
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com




For all the poets who’ve had their funniest leads rewritten by imbeciles, their best quotes killed by quote Nazis, their favorite kicker lines chopped off by mysterious phantoms, and their expense accounts chewed on by eunuchs who’ve never been to Beverly Hills.





“You Call It Sports, but I Say It’s a Jungle Out There”




IN ALL MY YEARS OF covering sports, I can honestly tell you I’ve never heard any athlete say, “We’re going to beat the applewalnut pie out of those strawberry sundaes,” but on more than one occasion I’ve heard a football coach say something like, “I’ll tell you one goddamn thing—we’re about two niggers away from winnin’ this fuckin’ conference.”

I think that about sums it up. Real sports is not for kids.

But then, of course, I never thought I was writing for kids.

For whom I have always written has yet to be determined, but there’s a Congressional committee looking into it.

This book is not my life in sports. It is, to date, so to speak, my life around sports—when I wasn’t in a convivial saloon, or on a plane, or arguing with room service, all of which have taken up as much time as my typewriter.

The astute observer may discover that the book is a bit lopsided with stories on football and golf. That’s because those sports are the ones that have always interested me the most, and not just because of their gambling possibilities.

I should caution that this book is deep in places. Many of the stories were written when I was in the depths of despair, if not over some silly action on the part of the NCAA, or NFL, or PGA, or some other alphabet, then occasionally over my low blood count, which knows nothing of math.

•  •  •

Many of the characters in the book are living while most of the dead ones are still dead, as far as I know.

In the football section, you may stumble across two or three charts, or lists. I hope you will enjoy them and perhaps learn something from them, or at least be kind to them, because the research was a hell of a lot of trouble.

The title comes from a day in my lurid past. Back in 1953, fresh out of college, I was working for a paper in my old hometown of Fort Worth, Texas, when Ben Hogan returned from Scotland after winning the British Open to go along with The Masters and U.S. Open titles he had won earlier in the year—an unprecedented Triple Crown.

Hogan was given a tickertape parade through the streets of downtown Fort Worth and I covered it for the front page of the paper, writing some kind of lead that said:

“Ben Hogan came home today and had to play through a fairway of confetti.”

But that’s not exactly what ran in the paper.

Since I was writing for the front, my copy had to pass through the hands of a cityside editor.

When the paper came out, my lead read:

“Ben Hogan, champion golfer, came home today and . . .”

Which was as far as I read before I went over to speak to the editor.

“Champion golfer?” I said to him in disbelief.

He said, “Yes, well, we have to let our readers know it’s about sports, don’t we?”

“Fine,” I said. “You call it sports but I say it’s a jungle out there.”

A considerable amount of the material in the book is new, and some of the previously published pieces have been reworded, to give them that ever-popular timeless quality. This means they are part of the stuff I was given the opportunity to write for Playboy, Sports Illustrated, and Golf Digest magazines, as well as various and sundry newspapers in Various, Texas, and Sundry, Florida.

My wife and daughter and two sons wish to thank those publications here and now for hiring me in the first place, and also for their generous reprint permission.

I wanted to thank the editors, too, but I couldn’t get anybody on the phone. They were all out on bombing raids.

Some of them will be dancing at the Savoy tonight and some of them will still be in Germany.

D.J.





FOOTBALL







What Is It?




FOOTBALL IS THE NEAREST THING we have to the Christians and the lions, but this is not to say that all of the Christians are white and all of the lions are black, or that all of the Christians carry a 3.2 average in the core curriculum, or that all of the blacks don’t have anything to do in the off-season but steal the radio out of your Mercedes.

Men understand football. It’s war without death. It’s my school against your school, my town against your town, my state against your state, and if my team loses the big game, I’ll either get drunk for a week or kill myself.

Women have a hard time with football, except that they know people are hitting each other, so I will explain it.

The guys aren’t fags. The reason they are always patting each other on the ass is because it’s tradition.

And the quarterback is not trying to grab the center’s dick when he sticks his hands under his ass. He’s waiting for the football to be snapped so he can give it to a black guy who will run for a touchdown in front of 80,000 people, although the NCAA rules don’t permit him to have any spending money for cheeseburgers.

Football is the supreme test of bravery in sports, but there used to be more fear involved. That’s when the players didn’t wear face masks.

Many impressive academic institutions have football stadiums that hold over 80,000 people, but these schools say they are interested in academics first and football second.

Contrary to popular belief, you can’t be dumb and play football well, except if you’re a defensive lineman. Then all you have to do is hit somebody.

It is also true that a much higher percentage of football players graduate from college than the rest of the student body as a whole.

College football, therefore, is not a proving ground for the National Football League, which is also not as much fun as it used to be because there are too many incomplete passes and too many stupid calls by the officials.

Otherwise, football is social. Old school colors breed tail-gate parties, and star players often marry Homecoming Queens.

Later they get divorced and go to separate tail-gate parties where they can root for their team’s black guys to outrun the other team’s black guys.





Birth of a Sportswriter




THE COLLEGE FOOTBALL SEASON OF 1938, as it happened, turned out to be the thing that made me decide to become a sportswriter, for I was already learning at the tender age of 8 that I was never going to make it as a G-man, aviator, ambulance driver, sword fighter, trapeze artist, cowboy, or doughboy knocking out German machine-gun nests.

I was realizing all this by then because I was skinny and had morbid fears of height, speed, and danger.

Anyhow, 1938 was the year that the university in my hometown of Fort Worth, Texas, produced a dazzling, world-beating football team that ultimately won the National Championship. This accomplishment encouraged me to conclude that, despite the breathtaking boredom of the place into which I had been born, I was suddenly and arrogantly living in the sports capital of the universe.

My granddad Pap and Uncle Mack and Cousin Sid had hinted at this a couple of seasons earlier, when Sam Baugh was slinging touchdown passes for the Texas Christian University Horned Frogs, a nickname I didn’t think was eccentric or amusing until later in life.

But now it was ’38 and a little guy named Davey O’Brien, only 5-7 and 152 pounds, was slinging even more touchdown passes for TCU, as well as darting around on broken-field scampers and tossing tricky laterals all over the field, and the Frogs were tromping over every opponent with utter disdain.

Sometimes they did it without Utter Disdain, who would be resting on the sideline while Remarkable Ease, slower but just as effective, took over.

At the start of the season, my relatives took me out to TCU stadium, a concrete edifice holding 30,000 and looking to me at the time like the largest structure on earth, where I watched the Horned Frogs tromp over Centenary and Arkansas, and then with various relatives and neighborhood friends, I listened intently on the radio as they tromped over Texas A&M at College Station and over Temple and Marquette in the fiercely exotic locales of Philadelphia and Milwaukee.

The Associated Press and the Williamson Rankings, the two most respected rating systems of the era, ran every Tuesday in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, and the relatives would shout obscenities at them over breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

After five impressive victories, the Frogs had been able to climb no higher than fourth in the polls, while, in the meantime, Pitt, the defending national champion, rolling along nicely with Marshall Goldberg and its “dream backfield,” seemed to have a death grip on number one.

The sixth week brought the Saturday of the gigantic struggle between undefeated TCU (5-0) and undefeated Baylor (4-0) in Fort Worth, a battle of passing brilliance between O’Brien and Baylor’s “Bullet” Bill Patterson, who was destined to become a hero of the East-West game.

On the warm, dry Saturday of October 29, I attended the pregame parade, where I applauded the TCU Swing Band and sneered at a grizzly in a cage being towed by a Baylor truck.

Later, on the grass of the north end zone, surrounded by relatives and a sellout crowd, I watched with awe and frequently with my own eyes as O’Brien hurled three touchdown passes and perpetrated magicianlike laterals to a trailing halfback named Earl Clark and a trailing fullback named Connie Sparks after squirting through the line for 10, 20, 30 yards behind the blocking of his ail-American center, Ki Aldrich, and his ail-American tackle, I. B. Hale, and TCU demolished the Bears by the stunning score of 39-7.

To this day, I have still not seen football played with such skill, verve, and daring.

The Frogs soared to number two in the polls after the Baylor slaughter and there was much joy around the breakfast, lunch, and dinner table, but then God smiled even more favorably on TCU. A week later on the Saturday the Frogs were whipping Tulsa handily, the invincible Pitt Panthers were shocked, upset, and otherwise stupefied by Carnegie Tech, 20-10.

TCU vaulted to number one and plans were set in motion to paint every house in Fort Worth purple.

It was at that point that a terrible thing happened. God frowned on Fort Worth. Even though the Frogs soundly defeated Texas the following Saturday, Notre Dame remained undefeated and the polls catered to the popularity of the Irish, “IRISH WREST NUMBER-ONE RANKING FROM FROGS.”

“Northern sons of bitches,” an uncle or cousin commented.

O’Brien and the Frogs finished their perfect season (10-0) with delicious victories over Rice and SMU, and the relatives were resigned to settling for number two when fate stepped in again.

Notre Dame had one last game to play, on December third, and, happily, it was against USC out on the Coast, a very good USC team that had a Grenny Lansdell and an Ambrose Schindler to make mischief for the Irish. That was the best day of radio listening in the history of Fort Worth, for the Trojans crushed Notre Dame, 13-0. We had only to wait for Tuesday’s newspaper to receive the blissful news—and we were rewarded with a screaming headline that read: “FROGS FAR AHEAD IN FINAL GRID POLLS.”

A few days later, O’Brien became a unanimous all-American quarterback, as well as the winner of the Heisman, Maxwell, and Walter Camp trophies as the best player in the land; and a few weeks later, the Horned Frogs whipped up on Carnegie Tech in the Sugar Bowl, 15-7, to justify the integrity of the A.P. and Williamson polls.

Finally, an 8-year-old kid decided to become a sportswriter, if for no reason other than to help combat Notre Dame’s clout in the polls in future years.

Actually, in all the years since then, he has not had much luck in that endeavor, but he still has 1938 to fondle.





Recruiting Diary




THANKS TO CHECKBOOK JOURNALISM, I am in possession of a recruiting diary that was kept by Bubba Don Supples, an assistant football coach at Jesus and God University, and I am herewith going to publish some excerpts from it, because not only do they tell the whole story of the university’s efforts to recruit Maxell Washington, the best running back in the country, they leave no doubt in my mind that college sports are getting cleaner.

I’ll start with Bubba Don’s first entry in March and then just skip around, hitting a few of the high spots.

March 1: Well, it’s time to make the big push on Maxell Washington. This kid can turn our whole program around. It’s like I said to coach Tooler: If we get Maxell Washington, you can dust off the trophy shelf—this fucker will put a six-pack of Heismans on it.

I mean, shit. He’s 6’3”, 237 pounds, runs the 40 in 4.2, and he’s got more want-to than any kid I’ve seen since “Mule Dick” McClinton outrun his clap and took us to the Persimmon Bowl.

The kid will do anything you ask of him. If you say, “Maxell, I want you to jump into that puddle of slop right there,” he’ll jump. If you say, “Maxell, I want you to run over there to Egypt and knock down them pyramids,” he’ll do it.

Character is what I’m talking about. You can’t teach it.

I think we got the inside track on Maxell. His brother, Dolby, played for us, and me and his daddy was teammates on the Packers. Treble Washington was a great cornerback.

Taking all of them to dinner tonight. Pizza Hut or Dairy Queen. Ain’t much else to do here in Loweetha, Texas.

March 2: We got trouble. Maxell and Dolby and Treble come to the Pizza Hut in a new Porsche.

I said, “Maxell, where’d you get that car?”

He said, “I’m not at liberty to say.”

I said, “Maxell, they’s rules against that shit. Did you get it from Oklahoma? Notre Dame? Florida State? Who?”

He said, “I definitely didn’t get it from Oklahoma or Notre Dame or Florida State.”

“Did you get it from Texas A&M?”

He said, “I’m not at liberty to say.”

Called coach Tooler. He said it wasn’t no big problem. He would talk to Mr. Simpson about a Rolls-Royce.

March 7: By God, Mr. Simpson is a man of action—and the best contributor we have. He give us our weight room and our Astroturf.

When Maxell wanted his Rolls-Royce to be bright blue instead of white, Mr. Simpson had it painted for him in three days.

March 10. Real good party on Mr. Simpson’s yacht. Maxell had never seen an ocean before. He asked if it was the same ocean that boats sail on. I said as far as I knew, it was.

Maxell asked what it took to get a yacht like Mr. Simpson’s. Mr. Simpson said it would take a national championship before Maxell’s eligibility was up.

Treble Washington asked Mr. Simpson if he would throw in an airplane if Maxell won two national championships for us.

Mr. Simpson laughed and said, “Shit, if he wins two national championships, we’ll rename the goddamn library after him!”

I love Mr. Simpson. There’s no better friend of college football. “Stud Muffin” Simpson was a great player here.

March 14:1 think Maxell is leaning toward us, but I’m a little worried after last night. He started asking about pussy.

Called coach Tooler. Coach said pussy was no problem.

March 19: Took Maxell on a tour of the Pi Nu sorority house today. That’s where he’ll live if he signs with us. I thought Maxell would be impressed, but he said he had visited West wood and it looked to him like we was a little light on blondes and tits.

March 22: Bound to happen. We’ve run into a package deal. Maxell’s brother, Dolby, wants a job on our coaching staff, and Maxell’s daddy, Treble, thinks he ought to be on the board of directors of one of Mr. Simpson’s corporations at a salary that would match coach Tooler’s.

They’re all talking it over. I put in my two cents. I said it’s a small price to pay for what we’ll get in return.

March 25: Time to bring in our big gun. The chancellor. He’s a good old boy who loves his football. Brought him in because Maxell wanted to talk about grades.

Chancellor guaranteed Maxell he would make passing grades.

Maxell said he didn’t want to have to go to no classes to make his grades.

Chancellor asked Maxell if he would go to each class one time.

Maxell said that sounded real hard, especially during football season.

Chancellor asked Maxell if he could get to any classes in the spring.

“That’s when I rest up my brain,” Maxell said, frowning.

I thought the chancellor was gonna blow the deal, but he agreed to no classes.

March 28: I knew it would all come down to salary—and thank goodness Mr. Simpson is a smart businessman. Maxell asked for $125,000 a year for four years.

Naturally, we don’t have that in our athletic budget, so it was up to Mr. Simpson.

Mr. Simpson come up with the plan.

Pretty doggone astute, if you ask me.

Mr. Simpson said he would cough up that amount of money only if it was a donation he could write off on his taxes.

That’s when he pointed out that Jesus and God University is affiliated with the Church of Ezekiel and Them, which is across the street from our campus.

Mr. Simpson said he would make the donation to the church, and the preachers could handle the payroll to Maxell and any others on our team who needed money.

This way, he said, the NCAA couldn’t never find out nothing because a church don’t have to open up its books to nobody.

Coach Tooler and the chancellor said they didn’t hear this conversation—they didn’t know nothing about it—but they said it sounded like a hell of an idea.

April 1: Today is the happiest day of my life. Maxell signed with us, and I’ll tell you what—it’s all over but the winning around this place.





Beware: Hypocrites on Campus




IT DOESN’T MUCH MATTER WHETHER the NCAA stands for Nerds, Clods, and Androids, or Nitwits, Clowns, and Assholes. They all fit.

Here’s what an NCAA committeeman, a member of the infrastructure, likes to do: grasp at the millions of dollars in football bowl money with one hand while frantically fanning himself with the other as he expresses concern over the “cult of winning” and the “call of professionalism” in college football.

An NCAA committeeman, a member of the infrastructure, likes to go to meetings and stay in a lavish hotel suite, expenses paid, and vote for something like Proposition 48, or Proposal 42, or anything that means a black kid can’t have a scholarship unless he can quote from Turgenev, and a white kid would be better off if he went to Franklin & Marshall instead of Alabama.

An NCAA committeeman, a member of the infrastructure, is generally the president of a university that hasn’t won a football game since 1973, or some pipe-smoking twit who thinks John Barth is witty. And what he enjoys doing is putting a big block of cheese, known as revenue, on the floor and telling the college football player, known as the mouse, that if he takes a bite of it, he’s a moral and ethical failure.

Today, there are more than 800 member institutions of the NCAA who are getting away with telling the 108 universities that play major college football what to do, and how.

Nothing has ever made less sense in sports.

But for whatever reasons, the 108 major universities refuse to bolt from the organization and set up their own group, something like the College Football Association, even though they know the odds are heavily against their ever being able to form their own division within the NCAA, a division in which they can make their own realistic rules and police themselves more intelligently.

The NCAA hierarchy likes to say to everybody, “We are you. Look in the mirror. What you see is the NCAA.”

Bullshit.

The NCAA is the infrastructure of an out-of-control bureaucracy, a small group of nerds, clods, androids, nitwits, clowns, and assholes who have kissed ass for years in order to get on those committees.

The result is that Alabama and Auburn can’t tell each other what to do but the University of Connecticut can tell them both what to do.

How? Because the bigtime schools are outnumbered 4 to 1 by the pipsqueaks on all legislation.

There are members of the infrastructure who realize that if it weren’t for college football most endowments would look like fossils, but they don’t want to admit it.

They like to pretend that they’re only interested in the “education” of the “scholar-athlete.”

Thus, a kid on a football scholarship is not allowed to have a part-time job to earn cheeseburger money, he is only allowed to put 80,000 people in the stadium on Saturdays.

And if he accepts any favors, large or small, from “overzealous alumnuses,” he runs the risk of seeing his school put on probation, receiving sanctions, or even getting the “death penalty,” which means no football program for two years—that thing SMU received in 1987.

None of this would hold up in a court of law, of course, but I dare say nobody is ever going to challenge it until the NCAA tries to strap this shit on somebody like Notre Dame, which will never happen.

Questions the so-called “educators” choose to ignore are why did Michigan build a stadium that holds 101,000, why did Stanford build a stadium that holds 90,000, and why did Yale build a stadium that holds 75,000?

I only chose those three examples because they are “great institutions of learning” and obviously have the most copies of Tolstoy in their libraries.

From time to time, I like to remind the NCAA hypocrites that the Ivies didn’t deemphasize football until they had given us Walter Camp, Amos Alonzo Stagg, Fritz Pollard, Clint Frank, Albie Booth, Charley Brickley, Sid Luckman, and so forth; until Yale had won 14 national championships and turned out over 90 all-Americans and produced two Heisman Trophy winners; until every Ivy League school had an endowment that was bigger than the Third World; until they had given us legends, loyalties, pageantry, and purpose.

It’s tempting to say that the only thing they’ve given us since deemphasis is Timothy Leary.

What is endangered by all this mucking around on the part of the hypocrites is the athletic scholarship, something we must never lose.

What in God’s name is the big deal if only 95 kids out of a total enrollment of from 6,000 to 50,000 students get a chance to go to college because they excel in football?

No university is a “football factory,” and never has been.

Take away the athletic scholarship and one day there’ll be nothing left in the world but technological experts, MB As, and computer freaks who fuck up our credit ratings.

If the hypocrites were as concerned about “cleaning up” college football as they are about staying in their hotel suites and getting on committees, they could do two things that would eliminate most of the “evils” in the sport immediately.

1. Make freshmen ineligible again, as they were for about 100 years. This would again permit the first-year “scholar-athlete” to find out where the classrooms are. It would also mean that those mercenary kids who aren’t interested in education at all could go straight to the pros.

2. Allow spending money, varying amounts on a “need basis,” and subsidized by the “overzealous alumnuses” above the table, for the athlete who can’t have a part-time job because it’s against the naive rules.

But no. Rather than do these things, the hypocrites prefer to cling to an amateur ideal that hasn’t existed since long before Knute Rockne invented recruiting.

Besides, they would lose too many committees of nerds and nitwits.

So I see the future: Oklahoma and Nebraska are meeting at Norman to decide who’s No. 1. The Sooners have armed themselves with copies of Finnegans Wake. The Cornhuskers have copies of The Magic Mountain.

The players take turns reading aloud. Last team awake wins.

During a crucial time-out, Barry Switzer says, “Awright, men, let’s go out there and win one for Hans Castorp!”

I’d like to propose a new NCAA—the National Collegiate Alumni Association. There would only be delegates from the schools that play major college football. We would be dedicated to building wings on libraries and fine-arts and science complexes, but only if our schools have a competitive football program.

I have the battle cry: “Eighty thousand people never filled a stadium to watch a fucking math quiz!”





Cupid’s Playground




HELPED ALONG BY HOLLYWOOD, THERE was a more romantic time in our history, when an athlete wanted to excel because of love and the girl next door. Whether it was because the girl next door had big tits, we never questioned.

Remember those days?

Curly, State’s star quarterback and all-round good person, gets kidnapped by unshaven gamblers on the eve of State’s big game against Normal.

Woe is coach Goldie Bricks, who is tough as bricks but has a heart of gold.

The coach goes to Betty Jean, Curly’s girlfriend, who happens to be the sweetheart of Sigma Chi and lives in a little white house only a half block off Flirtation Walk.

“Curly’s been kidnapped,” the coach says to Betty Jean, who’s helping her mother bake a cake.

“Oh, no!” Betty Jean cries out, almost dropping the mixing bowl. “We can’t win the game against Normal without Curly!”

“Our kids will give it all they’ve got, but it sure would make it easier if we had Curly in there so we could hup the ball to him.”

Betty Jean says she bets those unshaven gamblers are holding Curly in the old haunted house on the outskirts of town.

“Could be,” says the coach, who has to leave now and go to the stadium, because Normal is kicking off to State.

“Bozo and I will go find Curly,” Betty Jean says.

Bozo is Curly and Betty Jean’s trusty sidekick, the pudgy fellow who plays a hot clarinet when everybody dances at the malt shop.

Betty Jean and Bozo go to the haunted house. Bozo distracts the unshaven gamblers by playing the Washington and Lee Swing on his clarinet, while Betty Jean unties Curly.

Curly and Betty Jean race for the jalopy while Bozo fends off the unshaven gamblers with his clarinet.

“Don’t worry about me,” Bozo yells. “Get Curly to the game!”

“Bozo’s a good egg,” Curly says, as Betty Jean drives recklessly through town.

They get to the stadium at the start of the fourth quarter. State is two touchdowns behind.

“You know what, Betty Jean?” Curly asks, smiling. “I’m going to win this game for you.”

“No, Curly,” says Betty Jean, giving him a kiss. “You’re going to win it for all of us—for everybody who believes in love . . . friendship . . . loyalty . . . and America!”

Down on the sideline, as Curly slips into his football suit, Betty Jean slips into her cheerleader’s uniform.

Curly trots onto the field. The crowd roars. State’s band strikes up the fight song, which sounds remarkably like the Alabama fight song, and Betty Jean sings, “Fight on, fight on,/Fight on, men./Remember the Rose Bowl;/We’ll win then!”

State lines up in the Notre Dame box formation. Curly says, “Forty-seven . . . twenty-three . . . sixteen . . . hike!”

Curly runs 79 yards for a touchdown.

Mysteriously, State gets the ball back.

Curly says, “Sixty-two . . . thirty-seven . . . nineteen . . . hike!”

Curly runs 88 yards for a touchdown.

And State gets the ball back.

Apparently, under the unique rules of this era, a team gets the ball bade every time it scores a touchdown.

State is on its own one-yard line and there is time for only one more play. In the huddle, Curly looks at his teammates and says, “K-F-seventy-nine.”

Hippo, a burly lineman, says, “Gosh, Curly, that’s awful risky, isn’t it?”

“It’s our only chance,” Curly replies.

Curly takes the snapback, throws a pass to himself, runs 30 yards, pitches a lateral to himself, runs 30 more yards, pitches another lateral to himself, and goes the rest of the way—a 99-yard touchdown play.

Up in the stands, Bozo, his head bandaged and his arm in a sling, waves his clarinet jubilantly.

Happy fans swarm the field and carry Curly and Betty Jean from the stadium to the malt shop on the campus drag. There, Bozo is playing the clarinet, coach Goldie Bricks is on piano, Hippo is blowing trumpet, and everybody is singing a medley of college songs.

Meanwhile, in a quiet corner, Curly and Betty Jean sip from the same chocolate malt out of two straws.

“I love this country,” Curly says.

“And I love you,” Betty Jean says, smiling sweetly.

Things are a little different today, of course.

When Curly tests positive for steroids on the eve of the big game, Betty Jean dashes over to the athletic dorm in the Porsche her daddy bought her.

“What are we going to do?” she asks Dion Leon, the ail-American linebacker, who’s snorting a line of coke as he talks on the phone to his agent.

Dion can’t be bothered, so Betty Jean races up to the six-room suite that’s shared by Rusty Hackle, the all-American running back, and four nude, sex-crazed sorority girls, who are nibbling on him.

Rusty can’t be bothered, either, so Betty Jean seeks out Kinky Leaper, the split end, who hasn’t been to a class in three years but has twice made the scholastic all-American team.

“Curly’s tested positive,” Betty Jean says.

“Better him than me,” says Kinky, who takes a hit off a joint that looks like a cigar as he lies in his indoor hammock and watches three surf movies on three VCRs.

“What do you think we ought to do?” Betty Jean asks.

Kinky shrugs and says, “I don’t know about you, but I’m gonna put Normal in a teaser with Auburn and bet the Under.”

Kinky rolls out of the hammock, unzips his jeans, and takes out Wilbur. “So, uh . . . is Curly still your old man or what?”

“Screw him,” says Betty Jean, lurching for Wilbur.

Later, they’re sitting in a bar having their fourth margarita.

Kinky says, “What do you want to do now, bitch?”

“I don’t give a shit, asshole,” Betty Jean says. “Why don’t we suck up some more rocket fuel and go piss on a graveyard?”





The Coach Speaketh




COLLEGE FOOTBALL COACHES HAVE A language of their own, one that can only be understood by sportswriters usually, apart from one or two people on an island in the Netherlands Antilles.

What follow are the statements that most college coaches make to the alumni with their translations in parentheses, courtesy of a world-weary listener:

I’ve never had a reception like this anywhere, and if your enthusiasm carries over into the season, we’11 win our share of games.

(Which one of you rich pricks is going to help me recruit that Swahili over in East Texas?)

I left a great school to come here but I’ve never backed off from a challenge yet.

(I think I’m going to like the oil business.)

I want the kids to think of me as their father. If they have any problem, big or small, I want them to come to me first.

(Until their eligibility is up.)

My obligation is not only to this university but to everybody connected with it. I’ll go anywhere to make a speech and make new friends for this team, this faculty, this administration, this town.

(For a $3,000 fee, plus expenses.)

These kids were pretty good football players at one time. We’re going to find out what happened to them.

(The guy who was here ahead of me couldn’t coach a bunch of Mexicans in a bean-eating contest.)

I managed to get every assistant coach I went after, and I don’t know anybody who’s got a more capable or more loyal staff than I do.

(The first one of those assholes who screws up is out of here on a flatbed truck.)

I’ve told these kids that when we go out there for two-a-days, everybody is starting out equal.

(Except for the first team and they’re so far ahead of everybody else, it makes my ass hurt.)

It’s time for college coaches to understand that we’re in the entertainment business. That’s why I’m going to open up our offense.

(Anybody with sense knows you win with defense. I’ll castrate the first quarterback who throws a pass inside his own 30-yard line.)

I know we’ve got some big-name teams on our future schedules, but we can’t do anything about it, and personally I think those teams will help get us ready for this tough conference we’re in.

(The athletic director who scheduled all this Oklahoma and USC shit ought to have his pecker cut off. I’ve been in touch with Lamar and Louisiana Tech.)

I don’t ever want to hear the word steroid in my presence.

(But I’ll drive a stake through the heart of any lineman who don’t come back next year weighing 280 or over.)

In 30 years of coaching, on all levels, I’ve never had a punt blocked.

(One of you recruiters better go out and get me one of them barefooted sons of bitches who can kick it over the iron curtain.)

I want to make it clear to everybody that the kids we recruit are coming here to get an education first and play football second.

(Except from September through December when my job is on the line.)

One of the first things I’m going to do is change the uniforms. I’ve researched it and discovered that our school colors are actually burnt maroon and royal gray.

(No wonder they couldn’t win here. They been dressing like peppermint sticks.)

Nobody was more pleased than the coaching staff when the chancellor announced plans for a new science building.

(That phony cocksucker made a promise to me that we’d get an athletic dorm, a weight room, artificial turf, and new stadium lights before those silly jerks got a new building.)

We could have had that kid but we couldn’t live with his SAT scores.

(The little shitass wanted a BMW and two wardrobes, one for fall and one for spring.)

I understand the intent behind the NCAA rule. It’s a good rule.

(It’s a crock of shit. If I want to give a kid some spending it ain’t nobody’s business but my own.)

The press has a job to do like everybody else.

(There’s one particular sportswriter in this town who’s gonna get his baby kidnapped if he don’t get off my butt.)

I’m not saying we’ll win any championships, but in a year or two I’ll bet we have a say in who does.

(If the alumni can buy me them Swahilis I want. Otherwise, it’s been nice knowing you.)





The Names of the Game




AS ON A PERSONAL CHECK, names are important in football. Names very often make the football player. Could Doak Walker, for instance, have been an interior decorator? No. Could Bronko Nagurski have made pottery in Santa Fe? No. Could Johnny Lujack have shot James Cagney in an old movie? Of course.

Great names have been synonymous with great players since the first three all-America teams were selected, starting in 1889, and were dominated by a guard named Pudge Heffelfinger from Yale.

Each season when the all-America selections come out, I eagerly look for someone who might unseat a member of my All-Time Mobster Team or my All-Time Socialite Team.

The All-Time Mobster Team lines up as follows:

Ends: Harold “Brick” Muller, California, ’21, ’22; James “Froggy” Williams, Rice, ’49.

Tackles: Wilbur “Fats” Henry, Washington & Jefferson, ’17, ’18, ’19; Frank “Bruiser” Kinard, Ole Miss, ’36, ’37.

Guards: Clarence “Biggie” Munn, Minnesota, ’31; Harry “Blackjack” Smith, USC, ’38, ’39.

Center: Adolph “Germany” Schulz, Michigan, ’07.

Backs: Clarence “Ace” Parker, Duke, ’36; Ernie “Pug” Rentner, Northwestern, ’31; “Bullet Bill” Dudley, Virginia, ’41; and Banks McFadden, Clemson, ’39.

As for the All-Time Socialite Team, there are so many splendid candidates, I’m forced to go with a modern 22-man squad. Play them as you wish on offense or defense, depending on their Wall Street connections.

Ends: L. Caspar Wister, Princeton, ’06; Huntington Hardwick, Harvard, ’14; Gaynell Tinsley, LSU, ’35, ’36; Gerald Dalrymple, Tblane, ’30, ’31.

Tackles: Lucius Horatio Biglow, Yale, ’06, ’07; Percy Northcroft, Navy, ’08; D. Belford West, Colgate, ’16, ’19; Truman Spain, SMU, ’35.

Guards: Endicott Peabody III, Harvard, ’41; Seraphim Post, Stanford, ’28; T. Truxtun Hare, Penn, ’97, ’98, ’99,1900; Marshall Robnett, Texas A&M, ’40.

Centers: Winslow Lovejoy, Yale, ’24; Peter Pund, Georgia Tech, ’28.

Backs: Gaylord Stinchcomb, Ohio State, ’20; Morley Drury, USC, ’27; Foster Rockwell, Yale, ’02, ’04; W. Earl Sprackling, Brown, ’10; Andrew Oberlander, Dartmouth, ’25; Jay Berwanger, Chicago, ’34, ’35; Chalmers Elliott, Michigan, ’47; and Creighton Miller, Notre Dame, ’43.

I name Morley Drury captain of this team since he was known as “the noblest Trojan of them all.”

Because names aren’t what they used to be, neither is football writing, as I observe it.

A name could once make a story, but nowadays it’s often the name of a player’s agent or lawyer, and touchdowns have become less important than contract negotiations.

All too often in this day and time I find myself picking up a newspaper to read:

“Emmerson Falls, who only makes $300,000 this season, with $400,000 due within two years, picked off a pass in the second quarter. The pass was thrown by Phil Stum, who is worried about infringement clauses on his licensing agreements, according to Nobby Shanker, his agent.”

And this:

“Tony Faucet took a pitchout and ran toward the sideline, thinking about what his lawyer, Slippy Durham, had mentioned to him in regard to joint ventures and percentages of the gross receipts.”

In this age of business news football, let’s join a huddle now, where Joe Wyoming is calling a play:

“I’d like to consider a post pattern, but you receivers will have 10 business days to exercise your right of refusal.

“If this becomes the case, Herschel, I’d like to discuss an offtackle arrangement. You would agree to discharge your obligation as a self-employed person, including all trademarks, trade names, and copyrights, and naturally this would be confined to the off-tackle area.

“I’m a little unclear as to what happens in the case of an audible, particularly if the play results in presenting you in a bad light, or embarrassing you, or damaging your reputation as a ballcarrier.

“You’re probably governed by the laws of the State of Texas, or perhaps Delaware, if that’s where you’re incorporated, so you may want to consult your attorney before the snap.

“Since we’re in a two-minute situation, I think I ought to touch on the field-goal possibility. The kicker, as I see it, would agree to furnish a place kick of whatever length is necessary to score three points. The kicker has no right to privacy in this endeavor and may be held responsible to indemnify the head coach, general manager, or owner for any losses or damages, plus legal fees, that might result from a miss.

“This, of course, assumes that no person, firm, or corporation interferes in any way with the kicker’s performance.”

Names used to make news in football. Today they make margin calls.





Beyond the Fridge




PRO FOOTBALL IN THE 1980S achieved a new dimension with the rise to prominence of a Chicago Bear named William “Refrigerator” Perry, ex-Clemson, magna cum lunch meat.

He gave every other team in the NFL a reason to go searching for a “conversation topic” to put on its roster.

I expected the Dallas Cowboys to take the lead in this, for the Cowboys are known as the great innovators in the game. It was Dallas, after all, that first implanted an electronic brain in a mannequin, gave it a snapbrim hat, and assigned it coaching responsibilities.

Sure enough, I discovered by tapping into the Cowboys’ computer that they had a number of engaging prospects they were looking at. Among the most prominent were:

Bob “Barcalounger” Bates, running back, Fashion-in-Furniture Institute, Heel Point, North Carolina.

A modular, sectional, reclining ball-carrier, Bates stands 3’6” and weighs 409 pounds. Once, in a single off-tackle play, he carried five defenders across a hardwood floor. “I love Naugahyde,” says Bates. “It smells like victory.”

Clarence “Chevy Pickup” Scroggins, quarterback, Consolidated Technical High School, Justice, Texas.

A fully loaded signal caller and thrower with a V8 engine, rally wheels, power stride, and power vision, Scroggins skipped a college career to go straight into the pros, where he felt there would be more accent on cruise control. His high school coach, Olds Toronado, says Scroggins was the smartest quarterback he’s ever had on the squad. “We had no problem with the state’s No Pass-No Play rule. Clarence made straight A’s in Fender, Headlight, and Dashboard.”

Raymond “Betamax” Barnes, running back, Affordable Baptist, Lordsburg, Virginia.

Potentially the most exciting runner in the country. He has blinding speed in the fast-forward position but is just as quick when you put him in rewind.

Dale “Louver Drape” Lawrence, defensive end, Central Florida FM & Patio, Flamingo, Florida.

He would be the thinnest player in America at 6’6” and 82 pounds but his size frequently worked to his advantage in college. On end sweeps, for example, Lawrence can hardly be seen at all; and yet, as swiftly as you can yank on a cord, he can shut off the light on an offense. “Vertically speaking,” says one opponent, “he’s the most unique player I’ve ever encountered.”

Leotis “Lease/Buy” James, quarterback, Oklahoma State, Nebraska, Iowa, Texas A&M, Florida, SMU, and Temple.

A multitalented runner, passer, and Grand Prix driver, James announced his intention to enter Oklahoma State while sitting on the hood of an orange BMW. Subsequently, he announced his plans to transfer to Nebraska while sitting on the hood of a red Porsche.

James’s final collegiate press conference was held in the cargo deck of the Q. E. II, where all of his automobiles were assembled. “I’m turning pro,” he said. “Everybody kept promising a leather interior but all I ever saw was velour.”

Floyd “Fireplace” Granger, linebacker, Mount River Union, St. Dawdle, Minnesota.

He’s not tall at 2 ’9” but his rough-hewn exterior makes him almost impossible to move. Granger’s coach, Brick Mortar, says, “What we did was put him in the middle and dare ’em to run at him.”

Sidney “Stock Fund” Dillon, offensive lineman, West Loop J. C., Chicago.

A high-yield, high-quality blocker, Dillon first caught the attention of pro scouts in a game in which he seemed to gain weight in each quarter. He started one particular game at 222½ and closed at 257¼. His coach, Al Keogh, says, “You don’t get any negative fluctuation with Sid in the lineup. He’ll compound your nose-guard on a long-term basis.”

Vinny “Vacuum Cleaner” Gambino, defensive end, Intercoastal J. C., Jacksonville, Florida.

After all of the dope scandals in professional sports, nobody ever expected to see another powerhead vacuum with two-motor power, suction control, stand-up speed, and unlimited bag capacity, but then Vinny came along.

“Look at it this way,” he said to his agent. “With me on the team, nobody else has got a cocaine problem.”





The Mary Tyler Zebra Show




PRO FOOTBALL’S REPLAY GUY, THE “electronic official,” who has yet to see what America sees, inspires a television series that would send a network’s ratings through the roof of a domed stadium, if not through the top of Brent Musburger’s ego.

Call it The Mary Tyler Zebra Show, or Jeers, or All in the Fumbles.

In the pilot episode, a fumble is scooped up by a defensive player who carries the ball into the end zone for a touchdown.

Two zebras signal a touchdown, but two others throw their flags.

The referee calls a meeting.

In real life, you can’t hear what goes on in these meetings, but that’s the charm of the show. Well, that, plus a subplot about a zebra’s love affair with his numbered account in Switzerland.

At the meeting, we hear the ref say to the umpire, “What have we got, Charley?”

“Touchdown, defense.”

The ref turns to the back judge.

“No touchdown,” says the back judge. “The guy was down.”

The ref calls in the head linesman.

“How’d you see it, Fritz?”

“See what?”

“The play. Was it a fumble or not?”

“Gee, Frank, I don’t know. I was looking at those cheerleaders over there.”

The referee decides they better ask upstairs.

The umpire beeps on his pager to establish contact with the zebra in the booth.

Robert, the electronic official, is spreading caviar on party rye when he hears:

“Ground to booth . . . come in, Robert.”

“Yes?” says Robert with a certain amount of irritation in his voice. “What is it this time?”

“How’d you see it, Robert?” the umpire asks.

“The field goal was good.”

“What field goal?”

“The one the Dolphins just kicked.”

“What game are you watching, Robert?”

“Dolphins-Patriots. What game do you think I’m watching?”

“Well,” says the umpire, “we were sort of hoping it was the Cowboys-Giants here at the Meadowlands.”

“All anybody has to do is tell me,” Robert says, switching channels on his TV set.

Down on the field, the referee looks at the umpire. “Eddie, are you sure it wasn’t a fumble?”

“The ground can’t cause a fumble,” the umpire says.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s the rule. The ground can’t cause a fumble. The guy didn’t lose the ball till he hit the ground.”

The ref looks frustrated.

“Let me get this straight,” the ref says. “You’re telling me, a man who’s worked eight Super Bowls, that a ball carrier gets tackled, hits the ground, loses the football, but it’s not a fumble?”

The umpire spits, looks off, and says, “The ground can’t cause a fumble.”

“Well, that’s the goddamndest thing I’ve ever heard of,” says the ref. “Back when I played, the ground was the main thing that could cause a fumble.”

The head linesman asks for calm.

“Gentlemen,” he says, “I think we’d better consider what a touchdown would do at this point. It would put the Cowboys up by fourteen. Is that what we really want with six minutes left?”

“Good point,” says the back judge. “My next door neighbor has the Giants with seven and a half. Right now, he’s ahead. I don’t want to sway anybody, but he’s a fine fellow with a family and he’s been hoping to buy one of those G.E. no-frost refrigerators with an ice cube dispenser. This game could do it for him.”

“Oh, yeah?” says the field judge. “Well, my next door neighbor is a fine fellow too. He bet the Over and I’d like to put this thing out of reach for him.”

Back upstairs, Robert hollers into his walkie-talkie. “Booth to ground—I just saw the replay, Eddie!”

“Good,” says the umpire. “What is it?”

“I can’t tell.”

“You can’t tell? Jesus, Robert!”

“Don’t snap at me, Eddie. I’ve looked at it from all angles. I think you can call it a fumble if you like, but I think you can get away with not calling it a fumble. What I mean is, it’s sort of up to you guys.”

The referee snatches the walkie-talkie from the umpire. “Listen to me carefully, Robert. I’m calling it no fumble, do you read? The ground can’t cause a fumble.”

“Since when?”

“Just shut up and listen,” snarls the ref. “We never talked, okay? Our communications broke down. Is that clear?”

“Whatever you say, Frank.”

“We never talked, right?”

“Not a syllable. No one has called me all day.”

The episode ends as Robert spreads more caviar on a piece of rye and switches his TV to a movie.





Letter From an NFL Owner




DEAR TEAM MEMBER:

Sorry I’ve allowed another great season in the National Football League to draw so near without letting you hear from your owner, who only happens to be your biggest fan; but, as many of you know—or perhaps have read in the columns—Clarissa and I ran into a good bit of trouble redecorating the beach house in Fiji.

Clarissa shares my enthusiasm for the coming season, by the way. In fact, at this very moment, my wife is working on some ideas about the new fabric for the walls of our sky box. I might add that she also has some thoughts in regard to improving our halftime entertainment. It’s pretty exciting stuff. Without going into any detail, I’ll only mention two things: piano concertos and dissident poetry!

Now I want to say something to you that I know you’ve heard before but can’t be repeated too often. This team is a family! And I intend to stand by an oath I took, which is to meet each and every one of you personally before the end of the season, travel permitting.

I’ve already had the pleasure of knowing some of you, of course. I speak of those interior linemen who worked at my grandfather’s steel plant during the off season, the two quarterbacks who came to our hunt ball in Virginia, and the charming little place kicker who was kind enough to head up the janitorial staff at the family estate in Key Biscayne. (If you’re reading this, Raoul, I haven’t forgotten my promise to help out with your citizenship papers.)

To all of our rookies, let me say welcome! And let me say a special welcome to those half dozen who were in the fraternity house with me a couple of years ago. I make no apologies for the fact that I exercised a certain amount of influence at the NFL draft. Size, speed, and drug tests are important, as our coaches argued, but I firmly believe that a bunch of guys who’ve creeped some brews together will be more likely to hang in there when the going gets tough. I often think about the things I learned of character, loyalty, and teamwork, in those pledge days when I had to get naked and slide headfirst down those hallways of barbecue sauce and live minnows.

I mentioned the coaches. I think you’ll like the new ones. They should be arriving in camp almost any day. I’m happy to announce that Coach Brains Temple, our new head man, is bringing his whole staff with him, including Bag Man Bailey, his top talent scout and offensive coordinator, a man who has perhaps gained more notoriety than the others. Together, as I’m sure you’re aware, Coach Temple and his assistants were responsible for six probation sentences and the loss of more than 700 scholarships at four universities in the Big Eight and the Southwest Conference alone. I don’t see how any staff can come more highly recommended.

A word about the new stadium. While it is located across the state line, we’re still going to be representing this community, the same faithful community that supported the team when my father moved the franchise from the Midwest, which was after he bought out his narrow-minded partner and shifted the club from its original location up East.

There’s no question that those of you who make your homes in this community are going to be slightly inconvenienced by the 125-mile drive to the new stadium, but most of the friends Clarissa and I have spoken to about it seem to feel that it will be worth the trouble to have a modern facility with a dome and a north end zone leading directly into the shopping mall and lake-front condo development.

I’m sure a few of you are concerned about the change of our nickname and logo. Believe me, nobody will miss the old Fighting Auks more than I. The name has served us well through three cities, after all, and I’ll certainly never forget the season during my senior year of prep school when I was the Auk on the sidelines in my costume with the webbed feet and little wings.

Times change, however, and I agree with Clarissa that the team will have a greater appeal to the new breed of pro football fans with our new name. I think the Happy Shoppers has a certain ring to it. I think it will strike fear into the hearts of our less sophisticated foes and, frankly, I’m counting the minutes until the grubby bargainseekers among our opponents see the Happy Shoppers roar onto the field in our new helmets with the proud and familiar Gucci stripe sweeping across the proud and familiar Vuitton pattern!

I want to take this opportunity to express my deepest sympathy to those of you whose agent/managers died in the crash of one of our private jets. It was a terrible tragedy and I suppose it will be months before we know the exact cause. It was doubly unfortunate, because I think the meeting we had scheduled would have been very productive. I believe we could have ironed out most of our contractual differences.

It goes without saying that I will be pleased to meet with all of your new agent/managers when you have finished selecting them.

Lastly, I want to say to the veterans on the team that I greatly appreciate the support you showed my father, both in your depositions and in your personal testimony, during his trial. While I know that many of you benefited from his inside stock tips, I’m certain that friendship was your real motivation.

As you might imagine, my father has had a very difficult time dealing with confinement. But things are looking up. He’s working in the kitchen now and has made numerous friends, mostly exbankers and real-estate developers. He thinks there’s a very good chance in the next several months that a few of them will be given occasional weekends off to play golf in various member-guest golf tournaments around the state of Texas. That would be good. Al-though I haven’t actually been able to get out there to visit him, I’m sure he could use some sun.

Well, I see my pep talk is getting a little long, and I am due for a board meeting at the yacht club. Let’s get tough and have a heck of a year, men. And remember—you’ve got a pal in the front office!

Go, Shoppers!

Bucky





Farewell, Pro Football




THE LAST TIME I BOTHERED to count, there were only 4,317 reasons why college football is a better game than pro football—better tasting, less filling, and even serious enough at times to make you throw your body in front of a moving vehicle if the little animal on your blazer doesn’t beat the little animal on somebody else’s blazer.

I won’t list all of the reasons at this time, just the most important.

• As of a few hours ago, college players had not yet learned how to drop passes with shocking consistency or slip down and lose yardage when it’s third-and-two near the goal line.

• The University of Alabama, to cite one example, has never moved its franchise from Tuscaloosa, Alabama, to South Bend, Indiana, because of poor attendance. By the same token, Notre Dame has refused to move from South Bend, Indiana, to Palo Alto, California, in order to have sky boxes for its best friends. If pro football owners couldn’t move their teams to new cities or new stadiums every so often, they would all have to make do on an income of only $100 million a year.

• College teams sensibly play football from September through November, whereas the NFL plays from early August until all the winter snow has melted in Aspen and Sun Valley.

• In college football, more often than not, a penalty for offensive holding is not left to the whim of a zebra who’s having a bank note called in on him.

• No coach in college football has ever worn a hat like Tom Landry’s.

• Athletes still make up the team in college football. This is the opposite of pro football, where the “team” consists of the owner, general manager, and coaching staff. Players are the hired help, who get traded, worn out, or cut by the “team.”

• That I know of, no college team plays its home games in another state, unlike the New York Giants and New York Jets, who play in New Jersey. Oklahoma, for example, has never played a home game in Kansas.

• College teams almost never play a game on Monday night. Instead, college players play with Chi Omegas and Tri Delts on Monday nights, and sometimes on Friday nights.

• Bobby, Sonny, Billy, Jake, and Alex—as in Layne, Jurgensen, Kilmer, Scott, and Hawkins—don’t play pro football anymore. A sad thing, because they were the last guys who never knew what “closing time” meant but still got the job done on Sundays. Pro football in recent years has mostly been played by Bill Walsh, in all 22 positions.

• College football has a rowdy, romantic history. It goes back 50 years before Knute Rockne, a fact that often catches young sports editors by surprise. The essential history of pro football begins with Arthur Godfrey and peaked with a Miller Lite commercial. College football thrives on Notre Dame-USC, Texas-OU, Ohio State-Michigan, Stanford-Cal, Georgia-Florida, Alabama-Auburn, etc. Pro football thrives on Summerall-Madden.

• College football has luscious cheerleaders, marching bands, rousing fight songs. Pro football has bimbos on the sideline, factory workers in the stands, and 539 television time-outs.

• The college game produces coaching giants—Bear Bryant, Barry Switzer, Darrell Royal, John McKay, Woody Hayes, Joe Paterno, Ara Parseghian, and Bob Devaney, to name only a few of the modern ones. All you can come up with in the pros are Vince Lombardi and Tom Landry’s computer, unless you want to count Brent Musburger.

• The Super Bowl is not Masterpiece Football. In the first 23 Super Bowls, there were actually two football games—Dallas-Pittsburgh (21-17, Steelers) and 49ers-Cincinnati (20-16, San Francisco). The colleges average three Poll Bowls a season.

It is for this reason that no sportswriter ever looks back on any great Super Bowl plays.

What we look back on is that night on Bourbon Street when two of our brethren got into a bidding war for a flower girl, and the winner watched her go down on room service for the next three days. Or the network pal who couldn’t finish what he started with a tattooed debutante, and shouted to a friend who was urging him to hurry up: “Gimme a break, I gotta read the fucking instructions.” Or the woefully hungover author in the Miami press box who swallowed a pill to assist him with a deadline story and 30 minutes later, still staring at a blank piece of paper, was heard to shout, “Kick in, you son of a bitch—you’ve never taken this long before!”

My own memory of covering Super Bowls is that 7,000 sports-writers converge on an American city, stay drunk for a week, mostly interview each other, and a zebra wins the game.

The Super Bowl is the sportswriter’s reward for having put up with the crashing, incessant, incredible boredom of covering pro football all season.

He gets to enjoy a drunken week in a warm climate where there’s absolutely no news whatsoever to report.

Here are condensed versions of all the stories he files:

NEW ORLEANS—The two Super Bowl teams practiced offense and defense today. They will probably do it again tomorrow.

NEW ORLEANS—Both coaches said breaks would decide Sunday’s Super Bowl, unless they don’t.

NEW ORLEANS—Injuries could play a big part in Sunday’s Super Bowl, or not.

NEW ORLEANS—An NFL spokesman confirmed today that the Super Bowl halftime show will be more spectacular than ever, but he refused to comment on the rumor that part of the pageant will be the actual hijacking of an airliner.

NEW ORLEANS—Commissioner Pete Rozelle said today at his annual Super Bowl press conference that the NFL will definitely expand to 40 teams by the year 2010. Mentioned as possible franchises were Tokyo, Berlin, Perth, Manila, Tehran, Tripoli, Baghdad, Oakland, and Baltimore.

I covered my first Super Bowl in New Orleans. I don’t remember who played or who won, but I remember the Absynthe House bar.

It was daylight on the morning of the game and a pal from Newsweek was ordering another round.

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “I’ve got to get some sleep. I’ve had two hundred J&Bs and smoked fourteen cartons of Winstons.”

The guy looked at me incredulously and said, “I didn’t know we came down here to try to quit smoking.”





The Old Fordham Halfback




HE DOESN’T HAVE A NICKNAME, such as Oscar or Emmy, which is probably just an oversight of the years, like some of the Sam Baughs and Jim Browns who never won him. He is only 18 inches tall. He weighs only 50 pounds. He costs only $452. He is, in fact, just an old Fordham halfback, a dark brown hunk of sculpture running and stiff-arming across a slab of ebony—and a bit ill-proportioned at that, considering that his head is too large, his shoulders are narrow, and his legs are short. For all of this, however, few relics in college football cause more melodrama than the Heisman Memorial Trophy, an award that is supposed to go to the outstanding player in the country each year, and sometimes does.

To be sure, there have been those seasons when a player was so magnificent week after week that the selection of the Heisman winner was the worst-kept secret in America. Most often, though, it comes down to which campus has put forth the biggest effort in terms of publicity and ballyhoo on behalf of its treasured candidate, who is usually a ball-carrier or passer.

The battle for the Heisman begins in the spring and continues every week of the fall, and it is generally waged by campus publicity men with the help of provincial writers and broadcasters. The flacks have taken to mailing out brochures and weekly stats and news features on their stars. As Tony Kornheiser of The Washington Post remarked in 1988, “If this is Tuesday, it must be Troy Aikman Day in my mailbox.”

There are roughly 1,000 Heisman voters, but a few dead guys still receive ballots, as do a number of journalists who have changed jobs and haven’t seen a college game in years.

I used to get a ballot every three years even though I was covering a game every Saturday, and usually a game involving a serious candidate. At the same time, I knew Thoroughbred racing writers and guys who covered bowling and stock car racing who never failed to get a ballot.

Nonetheless, the war is taken in bitter seriousness.

Very early each season one begins to hear game announcers on the radio huckstering for their hometown heroes.

“Tulane comes out of the huddle,” an announcer will say, “and there’s big Jock McStrap, our great right tackle, standing down there looking pretty mean. Boy, does he swallow up a ball carrier! He’s going for the Heisman, you know.”

Then the color man is chimed in with the play-by-play genius and we hear the following:

“During this time-out, Ray, let’s just take a minute or two to chat about big Jock McStrap. You’ve played the game, Ray, and been around it a long time, as all of our good fans know. Have you ever seen a better all-around football player than big Jock?”

“Well, there’ve been a lot of great ones, Fred, but to answer your question as honestly as I know how—I haven’t.”

“He’s got it all, hasn’t he?”

“Well, the thing about Jock is, he’s not just big, he’s mobile. And he’s not just fast, he’s alert. And he’s not just tough, he’s got instinct. And he’s not just tall, he’s rangy. And he’s not just——”

“What about that grade average?”

“Well, that’s right. You see a lot of kids play this game and fall down in the classroom. But they tell me big Jock’s carrying a three point oh, and you never can underestimate intelligence in any walk of life, I like to say.”

“We certainly know he comes from good football stock, don’t we?”

“Well, that’s another thing, Fred. His father used to be president of this great university, as you know. His uncle, of course, is on the board of trustees. His mother was the first lady airline pilot. I’ll tell you, I like Thoroughbreds. I like to say you can’t underestim——”

“Not a bad discus thrower, either, by the way.”

“Well, there’s something else. Arm strength and balance. Which reminds me of the day the Rock and I were——”

“Pretty good catcher on the baseball team last spring.”

“Well, it’s those hands of his, of course, as I’ve mentioned on other broadcasts, and those strong shoulders and——”

“I don’t suppose, Ray, that we can mention it too often about big Jock’s fondness for the fine arts. Rare to find a kid as ferocious on the football field who finds time to paint and play the violin and write poetry, wouldn’t you say?”

“Well, you think about how he combines all this with his interest in campus politics and boys clubs and working in the ghettos, it’s——”

“You know, Ray, I was down on the field chatting with Jock just before the kickoff today and I asked him about the Heisman Trophy and how he honestly felt about all of the publicity he’s getting. I don’t suppose I’ll be talking out of school, so to speak, to repeat what he told me here on the air. He said, ’Fred, it’s an honor that every college football player would like to win, but I’ll be truthful with you. If I were fortunate enough to be awarded that great trophy, I’d consider it a team award.’ I think that says quite a lot for Jock McStrap, Ray.”

“Well, you see, you’re talking about character now. I——”

“Of course, last week, Ray, when my wife, Nancy, and I were having dinner with Jock and his family before the Kansas State game, the game where he made those thirty-seven unassisted tackles, I recall asking him how he felt about having to play a big game like that on two bandaged knees, and he said, ’Fred, when I go on the field with this bunch of great guys, I don’t feel anything but pride.’ I think that says something else about Jock McStrap, Ray.”
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