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FOREWORD

By Marv Albert

Sports broadcasters and writers see so many events that it is easy for us to take it all for granted. We know we are the conduit between the games and the fans, so it is our responsibility to relay the importance of the big events or moments when we see them. At the same time, we often forget why we are all in this business to begin with. We are all fans, too, and we are all fans because of those great moments.

Whenever we get a chance to step back and reflect on the moments that stand out the most to us, the memories come flooding back, and the stories start rolling off our tongues. At heart, we are all storytellers … we just usually tell those stories as they are unfolding, not as recollections. That is what makes it so much fun to put together a list for this book. It gives all of us a chance to look back at everything we have seen and done and tell stories about the moments in our careers that have meant the most to us. Maybe they had personal meaning, maybe it was something historic. Regardless of why it stands out, though, each story resonates in some way.

As you read each of the stories in the book, try and remember where you were for those moments you saw that are being shared by myself and my peers. Compare your memories to ours. In most cases, you’ll realize that they don’t differ very much, with the exception that some of us were lucky enough to be there to provide the soundtrack for you to hear or postgame story for you to read. And that is all it is … we were simply lucky enough to be there to see all of these wonderful moments.

Marv Albert, a recipient of the Basketball Hall of Fame’s Curt Gowdy Award, is currently a broadcaster for Turner Sports.


INTRODUCTION

How do you define the top sports moments you have ever seen? Basically, it can be summed up in two words:

You can’t.

“What were the top five sports moments you have seen in person?” was the question posed to the people interviewed in the following pages. All of them answered in different ways. Each story is presented in that person’s own words, and each list is in chronological order, so that no one had to rank one event over another. The cutoff for all lists was Super Bowl XLIX in 2015, when Malcolm Butler of the New England Patriots provided a moment that more than one person mentioned on their list, and all of the interviews were completed before the end of that calendar year.

Of course, there are a number of common threads throughout the answers.

The most obvious theme, and the one that immediately comes to mind when thinking about “Top Sports Moments,” is exactly what you would think … the seminal moments in sports. The events mentioned the most won’t surprise anyone. Vince Young’s touchdown to win the 2006 Rose Bowl. The ball going through Bill Buckner’s legs in Game Six of the 1986 World Series. David Tyree’s catch against his helmet in Super Bowl XLII. Michael Jordan’s final shot with the Chicago Bulls in the 1998 NBA Finals. The entirety of the 2001 World Series. These are the games and moments where you know where you were when you saw them. You felt the excitement through your television. You’ll never forget exactly what happened and how it happened. They are the moments you wish you were there to see in person.

What is cool about many of these moments, which provides a neat theme throughout the following pages, is how different people describe the same event. Everyone has a slightly different (or, in some cases, very different) perspective on what happened. It might have been because of where they were sitting or standing. It might have been because they were there as a fan, rather than a working member of the media. It might have been who they were with. But each individual story is different, and that is something to keep in mind as you compare the stories.

There is more, though, to how people define the top moments they have seen. Just because an event wasn’t expected to be a “big event” doesn’t mean it can’t be memorable. That happens every time someone pitches a no-hitter, for example. No one buys a ticket expecting to see one, which makes the idea of being in attendance for one even more special. The same goes for a game-winning shot or unforgettable ending. Sure, these are magnified in playoff games, but the unexpected nature of them doesn’t cause their memorability to be lessened during the regular season. The Olympics are especially conducive to stories like this, and you are going to read many stories that are truly resonant throughout the lists for exactly that reason.

There are other events that might not strike most people as memorable but hold a special place in the hearts of others. Every sports fan can relate to these, be it the first baseball game someone has attended or a professional accomplishment that one of the participants never expected to experience. There is a common thread through all of these that everyone can understand, whether you work in the media or not.

The last theme you’ll see is family. In many ways, these stories are probably the most important. They remind everyone that even the most accomplished broadcaster or journalist is, first a foremost, a sports fan. It is those memories, the ones that drove people to work in their chosen profession, that are most important. They changed the soundtrack of sports for all of us, because they provided the basis for the people we listen to or read to do what they do.

As you read everyone’s lists, think back to all of the great moments you have seen, and remember, they don’t have to be the most famous moments to qualify. You’ll read about little league baseball games, ticker-tape parades, exhibition baseball games, bowling, and yes, paintball. You’ll read stories from people’s childhoods. You are even going to read about the conception of someone’s child. Every one of these stories qualified as a Top 5 Sports Moment for someone in the book.

And at the end of the day, these are stories anyone can tell, whether you are a sports broadcaster, sportswriter, or sports fan.


Kenny Albert

Broadcaster, FOX Sports/MSG Network/NBC Sports

1992 Summer Olympics, Men’s Basketball, Palau Municipal d’Esports de Badalona, Badalona, Spain, July 26–August 8, 1992

Four years after the stunning upset by the Soviet Union of the U.S. Olympic basketball team in Seoul, South Korea, in 1988, the United States sent a “Dream Team” of NBA stars to the Summer Olympics for the first time. Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, and Charles Barkley aligned together as teammates to try to avenge the loss suffered by the collegians. I had a front-row seat in Barcelona, Spain (handling statistics for NBC), as Team USA rolled through the Olympics with a perfect 8–0 record, from the opening 116–48 victory over Angola through the gold-medal-winning game against Croatia. I have had the privilege of working at eight Olympics, including six as on-air talent for NBC Sports.

1994 Stanley Cup Finals, Game Seven, Vancouver Canucks at New York Rangers, Madison Square Garden, New York, New York, June 14, 1994

I had the fortune of calling the series for NHL Radio. The Rangers’ Cup hopes almost ended in the conference finals, as they trailed the New Jersey Devils, three games to two. Captain Mark Messier “guaranteed” a Game Six victory and delivered. Then in Game Seven, the Devils forced overtime with a goal in the final 10 seconds, again putting the Rangers’ season in peril. Stephane Matteau sent the Rangers to the Finals with a goal in double overtime; Howie Rose’s “Matteau, Matteau, Matteau” call on WFAN Radio will be remembered by New Yorkers for decades.

On to the Finals, and the Rangers took a commanding three-games-to-one lead over the Vancouver Canucks. New York City was ready to celebrate on June 9; however, the Rangers lost Game Five at home. The Canucks forced a decisive Game Seven by winning Game Six at home, and the Rangers won the clincher in a 3–2 nail-biter. A sign held up at the final buzzer by one Ranger fanatic said it all: NOW I CAN DIE IN PEACE. I will never forget the emotions of the series, especially during the final frantic moments. Madison Square Garden erupted with chants of “We Want The Cup” and “No More 1940,” while the Rangers celebrated on the ice. When NHL Commissioner Gary Bettman handed the Stanley Cup to Messier, fifty-four years of frustration were erased.

California Angels at Baltimore Orioles, Camden Yards, Baltimore, Maryland, September 6, 1995

Cal Ripken plays in his 2,131st consecutive game, breaking the record set by the Iron Horse, Lou Gehrig, fifty-six years earlier. Having grown up in Aberdeen, Maryland, Ripken was one of Baltimore’s own. The city of Baltimore has a small-town feel, especially at sporting venues. The city celebrated as it never had before, as a native son reached a mark most sports experts thought would never be attainable. Eighty-year-old Joe DiMaggio, Gehrig’s former teammate, gave a poignant speech during the ceremony.

[image: image]

Cal Ripken Jr. during ceremonies to celebrate his breaking of Lou Gehrig’s record of 2,130 consecutive games played. (AP Photo/Denis Paquin)]

2003 American League Championship Series, Game Seven, Boston Red Sox at New York Yankees, Yankee Stadium, Bronx, New York, October 16, 2003, and 2004 American League Championship Series, Game Seven, Boston Red Sox at New York Yankees, Yankee Stadium, Bronx, New York, October 20, 2004

I could feel the tension in the ballpark throughout my entire body. I will always cherish the opportunity I was given to handle the post-series interviews for FOX on the podium in the winning clubhouse both years (Joe Torre and Mariano Rivera in ’03 following Aaron Boone’s walk-off home run, Terry Francona and Tim Wakefield in ’04) as Jackie Autry handed the hardware to the winners.

While I watched the first eight innings of both games from the photographers’ box directly to the right of the Yankees’ dugout, I did not see Boone’s homer in 2003 in person. I was watching on a 12-inch monitor in the hallway just outside the Yankees’ clubhouse, because I had to enter the winning clubhouse immediately to set up for interviews at the conclusion of the game. Seconds after Boone ended the series, I sprinted toward the clubhouse and was nearly knocked over by clubhouse attendants and other team personnel as they ran the other way toward the tunnel leading to the dugout so they could join in the celebration.

After I concluded my postgame interviews in the Yankees’ clubhouse, I noticed Mayor Michael Bloomberg standing to the left of the podium. One of his aides climbed toward me and asked in a hushed tone if I would mind interviewing the mayor. I explained that due to the extra innings, we had already signed off and transitioned to the late local news. The mayor’s aide whispered to me, “Can you fake it?” Sensing that his future employment may be in jeopardy if I did not interview the mayor, I asked the cameraman to act as if he were recording the interview. I then spent the next three-to-five minutes interviewing one of the richest and most powerful men in the world, knowing that nobody outside the TV truck would ever hear or see our chat.

2010 Winter Olympics, Men’s Hockey Final, United States vs. Canada, Canada Hockey Place, Vancouver, Canada, February 28, 2010

During the 2010 Winter Olympic Games in Vancouver, I called play-by-play for twenty men’s and women’s hockey games in the span of fifteen days. After calling the men’s bronze-medal game between Finland and Slovakia on February 27, I returned to Canada Hockey Place the next afternoon as a spectator for the gold-medal game between the United States and Canada. The United States had not won a hockey gold medal since 1980 in Lake Placid, while Canada beat the U.S. to win gold in Salt Lake City in 2002. Once the U.S. and Canada had won their semifinal games two days earlier, the gold medal matchup became one of the most highly anticipated hockey games of all time. Two North American teams filled with National Hockey League stars playing in a North American venue. Canada took a 2–0 lead in the second period before a raucous crowd. Ryan Kesler of the Vancouver Canucks (booed in his home arena throughout the game) scored for the U.S. later in the period to cut the Canada lead to 2–1. Eighteen thousand hearts palpitated inside the arena throughout the third period. Over 50 million tuned in on television throughout the U.S. and Canada. When Zach Parise tied the game with 25 seconds remaining in regulation, you could hear a pin drop. And when Sidney Crosby scored the “Golden Goal” in overtime, it set off a wild celebration inside the arena, which spilled out onto the streets of Vancouver.


Marv Albert

Broadcaster, Turner Sports

Recipient of Basketball Hall of Fame’s Curt Gowdy Award, 1997

Elected to National Sports Media Association Hall of Fame, 2014

1970 NBA Finals, Game Seven, Los Angeles Lakers at New York Knicks, Madison Square Garden, New York, New York, May 8, 1970

This game is considered the largest audience for a sports event in New York radio history; the game was on tape delay on television, so unless you had a ticket, this was the only way to follow it live. I taped the pregame show, and at that point, most people did not think Knicks center Willis Reed was going to play after he injured his leg in Game Five and missed Game Six. I interviewed Willis for the show just before he was about to get a cortisone shot and asked whether he was going to play, and he told me there was no way he would not be out there. During warm-ups, Willis was not on the floor, and everyone in the building was more concerned with where he was than anything else. The Lakers were looking around for him, as were his Knicks teammates. The game was getting close to starting, but there was still no sign of him. Then, at 7:27, he dramatically came out of the tunnel to the court, and I said on the air, “Here comes Willis,” followed by a deafening roar from the 19,500 in attendance. Everything in the building stopped, and the crowd was going berserk. Wilt Chamberlain of the Lakers couldn’t believe what was happening and just stood there with his mouth wide open—apparently, his mindset was that he wasn’t going to have to play against Willis. Both teams abruptly stopped warming up as Willis trotted onto the floor and hit a couple of practice jumpers, causing the crowd to go even crazier, all just moments before the game was about to start. Once the game actually got underway, he hit his first two jump shots, and I’ve never heard an NBA crowd that loud. Normally, a couple of early baskets wouldn’t be that meaningful in the first quarter of an NBA game, but this seemed to provide a great deal of inspiration. As it turned out, Walt Frazier had one of the greatest games in Finals history, and undoubtedly one of the most forgotten great games ever, but Willis’s mere presence in uniform gave everyone the feeling that there was no way the Knicks were going to lose. The Knicks won in a romp, 113–99, to take their first NBA championship.

1988 World Series, Game One, Oakland Athletics at Los Angeles Dodgers, Dodger Stadium, Los Angeles, California, October 15, 1988

Bob Costas and I cohosted the World Series pre- and postgame shows for NBC. We would each do a postgame interview, and, this night, I was in Oakland’s dugout as the game was coming to an end. The Athletics held a 4–3 lead in the ninth and were starting to celebrate, since it appeared that they were going to win the game. Hall of Fame closer Dennis Eckersley, who had 45 saves that season, was on the mound to shut the door, and I was standing right near then-Oakland manager Tony LaRussa when the injured Kirk Gibson came hobbling out of the dugout following a Mike Davis walk with two outs. The entire Oakland dugout was astonished that he was about to pinch-hit; he could barely walk due to a painful knee injury, so no one thought he could actually step up to the plate and produce. I was all set to interview Oakland’s Jose Canseco once the final out was made, since he was the star of the game to that point, when Gibson remarkably homered into the right-field pavilion to give the Dodgers a 5–4 win. The moment he made contact, Canseco knew the ball was gone, just from the crack of the bat. Of course, the crowd went wild at that point. As Bob interviewed Gibson after the game, Eckersley, who looked crushed after giving up the homer, agreed to talk with me without any hesitation. He looked at it as just one of those things that happens and you have to talk whether things went well or not. Gibson didn’t make another plate appearance in the Series, but that home run will go down as one of the most extraordinary moments in the game’s history, and it spurred the Dodgers to the Series win.

1992 Summer Olympics, Men’s Basketball, Palau Municipal d’Esports de Badalona, Badalona, Spain, July 26–August 8, 1992

It was chilling for me just to watch the original Dream Team take the court for the first time in the Olympics. This was clearly the most incredible group of players ever assembled in a team sport, from Jordan to Bird to Magic to Stockton and Malone. Obviously, the games were blowouts, but to see this group performing together was daunting. When they took the floor, the crowd, which was comprised mostly of fans from overseas, went crazy. Once the tournament started, though, the games weren’t even close, and the U.S. won every one by at least thirty-two points. It meant a lot to the team to win the gold medal, but the games themselves were actually difficult to broadcast since they were all so one-sided. Most of the excitement surrounding the team was off the court, usually centered around Charles Barkley, who was all over the city, soaking up the Olympic experience and the adulation, with throngs following him everywhere. Throughout the two weeks in Barcelona, it felt as if we were covering the exploits of the Beatles, not a basketball team.
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Members of the USA basketball “Dream Team” pose with their gold medals at the 1992 Summer Olympics. (AP Photo)

1994 Stanley Cup Finals, Game Seven, Vancouver Canucks at New York Rangers, Madison Square Garden, New York, New York, June 14, 1994

As I was broadcasting the game, I remember gazing at the seats surrounding the radio booth in Madison Square Garden, which was located in the middle of the lower stands. As the clock wound down and the Rangers won their first Stanley Cup since 1940, I remember seeing people all around me in tears, reminding me how emotionally Rangers fans reacted to the team. While this was all going on, I thought back to my earlier days as a broadcaster for the team, when they were often contenders, with guys like Rod Gilbert, Jean Ratelle, Vic Hadfield, Eddie Giacomin, and others, but it was the era of the Montreal Canadiens, and Bobby Orr’s Bruins, then the Philadelphia Flyers, and the Rangers were never quite good enough. It was fifty-four years between Rangers Stanley Cup wins, and chants of “1940” were prevalent for a long time. So, this night was more about the fans as the final seconds ticked off. Growing up as a Rangers fan, with firsthand knowledge of the frustrations from all of the disappointing conclusions to seasons, it felt like this day would never happen. When the buzzer sounded, I said on the air, “The New York Rangers have won the Stanley Cup, something most people thought they would never hear in their lifetime.” I can recall looking to my left, where I saw a fan holding up the sign that read: “NOW I CAN DIE IN PEACE.” That said it best of all, and I can only imagine how many people in the building that night shared in those sentiments.

1997 NBA Finals, Game Five, Chicago Bulls at Utah Jazz, Delta Center, Salt Lake City, Utah, June 11, 1997

To me, this was one of the most remarkable individual performances I have ever seen. Michael Jordan reportedly had eaten some bad pizza and was weakened by food poisoning or a stomach virus. He could barely stand up before the pivotal Game Five in Salt Lake City, with the series tied at two. He was dizzy and dehydrated to the point where I remember newspaper reports the next day describing him as being “deathly ill.” I did a five-minute interview with him a few hours before the game, as we always did, but he didn’t give us any indication that he wasn’t feeling right, so we didn’t even know about that until after the game started. Of course, we discussed it on the air for the television audience, but those in attendance had no idea of the extent of his physical condition—what they were watching really was amazing. As the game went on, Michael became weaker and weaker, but somehow he just kept going, and I remember we showed him, at times, being helped to the bench or being propped up by Scottie Pippen during timeouts. Despite his debilitating illness, he scored 38 points in the game, 15 of them in the fourth quarter, to lead the Bulls to a 90–88 win. It was incredible just to watch him preserve his energy and will himself to lead his team to its most important win of the season. Afterwards, Pippen said he had never seen Michael that sick and that he didn’t think he’d even be able to put his uniform on. I have been fortunate to call a host of memorable Jordan games, but I’ve never seen anything quite like this one. The series would end two nights later in Chicago.


Greg Amsinger

Broadcaster, MLB Network

2005 National Collegiate Paintball Championship, Florida vs. Ohio State, Disney’s Wide World of Sports Complex, Orlando, Florida, April 17, 2005

When you start off in your career, you see all kinds of different sporting events, and we had a lot of different events while I was working for CSTV. The paintball championships were very similar to capture the flag. The teams had bunkers, and Florida’s sniper was a 6-foot-6, 270-pound kid, who would just lie behind the back bunker and pick off opposing kids, while his quicker teammates would go after the other team’s flag. The format started as five-on-five, but it eventually became four-on-one, with four Buckeyes against the one sniper from Florida. Ohio State was inching closer, but what transpired next was one of the greatest things I’ve ever seen. Florida’s sniper took off and decided to go for it. He literally picked off each kid from Ohio State with one shot each, while none of them were able to shoot him. He captured the flag, and I went bonkers as the Gators won the national championship in paintball.

2006 Rose Bowl, Texas vs. USC, Rose Bowl, Pasadena, California, January 4, 2006

Vince Young put on the greatest individual performance I’ve ever seen, and did it against the best team in a generation. I’ve never seen anything like it—it looked like the varsity against the JV. I just couldn’t believe how great he was that night, on the sport’s biggest stage. USC had Pete Carroll leading them, with Matt Leinart and Reggie Bush running the offense, but Young’s performance was able to overcome that group. To run the ball the way he did, and make the passes he made, he was in complete control of the game.

LSU at Kentucky, Commonwealth Stadium, Lexington, Kentucky, October 13, 2007

I was hosting the SEC Tailgate Show on CSTV. LSU was ranked number one in the country at the time. But on the show, I predicted Kentucky would win the game, which they did, 43–37, in triple overtime. I actually predicted Kentucky would win the conference that year, which didn’t happen, but I did feel good about that prediction after the upset. This was just an incredible football game.

2011 World Series, Game Six, Texas Rangers at St. Louis Cardinals, Busch Stadium, St. Louis, Missouri, October 27, 2011

To be in that building, being from St. Louis, and seeing David Freese, who was also a hometown guy, getting introduced to America on the national stage and hitting a home run like he did, well, this is the stuff you dream about when you are a kid. Especially when you consider earlier in the game, the Cardinals were down to their last strike. I was lucky that Matt Vasgersian did the postgame show that night for MLB Network, because I was so excited after seeing the Cardinals win that I’m not really sure how I would have handled that show. That said, I did the postgame show after Game Seven and it is one of my favorite moments from my career, not just because the Cardinals won, but because when the show started, Tony La Russa and Albert Pujols were standing on our set, and it would be the last time either of those guys would appear in a Cardinals uniform. It was a historic moment, and I had to hold it in then, so I can’t imagine hosting the postgame show after the emotional win in Game Six. Someday, they will make a movie, but if people didn’t know that it was real, they would all talk about how cheesy of an ending it was. Down to the last strike twice. Coming back twice. The guy that brings them back the first time does it a second time. Oh, and he just happens to be from St. Louis.

2014 World Series, Game Seven, San Francisco Giants at Kansas City Royals, Kauffman Stadium, Kansas City, Missouri, October 29, 2014

To me, Madison Bumgarner’s performance not just in this game, but in the entire series, was like Vince Young’s performance in the 2006 Rose Bowl. When Bumgarner came into the game in relief in Game Seven, you could hear 40,000 Royals fans gasp in an “Oh, no” sort of way. I’ve never seen anything like it. I never got the chance to see Bob Gibson pitch, but Bumgarner was so intimidating and overpowering that it had to be the closest thing to Gibson pitching in the late ’60s.


John Anderson

Broadcaster, ESPN

Wisconsin at Iowa, Kinnick Stadium, Iowa City, Iowa, November 9, 1974

This was the first college football game I ever saw in person, and set me on my path to liking sports and college football. The game was in Kinnick Stadium in Iowa City and, for all of the great Badger running backs to play for the team over the years, the guy that tore it up that day was Billy Marek. It felt like he ran for 400 miles in the game as the Badgers beat the Hawkeyes. From then, my family started to go to that game every year, either in Iowa City or Madison, until my sister got married one year on the day of the game; the wedding was great, but it was really sad not being at the game that day. It was also significant because the Badgers won that year and again in 1976, but then didn’t win another Iowa game for the next twenty-one years.

Washington Redskins at Dallas Cowboys, Texas Stadium, Irving, Texas, November 28, 1974

I was nine years old at the time and had an uncle that lived in Arlington, Texas. Most of my Thanksgivings were spent at family’s homes in Iowa, but the one year we went to Dallas for the holiday, we all went to the Cowboys game. And it ended up being one of the most famous Thanksgiving games ever, with Clint Longley coming in for an injured Roger Staubach and throwing two touchdown passes, including a 50-yarder to Drew Pearson with under a minute remaining to win the game. My cousin and I sat during the game with Redskins pennants, just to be contrarians. But as time has gone on, this game has just grown in stature. Lo and behold, I was there. Who knew?

Oakland A’s at Milwaukee Brewers, County Stadium, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, June 12, 1975

I always tell people that I was at the game where Hank Aaron broke the home run record, because technically speaking, every time he hit one after number 715, he did. So yeah, I was there to see Hank Aaron set the record. This day, it was number 739 and he hit it off Vida Blue. My dad used to take me to a Brewers game every year for my birthday, and it just happened to be on that day. I knew it was significant to watch Hank Aaron hit, but unlike today, when home run record chases fill the ballpark, the stadium was only around a third full, and no one really stopped what they were doing to make sure they watched his at-bats.

Oakland Raiders at Green Bay Packers, Lambeau Field, Green Bay, Wisconsin, December 26, 1993

LeRoy Butler, who is now a dear friend of mine, started a new Lambeau Field tradition that day by performing the first Lambeau Leap. Reggie White picked up a fumble, was falling down and threw it to Butler, who scored the touchdown and then jumped into the crowd to celebrate. Years later, I presented LeRoy for induction into the Packer Hall of Fame, since Green Bay also happens to be my hometown. I stood in the atrium at Lambeau Field and said that 300,000 people claim to have been there for the first Leap, but most of us who actually were in attendance weren’t smart enough to save our ticket stub. I did save mine, though, and it now holds a place of honor in my house, and has been signed by LeRoy to honor the occasion.

To this day, though, I still don’t really understand why things went from that one spontaneous leap to everyone feeling that they had to do it after a touchdown. The guy that made it what it has become was Robert Brooks, and he is credited by a lot of people as being the originator of it. Brooks is clearly the guy that popularized it, but LeRoy did it first, and the story about why he did it gets better with time. First, it was because it was a really cold day and he was doing it to get warmed up by the fans. He’s also said that it was in response to being told to act like you’ve been there before, except, as a defensive back, he’d never been there before! Personally, I think it was because he had just had this long run and putting on the brakes in the cold weather wasn’t really an option, so he jumped into the crowd rather than try to put on the brakes and fall on his behind.

1997 Phoenix Open Third Round, TPC Scottsdale, Scottsdale, Arizona, January 25, 1997

I was working in Phoenix at the time and was at the 16th hole when Tiger Woods hit his famous hole-in-one, sending the crowd into a frenzy. I had gone to the course to take in some of the action before heading into work that day. I was standing behind the green with the crowd when it happened, but regret not being smart enough to go inside the ropes for a better view. That hole has a reputation in golf as being a giant party, but this was before the hole was surrounded by skyboxes. There was a lot of open area then, even though it was still a huge group of drunken ASU students. It was much less restrained, with much less crowd control, than there is now. A lot of those changes are because of the hole-in-one that day. You couldn’t see him high-fiving the gallery from where I was, though, but you could see all of the beer bottles being thrown onto the course in celebration.


Harvey Araton

Columnist, New York Times

Recipient of Basketball Hall of Fame’s Curt Gowdy Award, 2017

1970 NBA Finals, Game Five, Los Angeles Lakers at New York Knicks, Madison Square Garden, New York, New York, May 4, 1970

Most people remember this championship series for the Willis Reed game, which was Game Seven, so Game Five of the series is often overlooked, and the impact of it was lessened by the events two games later. The series was tied, 2–2, and I was a seventeen-year-old high school student living in Staten Island. I grew up in a New York City housing project and our whole lives were centered around the concrete court in the middle of the housing project, so it was impossible not to love that Knicks team. They were clearly the dominant pro basketball team in New York. A friend of mine had relatives in Manhattan who had season tickets but couldn’t use them that night, so we took the ferry into the city and rode the subway up to the Garden. That day happened to be the day of the Kent State shootings, so there was a pall over the city that night, and you felt a bit guilty about attending a sports event.

The Knicks came out and fell behind early, when Willis Reed was driving on Wilt Chamberlain. He stumbled forward and went down with a thud, and as the play went to the other end, he was still down on the court, stretched out in agony. The immediate thought was that this incredible season was going to go up in smoke. They played without him and had Dave DeBusschere, who was 6-foot-6, guarding Wilt. After a huge rally, the Knicks won the game, and it was only when that happened that everyone put the day’s proceedings aside and got involved in the spirit of the comeback and the underdog. Forty years after the game, I was writing a book on the Knicks of that era and sat with Willis to watch this game, since he told me he had seen Game Seven numerous times but had never watched Game Five. After we were done, he said this was their greatest victory. Combining that experience with being at the actual game gives this one great meaning to me.

1992 Summer Olympics, Men’s Basketball Final, Palau Municipal d’Esports de Badalona, Badalona, Spain, August 8, 1992

As I got deeper into my career, one of the things I always appreciated about working for the New York Times was that I got to go to a lot of international events. When I was young and a clerk at the New York Post, I used to go in on Friday nights and work the desk and often would listen to columnists like Vic Ziegel and Lester Bromberg reminisce about things like the Ali days, when the guys that covered Ali went on international journeys to places like Kinshasa or Manila to cover his fights. They talked about it with reverence, referring to them as the stories that defined their careers. I would always wonder if I would have that one defining story. Looking back now, if I have to pick one story I covered like that, it would be the globalization of professional basketball, because it was the kind of story that was bigger than the NBA or one particular series. It was all crystallized with the 1992 Dream Team at the Barcelona Olympics. I covered the team from the early practices in San Diego to the qualifying tournament in Portland and then to Monte Carlo for the pre-Olympics training camp and then finally in Barcelona. Aside from the wonderful travel and hotels, it was incredible to see the responses in Europe to players like Michael Jordan, Larry Bird, and Magic Johnson. Those three in particular were the most identifiable faces around the world, and Michael, in particular, was becoming arguably the most popular athlete in the world. Being around them for that long and watching the world converge on a sport that I love was a wonderful thing to participate in.

What made the event even more spectacular was that the world was changing at the time, with the fall of the Soviet Union and all of these small countries breaking away. During those Olympics, besides the Dream Team, who were the basketball Beatles, you had other storylines about the small countries playing for nationalistic pride. Countries like Lithuania were able to qualify on their own, while other former Soviet players played for the Unified Team, which also included players from former Soviet countries that didn’t qualify for the Games. There was also the breakup of Yugoslavia and the Croatian team, featuring Drazen Petrovic and Toni Kukoc, that qualified, as well. So, the teams from Lithuania and Croatia were playing with a real fervor and passion. The bronze-medal game actually came down to the Unified Team against Lithuania, with Lithuania winning a real impassioned, tense game. The Croatian team ended up playing in the gold-medal game against the Americans, who won in a blowout. That made the medal presentation an amazing sight, with the Americans and all of these icons of the game representing wealth and power, and standing right next to them on one side were the Lithuanians, who were so poor that their warmup jerseys were tie-dyed and supplied by the Grateful Dead, and the Croatians on the other side, who were hugging and crying and proud just to hold up their flag after what their country had just gone through. It was an amazing contrast in that event. With all of the talk about the Dream Team, everything else that was going on represented the true Olympic story.

1994 Winter Olympics, Men’s 1000 Meter Speed Skating Final, Vikingskipet Olympic Arena, Hamar, Norway, February 18, 1994

This is another story about what the Olympics are supposed to be. My first Olympics were in 1988, when I was working for the New York Daily News, and I was the only reporter there for the paper. One of the stories in Calgary that year was American speed skater Dan Jansen, who had a sister who was dying of leukemia. Jansen was the favorite in two events—the 500 and the 1,000. He had spoken to his sister the morning of the 500, but she was too weak to converse with him and would die later that day. With this on his mind, he ended up falling and losing the race. He would end up skating poorly in the 1,000 after that. We then move on to 1992 in Albertville, France, where he was also a favorite to win the 500 and contend in the 1,000, and again he failed to medal, finishing 26th in the 1,000. Now it looks like he is going to become one of these Olympic-failure athletes over the course of multiple Olympics. After 1992, the Winter Olympics shifted their schedule to alternate every two years with the Summer Olympics, giving Jansen one more serious chance in 1994 in Lillehammer, Norway to finally win a medal.

He was a strong candidate to win the 500 but was not expected to do as well in the 1,000. By this point, I was covering the event for the New York Times, and in the 500, he slipped again and finished out of the medals. That meant the 1,000 was his last chance to medal. The sport is very popular in Norway, and as the skaters are making their way around the oval, their times are flashing up on the big board. For Americans, the times happen too fast to register, but Norwegians follow the sport so closely, they are quick to pick up on what the times mean, and it immediately becomes obvious to them that something is happening. And what was happening was that Dan Jansen, in an event he wasn’t supposed to win, was in the process of setting a world record and winning a gold medal. When he finishes and the final time registers, the crowd erupts. What came next was the most amazing thing. All of the competitors from the other countries, including the other contenders and rivals, were cheering him as he did his victory lap. Between the 1992 and 1994 Olympics, Jansen and his wife had a baby girl named Jane, after his sister. His wife handed Jane to him and he carried Jane in one arm and a small American flag in the other hand, and a spotlight came down on him as he was skating. I don’t think there was a single person in the building, including journalists, who wasn’t in tears. It was the most beautiful sports event and in stark contrast to the other big event from those Games, the women’s figure skating circus featuring Nancy Kerrigan and Tonya Harding.

1998 NBA Finals, Game Six, Chicago Bulls at Utah Jazz, Delta Center, Salt Lake City, Utah, June 14, 1998

My older son loved basketball from a very early age, especially Michael Jordan, and he followed the Bulls religiously. Whenever they came to town to play the Knicks, I would buy one ticket and my wife would go with him, and he would sit on her lap. That takes us to the final act in Jordan’s career (at least in Chicago). The Bulls were up, 3–1, and going for the clincher in Chicago. I wrote a column for the Times where I stood by the Jordan statue outside the United Center and asked the fans what it meant to them, as they worshipped in front of the altar to him. The Bulls lost the game, though, so we all had to go back out to Utah, where there was a chance the Jazz would win both of the games to win the title. The Bulls came back late, and Jordan hit the game-winning shot over Bryon Russell. He probably pushed off but got the superstar call, and the Bulls stopped the Jazz at the other end to seal the win. On the court, it was pandemonium, and I’m on a ridiculously tight deadline. I had two versions of my column written and just needed to fill in the details, but just couldn’t resist calling home, because I knew my nine-year-old son was watching this. He was so excited that the Bulls had won, and I just felt like I needed to share it with him for a couple of minutes. One of the things that we lose as sportswriters, because we are away a lot, is moments like that with your family. I decided that if I was five minutes late with my column, so be it. I was going to spend this moment, which was going to be the last one of the Bulls’ run, with my son, because I knew how important this was to him.

The 2009 Wimbledon Championships, Gentlemen’s Final, Andy Roddick vs. Roger Federer, The All England Lawn Tennis Club, London, England, July 5, 2009

I was never into tennis until my late twenties and covered the sport for the first time during the New York newspaper strike in the late ’70s, when I did some work for one of the strike papers everyone went to work for. It was a great time for American tennis, with Connors and McEnroe, plus Bjorn Borg from Sweden. After that, I started covering and enjoying the sport more and more, especially Wimbledon, which is like the Fenway Park of tennis stadiums. In May of 2009, the Times moved me into feature writing for all of their weekly sections in the Sunday paper. With both the economy and the newspaper industry in free fall at the time, I took this as a real threat to my job, since they were moving me off the sports section, where I had an identity. I had already been scheduled to go to Wimbledon, though, so they let me go and I would start my new role after I got back, with the mindset that my last sports assignment would be this tournament that I really love. At this point, Roger Federer is well into his run as the world’s top player and has fourteen Grand Slam titles, to tie him with Pete Sampras. On the final Sunday, Federer faced American Andy Roddick. Roddick won the first set, then they played a tiebreaker in the second set, which Roddick led, 6–2. Somehow, Federer got back to 6–5, and Roddick missed a fairly easy backhand volley that would have ended the set. Federer eked out the tiebreaker to even the match at one set. It eventually went to a fifth set, which seemingly went on forever, ending at 16–14 for Federer. As that set progressed, I went back and forth on thinking about who I wanted to see win, since both would be great stories. It also hit me that this could be the last sporting event that I would ever cover, so there was great personal meaning for me, as well. I decided that if I was going out, I wanted to see a record broken, so I started hoping Federer would win, which he did. When I got to the airport the next day, I was waiting in the airline lounge while waiting to board, and former New York mayor David Dinkins walks in. He was always a big tennis fan, so I went over to introduce myself, and we spent the next half hour talking tennis. As he got up to leave, he told me that he was a reader of mine for many years, going back to when I was at the Daily News. I told him this was probably my last tennis column, and he said he would miss my work and wished me luck. I remember getting on the plane thinking about how wonderful that was—it was just a really nice, serendipitous moment and emboldened me to go home and embrace whatever came next and do the best I could. I did leave sports but went back a year later in a slightly different role, but if my sports career had ended on that note, it would have been a good way to go out.

[image: image]

Roger Federer of Switzerland leaps into the air after defeating Andy Roddick to win at Wimbledon in 2009. (AP Photo/Alastair Grant)


Michelle Beadle

Broadcaster, ESPN

Waco Wizards at Austin Ice Bats, Luedecke Arena, Austin, Texas, October 19, 1996

The only historic significance that night was that the team made its debut. I was an intern for the team, though, and basically we were a bunch of kids and newbies that started a hockey team. I was in school at the University of Texas, when they decided to start a hockey team in Austin in the new Western Professional Hockey League. So, a bunch of us show up and are all interns, and it turns into one giant family. All of these Canadian players had moved down to Texas to bring hockey to the masses. We literally started working in a barn with the head coach, former NHLer Blaine Stoughton, and a team full of misfits that couldn’t get picked up anywhere else. You don’t get to be part of something from the bottom level very often in life, but here we were on a Friday night, and we would bring in some six-packs and put the rink together. I had never even been ice skating, but I now knew how to put the Plexiglas up around the ice. It was the most fun you could ever have doing an internship. When we debuted in the barn, we would run into weather problems. There were bats, there was fog, it was too hot … the typical hockey arena problems. It is sad, because the team doesn’t exist anymore, but to have been a part of something like that every night was awesome.

Chicago Bulls Home Game, United Center, Chicago, Illinois, 1997–98 season

A friend of mine that I worked with at the Ice Bats was from Chicago and is one of the biggest sports fans I’ve ever known. I’m not sure what really sparked it, and neither one of us had any money, but we knew Michael Jordan might be retiring after the ’98 season and decided to go to Chicago specifically to be able to watch him play in Chicago just once. Our seats were way up at the top of the building, but it didn’t matter, because it was amazing to be there and see him play in person. We did the whole thing—we took our pictures in front of the statue, we went to the ESPN Zone, and I took my picture at the SportsCenter desk (who knew!!!). But to be in that building and see the greatest basketball player of all-time, and have the chance to be surrounded by all of these superfans, it was worth it. I can’t even tell you who they played that night. But when that intro music started, I was so happy we made the trip. And now I can always say that I saw Michael Jordan play in that building.

2006 Rose Bowl, Texas vs. USC, Rose Bowl, Pasadena, California, January 4, 2006

CSTV was still very new, and going to this game was a very big thing for us. We took a bunch of people to Pasadena to do shows and cover the game. I was assigned to run onto the field after the game ended to do interviews. Of course, I also went to Texas, so there was some conflict for me because I had to be “unbiased,” but I was also wearing this topaz Longhorn necklace tucked under my shirt, so that was my way of rebelling against the system. Late in the game, everyone thought USC was going to win the game, so all of the media was piling onto the Trojans’ sideline. I remember how chaotic it was and had never actually done this before, so all I really knew was just to hold onto my cameraman’s backpack and just go. But all of a sudden, Vince Young became a superhero, everything went nuts, and UT figures out a way to win the game. We were still on the USC sideline and watched the mood there change very quickly, from this very happy place to depressing. As we ran onto the field, I remember screaming and cheering, then reminding myself that I wasn’t supposed to be doing that. We finally got out to do the interviews, but it was such an adrenaline rush that I wasn’t totally sure what to say, and I probably looked like an idiot because of the way I was jumping up and down in excitement. That game, though, is why we all love sports. We all thought it was over, and we all got ready to do our jobs, but then the ending changed and made it even more fun. Of course, everyone around me was probably asking who the unprofessional ass jumping up and down was.
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Vince Young rushes for the game-winning touchdown in the 2006 Rose Bowl. (AP Photo/Paul Sakuma)

WWE Survivor Series, Madison Square Garden, New York, New York, November 20, 2011

Survivor Series is one of those events where a big name will usually come back, and this night, it was The Rock. I had become friendly with Jim Ross through Twitter. I hate to ask people for tickets, so I asked him how I could buy some. He was nice enough, though, to get me ringside tickets, and I felt like I was twelve all over again. We made a sign with Jim’s cowboy hat on it to hold up and were sitting basically at one of the corners at the bottom of the entrance ramp, where they turn to go up into the ring. Some of them saw me sitting there and had some fun with it, like CM Punk coming over to mess up my hair. When the DVD of the night came in, I saw us losing our mind as The Rock came out and did his promo. Any event at the Garden is pretty cool (except for a Knicks game), but it is fun to be there for a big WWE event. It gets so loud, and everyone gets amped up to be there. The nerdiest part of it for me was when the DVD came out and you can see me yelling like a kid, chanting, “You still got it!” at The Rock. I’m sure there is a part of me that is supposed to be embarrassed, but that was just the greatest night ever. It was so much fun, and it makes you feel like a kid again.

2014 NBA Finals, Game Five, Miami Heat at San Antonio Spurs, AT&T Center, San Antonio, Texas, June 15, 2014

I’ve been a Spurs fan since I was a kid, and the rise of the Miami Heat with LeBron James made for a very interesting chapter for Spurs fans, especially after the loss in 2013 on Ray Allen’s buzzer-beater. My dad is a season ticket holder, and his seats just happen to be right next to the visitors’ bench. The only game I was able to get home for in that series was Game Five, so I went with my brother and my boyfriend. We basically had three butts in the two seats for the entire game, but since nobody was sitting the whole game, it didn’t even matter. We had so much fun sitting there and yelling all game. It got to the point where Chris “Birdman” Andersen wanted to get my brother and my boyfriend kicked out because of all of the trash we were talking. I know some of the guys that were on the Heat, and LeBron was looking at me with this sad face, since he knew who I was. I kept trash-talking, though, but wouldn’t make eye contact with any of them. At one point, I was staring at the scoreboard and yelling at Andersen, who knew it was me yelling because he was standing around two feet away from me, but I wouldn’t look in his direction. I have never been so sweaty and so happy at a game. There are screen shots of this idiot blonde person (that would be me) with her mouth open, screaming and yelling, arms in the air. After the Finals the previous year, and the bad taste that it left in our mouths, this night was the most perfect ending for me. It is, hands down, my most favorite sports moment of my life.


Mike Breen

Broadcaster, ESPN/MSG Network

1986 World Series, Game Six, Boston Red Sox at New York Mets, Shea Stadium, Flushing, New York, October 25, 1986

The press box was so crowded that the Mets were just putting people wherever they could find seats. I was working for NBC Radio at the time, and they happened to seat me in the Red Sox radio booth, where there was enough room for the broadcasters to sit in the front, while others sat in the back. I was really young and had just started working in the business, so I hadn’t really learned the proper etiquette yet. Being a Mets fan my whole life, I was dejected because it appeared that they were going to lose the World Series. So when the ball went through Bill Buckner’s legs, I lost all journalistic perspective and started jumping up and down like everyone in the stands. I can’t remember if it was the producer or one of the Red Sox radio guys, but one of them turned around and shot me the dirtiest look. I should not have been acting that way, and I quickly quieted myself down. But it was such an unexpected great moment for a Mets fan that I believe even the most hardened journalist would have had a difficult time not reacting.

1994 NBA Finals, Game Five, Houston Rockets at New York Knicks, Madison Square Garden, New York, New York, June 17, 1994

NBC was broadcasting the NBA at the time, and during the game, the O.J. Simpson chase was going on. On our TV monitor, NBC put up a split screen of the game and the O.J. chase; then, at some point, it just became O.J. I found it too distracting while broadcasting the game, so I asked our statistician, Harry Robinson, to shut the monitor off. When he went to turn the TV off, all the fans sitting around the booth objected and asked if I would leave it on. The radio booth at Madison Square Garden is right in the middle of the stands, and you become friendly with the people sitting around you all the time, so we turned it back on for them. I remember thinking, here was the biggest game I had ever broadcast, and people are more interested in watching O.J. Simpson and a white Ford Bronco. It was a very bizarre experience.

1996 Summer Olympics, Women’s Basketball Finals, Georgia Dome, Atlanta, Georgia, August 3, 1996

The American women had lost in the 1994 World Championships to Brazil and were no longer considered the best team in the world, so they completely changed how they prepared for the Olympics. They hired Trish VanDerveer from Stanford, who took a leave of absence to coach the team. All the women on the team toured around the country and the world for a year and a half to become a cohesive unit and make sure they won the gold. They didn’t lose a game the entire time they were together while preparing for the Games in Atlanta, so the pressure on them to win the gold was enormous; any loss would have been a huge disappointment.

They won the Olympics going away, destroying Brazil in the finals. After the game in the Georgia Dome, they gave the medals out immediately, since this was the final event of the Games. When the national anthem played, it felt like every one of the 40,000 fans in the building sang the anthem. I’ve never been in a building where so many people sang the national anthem. You could see that the players became very affected by the outpouring of patriotism and began crying. I still get chills thinking about it.

2002 FIBA World Championships Finals, Yugoslavia vs. Argentina, Conseco Fieldhouse, Indianapolis, Indiana, September 8, 2002

NBC was scheduled to broadcast the semifinals and finals, with the expectation that the United States would be in one of the two semifinals. Well, that didn’t happen, as the Americans were knocked out in the quarterfinals, leaving us to broadcast the rest of the tournament without Team USA on American television. Argentina and Yugoslavia won the two semifinal games to make it to the championship and were clearly the two best teams in the world at this point. The finals were in Conseco Fieldhouse in Indianapolis, thousands and thousands of miles from either country, yet there was a huge core of fans from both Yugoslavia and Argentina.

One of the great things about international basketball is how emotional and passionate the fans are. They chant and sing all game long as they cheer their country on. Yugoslavia won the game, and at the final buzzer, the players on the Yugoslavian team, along with their fans, were all crying with tears of joy. The players and fans from Argentina were all crying, but with tears of disappointment. It was one of the best-played games and certainly the most emotional game I’ve ever seen, from both a player’s and a fan’s standpoint.

2013 NBA Finals, Game Six, San Antonio Spurs at Miami Heat, AmericanAirlines Arena, Miami, Florida, June 18, 2013

This game will always affectionately be known as the “Ray Allen Game.” His has to go down as one of the great clutch shots in the history of the NBA, especially when you consider the stakes and the situation. It didn’t win the Heat a championship, but it prevented them from losing it. If anyone was ever prepared to take a shot like that, it was Ray Allen. He had practiced that particular shot thousands, if not tens of thousands of times. Every single game that I’ve covered that Ray Allen played in, I would never beat him to the arena, and I would usually get there at least two and a half hours before the game. He was always at the arena on the floor shooting, every single game with zero exceptions. He wasn’t just a good shooter. He was a guy that put years and years into being ready for that moment.

A few things stand out from that night. The NBA had set up the rope that they put up around the court when a championship is decided and they are going to award the trophy, and the Heat players noticed it. Even LeBron James admitted that he noticed it and thought it was over and they weren’t going to win. The Spurs had gone up five with 28.2 seconds remaining before everything started to change. When it looked like it was over, people started to leave the arena in droves, but after the three-pointer and the game headed into overtime, we had a shot of people trying to get back inside. They were pounding on the glass to get back in but weren’t allowed back in. So all of these people who left early missed not only one of the greatest shots in the history of basketball, but a thrilling overtime, as well.
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