, Alberta. As a little kid, he had found two things he would love his whole life — reading and sports.
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SOURCE: ORNEST FAMILY


When he was 25, Harry Ornest was a hockey referee in St. Louis, Missouri. In 1983, he owned the St. Louis Blues of the National Hockey League, as well as its home ice, St. Louis Arena — the same rink where he once refereed.





He was a good athlete who played professional baseball in his early 20s. But in the 1940s, no one got paid much for playing sports, so he also had a job in the concession stand, at Renfrew Park in Edmonton. And even though he was good at sports, he wasn’t good enough to play at a higher level.


“At 17,” he once said, “I was a prospect. At 22, I was a suspect.”


Dad had good sense of humor, and he loved to laugh, even at himself.


He became a hockey referee and a baseball umpire, traveling around the United States — if he couldn’t play, he made sure he wasn’t far away from the game.


In 1952, he married my mother, Ruth. She was also from Canada. They lived in Edmonton for a few years, then moved to Vancouver before settling in Los Angeles in 1962. I’m the oldest of four children. From the 1950s to the 1970s, we grew up listening to Dad talk on the phone, trying to talk his rich friends into buying a sports team, and letting him run it. He knew he could take a struggling team, build it up, and make it successful — he had what they call “vision.” He just didn’t have the money. Yet.


To support the family, dad went into the vending machine business. But he never stopped trying to get into the business of sports.


In 1978, the Pacific Coast League was expanding. That’s a Triple A minor baseball league where major league players sometimes get their start. The expansion teams weren’t too expensive, and Dad finally made his dream come true — he bought not just one, but two professional sports teams, the Vancouver Canadians, and, for his brother Leo, the Portland Beavers, in Oregon.


We were all thrilled for our dad.


At the time, I was working as an editor’s assistant at a Los Angeles news radio station. It was a low-level job, and when Dad invited me to work for him and the team in Vancouver, I accepted. I learned the business from the ground up. I started by selling hot dogs at the concession stand, and Dad soon gave me the title of assistant general manager.


For a lot of team owners, minor league baseball is a hobby. Not for my dad — it was his business, and he had to make a living from it. And just as he had known all those years ago, he was good at it. Three years after he founded the Vancouver Canadians, he sold the team for a profit. Now, he didn’t need other people to buy him a team, he could buy it himself, and he loved making the deals.


In 1983, the St. Louis Blues of the National Hockey League were losing money, and the team’s owners wanted to sell it. It was much more expensive than a minor league baseball team, but Dad found a way to buy it, and the arena.


He was excited. He was stressed out. He had a lot at stake, but he knew what he was doing. He turned that team around, and in 1986, sold it for a nice profit. Three years later, he did it again, buying, then selling the Toronto Argos of the Canadian Football League. He was a sports mogul!


Even though Dad owned the team, he liked to answer the office phone sometimes. He wanted to hear from fans, whether they had something nice to say, or if they complained. I remember one letter from a fan he had talked to who wrote to say how impressed he was that Dad had taken the time to listen. Dad sent him some free tickets.


Sometimes during games, Dad would sit with the fans in the cheaper seats. If he saw trash in the arena, he would pick it up and throw it away. When a player got hurt, he went to the locker room to make sure the guy was OK.


Dad always loved the people and the games as much as running the business. And he still loved to read about them. He read books and, especially, newspapers, sometimes as many as four a day. This was before the internet, and often, he would read the paper with a scissors in one hand, and a pen in the other. If he saw an article he thought would be of interest to a sports writer, a friend, his lawyer, us kids, he would cut it out and send it to us with a note. Many people got thick envelopes filled with Dad’s newspaper clippings.


Dad was a fast typist, and would type his own letters. He cared about the English language, and using it properly was as important to him as the value of a dollar.


Harry Ornest died too young. He was 75. He never stopped dreaming of owning another sports team, and he worked hard all his life to make it happen. My brothers, sister, and I are very proud he was our dad. We miss him. We hope these stories of notable Notre Dame sports figures inspire you as much as our dad inspired us.


— Laura Ornest, 2018


MY FRIEND,
HARRY ORNEST


People connect with Notre Dame in a thousand different ways. They know about the university from movies, newspapers, and websites. Even though Notre Dame is in the middle of the United States — in South Bend, Indiana — people all over the world have heard about the “Fighting Irish” of Notre Dame.


Notre Dame is a university with high academic standards. The name is French, for “Our Lady,” which refers to the Virgin Mary. Notre Dame was founded in 1842 by French-speaking priests as a Catholic university. You have to be a very good student to go there. But most people know about it because of sports.


The mascot of Notre Dame is the leprechaun, and the sports teams’ nickname is the Fighting Irish. Supposedly, that name came from Irishmen who came to the U.S. and fought for the Union in the Civil War.


Many people have heard about “winning one for the Gipper.” Those words refer to George Gipp, who played football for Notre Dame 100 years ago. The words were spoken after he died, by his coach, Knute Rockne, another famous Notre Dame name. He wanted the team to remember Gipp’s fighting spirit, his will to win.


Some people have heard about “Touchdown Jesus.” That’s a nickname for a mural that overlooks Notre Dame Stadium — it’s 134 feet tall, and depicts Jesus holding his arms high in the air, like a football referee signaling a touchdown.


Harry Ornest didn’t attend Notre Dame, nor did any of his children. Like most people, he knew about the school and the Fighting Irish through movies and, especially for Harry, by reading about them in the newspaper. Harry, who died in 1998, 20 years before this book was published, was Jewish, and he never went to college. But Harry knew Notre Dame better than a lot of people.


He knew Notre Dame because he loved sports, and because he loved to read about sports. For many years, he lived in Los Angeles, and was a friend of a sports writer for the Los Angeles Times, the biggest newspaper in the western U.S.


Harry loved newspapers. He loved the words, the stories, the little surprises you get reading a good newspaper sports story.


Several years after he died, his children — Laura, Mike, Cindy, and Maury — wanted to honor his memory by honoring what he loved. They formed a charity, and one of its programs was the Harry Ornest Internship. Every summer, for 10 years, the internship sent a student enrolled in a special program at Notre Dame — the John W. Gallivan Program in Journalism, Ethics and Democracy — to the Los Angeles Times. The student got to work in the sports department of the paper, and it was a very big deal.


Every one of those interns deserved that job. They all did great work, whether they were writing about the Dodgers or dodgeball. After graduating from Notre Dame, some of those young people stayed in the newspaper business; some took other paths. And they all knew who Harry Ornest was, and what he stood for. They all knew that he, and his family, had given them a valuable gift in their Notre Dame education.


This book honors Harry Ornest in another way, a way we hope Harry would like.


These 10 stories are about people who are or were associated with Notre Dame and its sports community. Some of them are famous athletes — a quarterback who broke records, a running back who was a Vietnam war hero, a basketball star who pioneered race relations. There’s a story about a hall-of-fame coach, a swimmer whose accident almost left her paralyzed, a broadcaster who wasn’t good enough to play sports, but excels at describing them. There are stories about Pulitzer Prize-winning writers, who explained what happened on the playing field, and also why.


And to begin, is the story of a priest who made sure that everyone at Notre Dame was a good person as well as a good athlete, coach, or teacher; a leader who made a difference at his university, and all over the world.


Harry Ornest never knew any of the people in this book. But their stories, and this book, are dedicated to him. We honor and thank him and his family for their gifts to the University of Notre Dame.


— Bill Dwyre, former sports writer, Los Angeles Times




INTRODUCTION


SHAPING HISTORY


Father Theodore Hesburgh


In 1927, airplanes were fairly new, and a lot of people had never seen one in person. That was almost 100 years ago, when 10-year-old Ted Hesburgh was a kid in Syracuse, New York, with a lot of energy and imagination. He loved the idea of flying. He built model airplanes, and, in his mind, flew them to exotic places all over the world.


One day, a barnstormer came to town. In the 1920s, barnstormers were daredevils, they were pilots who did stunts in an open-cockpit airplane. The planes were powered by a propeller, because jet engines hadn’t been invented. Barnstormers were like circus entertainers in the air, doing fancy tricks, and giving people rides.


Ted talked his parents into letting him go for a ride with the barnstormer. The wind blew around his face as he looked up into an endless blue sky. He looked down, onto an endless world, a world even bigger than his imagination. He was thrilled! From his view in the heavens, Ted felt like he could do anything he wanted, now and forever.
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Father Theodore Hesburgh was president of the University of Notre Dame for 35 years. His influence was felt not only on campus, but throughout the United States.





It was as if someone — God? — was whispering, “Dream big. You are meant to do great things.”


And he did. By the time Ted died in 2015, when he was 97 years old, he had seen and done more things than that little boy — or anyone — could have imagined. He had set high goals, he had found a way around whatever got in his way, and he had made a difference for people all over the world.


Theodore Hesburgh played many roles over his long life. He was most famous for being the president of the University of Notre Dame for 35 years, from 1952 to 1987. Before that, he had studied at the seminary at Notre Dame. A seminary is where you learn to be a religious leader, like a priest, minister, or rabbi. After seminary, he continued to study. He went to Rome, Italy, then to Washington, D.C. Then he returned to Notre Dame to teach moral theology at the university.


He was so good at learning, teaching, and showing students the value of curiosity, that his bosses — other priests — made him president of the university. He was only 35 years old.


When Father Hesburgh took the job at Notre Dame, which is in South Bend, Indiana, the university was known mostly for its outstanding football team. That was fine, but it wasn’t enough for Father Hesburgh — he believed that Notre Dame could be as excellent in academics as it was in sports. He believed that Notre Dame should offer opportunities for all kinds of students, not just white males who could throw a football, or shoot a basketball.


Today, largely thanks to Father Hesburgh, Notre Dame is one of America’s best universities, whether its students are playing football or doing science experiments. Father Hesburgh represented the best qualities of the people who came before him at Notre Dame, and he set a high standard for those who came with and after him.


In addition to being president of a major university, Father Hesburgh became one of the world’s best-known humanitarians. A humanitarian is someone who devotes his or her life to helping people become the best they can be, no matter where they come from, how much money they have, or how they look.


Theodore Hesburgh was a Catholic priest, an educator, and a champion of human rights. He was also complicated and demanding. He was fair and imperfect. He devoted his life to God, but sometimes he disappointed the Catholic Church. Sometimes he disappointed the people at the university who had hired him to teach. Over the years, many U.S. presidents asked for his advice on many different topics. Sometimes, they didn’t like what he told them, because his advice caused trouble for the “establishment” — the people in power.


Change can be difficult, and Father Hesburgh saw the need for many things to change.


In the 1950s, America was a troubled country. In many parts of the U.S., people of color were treated badly. Often, they were not allowed to vote, or to attend some schools. They were not allowed to buy houses in some places, and in some places they couldn’t use swimming pools and restrooms that white people used. In short, they didn’t get the same justice that white people got.


In 1957, Father Hesburgh had been president of Notre Dame for five years. He had raised a lot of money for the school. He had begun to improve its academics, and had started building the first of 40 new buildings. One of them is the library that is named for him. The library is also famous for a mural called “The Word of Life,” but most people call it “Touchdown Jesus,” because it shows Christ, with his arms raised like a referee signaling a football touchdown. You can see it from Notre Dame Stadium, where the football team plays.
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