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  When it comes to hitting a baseball, some people think it’s just a matter of good eyesight and a good swing. It’s much more than that. It’s practicing until your hands bleed. It’s studying the opposing pitcher. It’s knowing what the count is and what pitch to look for, and it’s being patient. Basically, hitting is hard work that to the fan may look easy. In fact, hitting a baseball is the single most difficult thing to do in sports.

  I like to listen to baseball on the radio, and I had one of the best describing my games in Curt Gowdy. I never got to hear Curt that much, because when he was broadcasting I was playing. But his record speaks for itself. He was a great one.

  I’ve heard Ken Coleman do hundreds of games, and he is also one of the best. When I was up in New England in the summertime, he boomed in loud and clear and his descriptions were always accurate and concise. What sets Ken apart in my book are his knowledge of the game and his remarkable recall when it comes to the history of baseball. That tells me something about how hard he has worked in his trade.

  Most Red Sox fans know Jack Fisher of the Orioles was the last man I faced in my career. Not many know that Red Ruffing of the Yankees was the first. Coleman knows. Not many know I played in a game with Babe Ruth, who managed a Major League All-Star game during the war to raise money for the military. Coleman knows.

  That’s why I’m looking forward to reading his book. I know it will be honest, accurate, and enjoyable, because he is. I also know that Ken and his collaborator Dan Valenti have an excellent track record. This is their fourth book together, and once again they have touched all the bases.

  — Ted Williams, December 16, 1999


  CHAPTER    1


  Openings

  AN ACCOUNT OF LIFE IN THE “TOY STORE”

  To Travel Hopefully

  I’m an avid reader and I’ve read many “life stories”—some good some bad, some great some awful. People interest me. I enjoy reading about them and how they tend to the problems attached to this strange yet exhilarating business called living. There’s no “one way” that works for everybody, and yet at the same time, each of us has to find our way—the way that works for us. That’s why it’s not just entertaining to read about someone else’s life but also instructive as well.

  As you will see, this book is not an autobiography perse. Rather, it’s a selective account of my life “in the toy store” of professional sports, the account of a man who was afforded the deep blessing of broadcasting sports for more than 50 years. There is, of course, a heavy autobiographical overtone to all of this, since I’m describing things that I’ve seen and that have happened to me. In that sense, I guess you could say it’s an autobiography if you allow for that broad understanding.

  I present my life obliquely, as it unfolded around my job as a sports broadcaster. The story begins in boyhood and continues through to my start at a small Vermont radio station. It eventually leads me into a Major League broadcasting booth and through to my days broadcasting to the entire nation watching and listening intently to a World Series game or an NFL championship match. It also leads up to the last day I had the privilege and high honor of being the “Voice” of a Big League ball club. My account continues to the present moment, where you will find a man who has been gifted with the tremendous blessing of being able to look back on his career and feel good about it. For me, broadcasting was like walking on air, only I did it by “talking on air.”

  Along the way, I served as the “Voice” of some of sports’ most storied franchises. These included the Cleveland Browns, when they were a football power; Ohio State football; Harvard football; the Cleveland Indians, baseball’s Big Red Machine in the mid-70s; and for 20 years in New England as the Voice of the Boston Red Sox.

  I started as a young man full of dreams and prepared to walk an uncertain path. Initially, as many young people would admit if they could, I lacked confidence and took each unsure step not knowing where it would lead. I left the broadcasting booth older and much wiser, a man fully engaging his talents, going off the air for the last time in a Big League baseball game knowing full well that the circle was left unbroken.

  The circumstances surrounding that last broadcast troubled me for some time after, as you shall read, but now I know that endings happen the way they do for reasons we can’t always control. I’d like to tell you the full story of my exit from the game, and it’s the first time I’ve told it, other than to my collaborator Dan Valenti.

  This also marks the first time I’ve dealt extensively in a book with my years in Cleveland, both with the Browns and the Indians. I’m delighted to be able to reminisce and share with you, my reader, some of the happiest and most fulfilling years of my life. Again, knowing I couldn’t tell everything, I selected certain personalities and moments to stand in for the rest. With the Browns, I focus on legendary coach Paul Brown, the great running back Jim Brown, and the championship years in the mid-60s under Blanton Collier. In discussing the Indians, I find my focus essentially in the dramatic story of Herb Score—-the best pitcher of a generation whose career ended prematurely.

  In many ways, the real story of my life as a broadcaster deals with the players and teams that made my job such fun. In this book I want to talk about some of them. Again, you shouldn’t be looking for an exhaustive treatment, but rather highlights.

  There are many ways to “play” a book like this—I’m not sure there’s any right or wrong way. But when I discussed what I had in mind with Dan Valenti, I realized I didn’t want to “take inventory” of my life as a broadcaster by attempting to recall every single person, event, or incident. First, it couldn’t fit in one book. Second, it really couldn’t be done. You inevitably leave people out. Third, such an exercise would become presumptuous. Fourth, by focusing on highlights, I can indirectly but more effectively cast a light on the sum of my experiences.

  In this book, you will meet a few of the many people who have touched my life. The intersection of their lives with mine has helped color me and make me the person I have become. In that sense, I’m as much a work in progress 53 years after the fact as I was when I first got my professional feet wet, and I hope I never forget that humbling thought.

  From all of my professional life, I have learned two overriding things: first, be yourself. There’s no substitute for personal integrity. The second is this: to travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote that, and it’s true. Life is a sojourn in which the journey means a lot more than the destination. This book is an account of some of my traveling. I’m delighted to take you with me.

  As for the end, well, I’m not quite there. There are, as Robert Frost once wrote, miles to go before I sleep. There are many more people, many more events, and the future is still where it’s always been—one day away.

  A Series of Snapshots

  I chose not to write a straight autobiography for several reasons. For one thing, too many of these strike me as exercises in ego. I have no desire at this stage to put myself in that kind of limelight. Moreover, because autobiography is probably the most self-indulgent literary form, the tendency is often to present a revisionist view of one’s life. This can quickly become a great pressure. In a sense, the autobiographer is in a lose-lose situation—if he tells his life with unblinking candor, he will invariably hurt some people. That’s just the nature of life. Even the most harmonious existence has conflict, and even the most friendly and loving people have made enemies. These I’d rather pass over. If, on the other hand, the author rewrites personal history by glossing over the rough spots and inflating what he has done and who he is, he cannot be true to himself. That’s why I’ve taken the approach of this book.

  Another point about autobiographies is that many fall short because they lack “character” (an odd failing for this genre, which at its best should allow us to get inside another person’s life). By that I mean the person failed to convey his or her “essence.” I can’t exactly define “essence” here, except that it means about the same thing as “substance,” even “soul.” Essence is what makes you “you “—your interests and concerns, your habits and idiosyncrasies, what brings you joy and what ticks you off.

  Now I realize it’s impossible for a person to say everything about him- or herself. Thankfully so. For one thing, such an account would be too long, too tedious to read. But more importantly, it would lack the discrimination on which good life stories thrive, those selected events and vignettes—both little and great—-that define someone’s life.

  Again, that led to the structure of this book. We wanted to present some of these selected moments in my life not because you’re necessarily terribly interested in Ken Coleman, but because presumably you’re interested in where I’ve been and what I’ve seen and who I’ve met in the sporting life.

  As you will see, this book has almost a kind of scrapbook feel to it. My life, even this highly selective version of it, can be presented best not as a dry chronology or a straight timeline, but as a series of snapshots (some literal, some not) that check in on my life at various times, at various stages. Sometimes, a picture with a mere caption will do. Other times, I have to tell you a full story.

  In fact, when we first thought about doing the book, Dan and I considered doing it as a scrapbook, literally—just a lot of pictures, mementos, and snapshots, short on the text, long on images. We’ve retained some of that flavor, but then realized that nothing beats the word—both written and spoken—when it comes to recreating or sharing the nuance of people, places, events, and things. Dans a writer who does some broadcasting; I’m a broadcaster who does some writing. We both love and respect the power of words.

  An analogy to this kind of life chronicle would be a director editing a film. From the miles of footage, the director selects the scenes and images that are meaningful in presenting his theme or controlling idea. That’s what the “scrapbook” format does for me. It allows me to develop and share the themes of my life in a way that not only makes sense in terms of this book but also that reflects what I feel is the true me. If I cannot feel this way about a telling of my life, there’s no point in writing a single word.

  Life “in the Toy Store”

  I want you, the reader, to understand not so much the dates and events, the “this happened, then that happened.” Rather, I want to give you some sense of really knowing me through some of the things I have experienced. How do I react to situations? How do I feel about people? What is important to me? What’s not? What caught my eye about a certain player or event?

  At the same time, I don’t want to club you over the head with it. I’d like to show as well as tell. Though this account is “word rich,” I’ve tried to include a fair amount of photographs and visuals. These visuals are the people and events that have intersected with my life. They each tell their own story. I won’t tell you that a picture is worth a thousand words—or ten thousand, for that matter—but I will say that when you see an image, much of the ambiguity goes away. You can see an actual moment frozen in time.

  I hope you will find this account of my life in sports interesting. The people are sometimes famous, the places often noted, and the events frequently important. At other times, the people are not so well known but still significant; the places obscure but meaningful; the events small yet revealing. The famous will interest you by the sheer power of their attraction, people like Ted Williams, Jim Brown, Vince Lombardi, and Carl Yastrzemski. As for the rest, they too have something important to say.

  An Aftertaste of the Person

  As I write this, I have beside my bedside a book called ItAint Over, an account of his life by my dear friend Yogi Berrà. Yogi’s book is interesting and enjoyable to me, and because I’ve known Yogi for such a long time, I can see its truth—in addition to the humor one would expect from Lawrence Peter Berrà. I see and hear Yogi on every page of that book; that’s what I meant before when I referred to “essence.” Yogi didn’t tear anyone to shreds in his book. He just told his story. Is the person there in the pages? Do you find Yogi? If you answer “yes,” we can say that the book has succeeded. By that measure, I hope you can honestly see me when you read these pages.

  Other autobiographies with “essence” are Dom DiMaggio’s book with Bill Gilbert, Real Grass, Real Heroes, and Katherine Hepburn’s Me. These books leave a kind of aftertaste of the person, even after the reading is over. You feel as if you know the person. That’s what I’m after in this book. It would be like the two of us meeting and sitting down and swapping stories over a couple of beers.

  A lot of autobiographies try to impress people by dropping names. That’s a disservice to readers. Readers can sense that, and I think it turns them off. The really great ones don’t have to make themselves important. They are important. For example, in a book like My Turn At Bat by Ted Williams, Ted comes off larger than life because that’s the way Ted is. Ted Williams has nothing to prove. He doesn’t need to seem important. He is, as Reggie Jackson said at Ted Williams Night at the Jimmy Fund in Boston, “a national treasure.”

  I quite obviously am not. But I’ve done the best I could in life, and I’d like to think that my being here made a difference somehow. To the millions of fans throughout the nation, but particularly in New England, I know I have made a difference. I know because they have told me and tell me even today. It still gives me the chills when someone will come up to me at a Jimmy Fund golf tournament or after a speaking engagement and tell me that I served as the soundtrack of his or her summers.

  I almost don’t know how to properly answer when they say “thank you” for that. I feel I should be thanking them for tuning in and for continuing to remember.

  Of course, if you’re in my line of work, which is broadcasting, you’d better have an ego. There’s nothing wrong with that. As Yogi says, the best thing a man can say about himself is this: “There is nothing he would rather be than what he is.” The trick is not to let ego get in your way to the point of shutting out or running over other people. I’d rather have dug ditches than let that happen.

  I’ve written this book with the hope that it will entertain and inform people about my professional life in sports, and by extension, to share my life with readers, many of whom were probably my listeners and viewers in my 53 years as a radio and television broadcaster. I’m not writing the book to toot my own horn. I’m not writing to make a lot of money. I’ve never had a lot of money. Therefore, I don’t need it. I’m not writing to impress anybody, nor am I writing to grind any axes.

  I’m writing to give people a sense of what it’s been like to be me, to have been fortunate enough to broadcast professional sports, to associate with gifted people, to mix with famous ones, to be touched by so many wonderful ones. I want to write about sports, about friends, about … living. I’ve done a lot of it. Some of it is here.

  “Regrets, I’ve had a few. But then again, too few to mention.”

  I can hear the spring-green voice of Frank Sinatra singing that signature line. He articulates the words in a way whose total effect is quite hard to describe, but it’s warm, poignant, and honest. Soft, too, like the pockets in a pair of cotton pants. This signature line could be my own. There’s been joy, tranquility, anger, disappointment, anxiety, tragedy, grief. Like anyone else, I’ve made mistakes. But regrets? Too few to mention. So I won’t.

  I want to share a taste of my life “in the toy store” with you. I hope you enjoy it.


  CHAPTER    2


  A Career Gets Under Way

  PORTRAIT OF THE BROADCASTER AS A YOUNG MAN

  Lost Vision

  Let me take you back to a cool November day in 1939, the day my life changed.

  I’m 14 years old, in the eighth grade, doing what a lot of kids do in New England at that time of the year—playing field hockey with a friend.

  We’re in the driveway of my home. Jack McNally’s in goal; I’m taking shots. After a while, we switch and I’m the goalie. We’re just a couple of youngsters having some fun in the innocent times of the late 1930s in the safety of our Irish Catholic neighborhood in North Quincy, Massachusetts. It was a time of security, when people knew and helped each other. It was a place of stability, where no one moved, where we were proud of our heritage, and where growing up—even through the Depression—was just a joy.

  We were having a lot of fun that day in November. I was probably pretending I was Milt Schmidt or Bobby Bauer or Woody Dumart when taking shots, or Frankie Brimskek when playing goal. But on that gray afternoon, there was to be more shooting than just the tennis ball we used for a puck.

  As our little game of field hockey ended, my life would never be the same.

  One of the guys in the neighborhood had a new BB gun and was trying it out. Unfortunately, Jack McNally was the target. He didn’t like getting peppered in the fanny, and neither did I, seeing it happen, so I decided to take the gun away from the culprit. I started across the yard to do it. A bronze blur whizzed toward me. I tried to duck, but I couldn’t move fast enough. The BB penetrated my left eye and split the pupil. From that moment on, I was blind in that eye.

  I immediately fell to the ground, holding my eye. Jack came over, telling me it would be all right. I remember lying on my back, the cold penetrating my bones. I kind of blacked out after that, not out entirely but in a daze. Jack helped me inside the house, and later at the hospital I learned the hard truth about my lost vision.

  Stumbling into a Calling

  Prior to that day, I had exceptional eyesight and could hit a baseball hard and often. But let me not delude myself. The odds that I could have been a professional baseball player were slim to none. However, following my injury, there was a less than zero chance. After the accident, I spent a lot of time at home recovering. For the next couple of months, I would sit in the breakfast nook in the kitchen and play a homemade game of dice baseball and broadcast the game aloud to myself, much to the amazement of my mother, Frances (Grady) Coleman.

  Those were the first games I called. You know what? I made an amazing discovery.

  I found I could string the words together into a flow. I had no trouble with the continuity of saying something. I had stumbled onto my “gift,” or what writer Alice Walker once labeled “the work your soul must have.” What a tremendous thing to have happened, and I often wonder: if I hadn’t had the accident, would I ever have made it into a broadcasting booth?

  My mother was born and raised on Mission Hill in Roxbury, which in those years was practically all Irish. Her husband, my father William Coleman, also was from Mission Hill. He worked as a salesman for a number of tire companies in his younger years, but as he came toward the end of his abbreviated life, the government froze rubber as World War II broke out. Shortly after the government’s restrictions on rubber, designed to appropriate as much of the commodity as possible for military use, my father found himself out of work. He eventually became the night watchman on the construction job at the Squantum Naval Air Station.

  Then my life changed again, in one instant.

  On September 10, 1942 at 7 a.m., the first day of my senior year in high school, my mom and sister Ruth woke me up. They told me as best they could that dad had come home from work and died on the kitchen floor of a cerebral hemorrhage. He was 54.

  It was a tremendously difficult thing for her to have to tell a young man, and it was even more difficult to hear. How do you lose your father? How do you say goodbye and let go?

  I didn’t realize this until I was much older, but my reaction at the time was one of shock. My first response was to take a long walk. I didn’t really feel much of anything for some time. I felt emotionally numb or neutral. I understand now that this type of reaction is the way people often cope with overwhelming sorrow. Your body and soul get anesthetized, so to speak, to prevent you from feeling the full brunt of the blow too quickly, and it’s this numbness that allows you to carry on with your normal day-to-day life. It’s healthy and necessary, as long as you process the grief at some point, which I later did.

  At the wake, which was held in our home as was the custom back then, I went through two days and nights of anger. All of dad’s old drinking buddies were in the kitchen drinking beer and eating the mounds of food sent over by concerned neighbors.

  They were telling jokes, laughing, and carrying on, and I had a very hard time with that. I just didn’t understand that these were nice people who didn’t know how to deal with their sadness and sense of loss any better than I did. I realized that much later.

  My dad and I had been close, and we were close because of baseball. Until I started playing ball in the eighth grade for the Sacred Heart CYO team, our typical summer Sunday consisted of 9 o’clock Mass, a big breakfast, a packed lunch from mom, and a doubleheader at either Fenway Park or Braves Field. We would be there when the gates opened at 11 a.m. to watch batting practice, infield practice, the throws from the outfield, the pitchers warming up. Then we would stay for both games. We never had the thought of leaving early, no matter how one-sided the game.

  All of it was special to my dad and me, and baseball became our bond. I remember the day we watched Johnny Vander Meer at Braves Field in the start after his two consecutive no-hitters. Johnny went into the fourth inning pitching hitless ball before Debs Garms, who played outfield and also a little third base, singled.

  Over the course of broadcasting Major League baseball for 34 years, I cant tell you how often I thought of my father and how so very dearly I had wished that he could have been with me. Dad would have enjoyed meeting the men we had watched together, players like Bobby Doerr, Bob Feller, Lefty Grove, and the kid named Ted Williams. He would have been pleased to learn what fine men they were.

  I’m sorry we missed all that, but I will forever be grateful that he loved the game of baseball and that he passed that love along to me.

  When I lost the sight in my left eye, my dad—who ironically had lost the sight in his right eye, though I never found out how— would say: “You watch your half and I’ll watch mine, and we’ll tell each other about it.” Such is the dry wit of the Irish.

  My mother didn’t care that much for baseball, but she used to take me in as a child on Ladies Day (ladies free; children 10 cents). She might not have understood the nuances of baseball, but she sure liked Jimmy Foxx and Joe Cronin, a couple of strapping matinee idols.

  One of my regrets in later life, especially when I started broadcasting for the Cleveland Indians in 1954, was the feeling of how much my father would have loved his son being associated so closely with the game and making his living from it. Dad had been a big fan of Al Lopez during his playing days, and Lopez was the manager of the ‘54 Indians. Dad also liked Tony Cuccinello and Mel Harder, and both were coaches on that team. He had seen Bob Feller pitch, and Feller was still on the Tribe that year. He would have loved the chance to meet and talk with these people, but that chance never came.

  It brings to mind the words of Henry David Thoreau, words that have always given me hope and courage: “However mean your life is, meet it and live it. Do not shun it and call it hard names. It is not so poor as you are. It looks poorest when you are richest. The faultfinder will find faults even in Paradise. Love your life.”

  I don’t recall that my dad read many books, but he was a bright man, intelligent, and outgoing most of the time. I never knew how far he went in school. He never mentioned it, nor did he ever discuss high school sports or his buddies with me. It might have happened if he had lived longer.

  Mostly, we talked baseball and boxing. Dad would let me stay up late to listen to the fights on the radio. I’ll never forget the Joe Louis-Max Schmeling fight (the second one). We were living in an upstairs flat. I can still see my father near his pipe stand with those half-dozen pipes and his Prince Albert tobacco (I used to wonder why he smoked Prince Albert and not Kentucky Club that announcer Fred Hoey used to talk about on the radio when he broadcast baseball games). I remember dad going into the kitchen for something, and when he came back, he asked me if the fight was ready to start, and I said:

  “Louis just knocked him out. Two minutes and four seconds of the first round.”

  He never even got to light his pipe.

  “Love your life,” Thoreau advised. Well, my father loved his life, and when he died, the people he worked for at the Edmund J. Rappoli Construction Co. did a nice thing. My brother Bill was in the Marine Corps. He had enlisted on December 8, 1941, the day after Pearl Harbor. And so the construction company offered me my father’s job—seven nights a week, four until midnight, $1 an hour, $56 a week. I took it, gladly. My mother and I needed the income.

  Reporting at 4,1 would start at 5 p.m. to clean out the offices, which took until about 8. I’d then get in a pickup truck and put the incendiary gas bombs on the construction sights. From 9:30 p.m. until midnight, I’d gab with the Marine on duty or occasionally even do some homework.

  Throughout those years I also played baseball. Even with my left eye sightless, I could still hit some, but I soon turned to pitching. While I didn’t have much beyond a big jug-handle curve and a less than average fastball, I had pinpoint control. In pitching, control and location are everything, and so I had some success. Academically, I was an indifferent student. I got by but didn’t work hard.

  In order to play ball during my senior year, I would trade off with the midnight-to-8 a.m. watchman. His name was Eddie Spitz, a gruff, elderly man, but nice enough when you got to know him. He smoked Turkish cigarettes. Eddie would cover for me whenever I had a game.

  On graduation day in June of 1943, every boy in the senior class went into the service with two exceptions. The first was John “Banger” Randolph, a tackle on the football team who unwittingly drank a Coke just before his urine test. They found sugar in his blood and he was classified 4-F. He later went into service.

  I was the second 4-F because of my blind left eye. Nonetheless, I wanted to serve. That’s how most of us felt about the country back then. We felt it not only to be a duty but also an honor to help actively with the war effort. I kept bugging the draft board, and eventually in November 1943, I entered the Army on what was called “limited service.” Limited service was just that: you served in a reduced capacity and would never get close to the theaters of action.

  Nonetheless, it got my foot in the door and from there I kept putting in for a regular military commission. My persistence paid off. I finally got waived from my “limited” classification, and the Army sent me to serve in the China-Burma-India Theater with the 472nd Quartermaster Truck Regiment, which drove the Burma Road. I was in Headquarters Company, and we were called the Shamrock Regiment because of our leader, Col. Ireland.

  Later I was assigned to the postal unit at Chabua Airfield, about 30 miles from Burma in the Province of Assam. While part of that unit, I was offered the chance to work at the Armed Forces Radio Station in the area and turned it down for a very good reason. The thought of speaking into a microphone to the troops petrified me.

  You’re laughing, I suppose, at the idea of Ken Coleman being afraid of a microphone, but I was. The experience taught me a valuable lesson. I learned about the nature of fear. Fear bothered me. It gnawed at me, and I became determined to overcome it. For some people, fear cripples. In my case, fear of speaking into a broadcast microphone fueled my desire to succeed. The microphone fascinated me no end.

  Walking on Air

  That fear and fascination of the microphone prompted me into action. When the war ended, I came home, and in 1946 enrolled to take broadcasting courses at Curry College, now located in Milton, Massachusetts. At the time, the school was located in Boston at 251 Commonwealth Ave. My first day of school was memorable. I walked around outside for a very long time and almost walked away. I tried to talk myself out of it. But something wouldn’t let me do it. I was literally at a crossroads. Young Ken Coleman was that close to quitting, and you never would have heard a peep from me.

  Finally, I gathered my courage, walked in, and made up my mind I would give broadcasting an honest shot. It’s true: courage is not the absence of fear; rather, it’s acting in spite of being afraid. Once inside the school, I resolved I would not do what I did in high school and slack off with my studies. This time I would work hard. After all, I had my mother to support.

  There isn’t any map to success in life. Everyone has to find his or her own way, and life’s lessons continued. The year I spent at Curry College taught me I could overcome my fear. I learned that fear is a bully, and like most bullies will push you around as long as you submit to the treatment. However, look a bully in the eye and say, “Okay, you want to fight? Let’s go,” and what happens?

  The bully backs down.

  I also learned that success in life comes from doing what you can do well. As I had discovered when recovering from my eye injury, I had the gift of gab—I could describe the pictures and accounts of a baseball game, albeit an imaginary one. Deep inside, I knew I could do it for real. More importantly, I enjoyed the daylights out of going on the air for an audience. That’s not to say I didn’t get nervous—I did then and still do to some extent today. But I took my inner trust and combined it with hard work. I studied and studied. I constantly practiced my delivery. It paid off.

  After one year at Curry College, I got a job at radio station WSYB in Rutland, Vermont in 1947. I got the job at WSYB after doing a guest spot on Art Kings show at WEEI in Boston. The show basically aired as a “job center of the air” for returning veterans.

  At WSYB, I did it all—newscaster, disc jockey, copy writer, and serving as the voice of the Rutland Royals in the Northern League (similar to today’s Cape Cod League). The manager of the Royals, later a catcher with the Boston Braves, was Ebba St. Claire. We also had a young pitcher in junior high school out of Rochester, N.Y., named Johnny Antonelli, who of course later went on to great success in the Majors with the Giants.

  Mt. Pelier had a pretty good pitcher of their own, a kid out of Michigan State by the name of Robin Roberts. Yes, the Hall of Famer Robin Roberts. As you can see, it was a good league, and it provided invaluable experience to the novice sportscaster.

  After a year at WSYB, I moved on to WJDA in Quincy back in my hometown, where I stayed for three and a half years. I served as a sports announcer and program director from 1948 to 1951. Again, it would be more accurate to say I was the station’s all-around guy, its utility man. I did a little bit of everything, from football games to news casting to disc jockeying.

  My next stop was at WNEB in Worcester for one year to the day, where I got the job broadcasting Boston University football. In those days, the Terriers had All-American Harry Agannis at quarterback, who in my view was the greatest college quarterback of all time.

  In each of those early radio jobs, I tried to learn as much as I could. I asked questions, observed other broadcasters, volunteered for assignments, and went on the air as much as I could. Those years of paying dues led to my first big break. In my 11th month in Worcester, I got a call from WJDA’s Charlie Glass, one of the announcers at the Quincy station.

  The Big Leagues Call

  It is customary in my kind of work to get lots of mail The bulk of it consists of press releases, which, after a perfunctory look, usually get tossed in the wastebasket. Well, a letter had come addressed to me at WJDA. Fortunately for me, Charlie was looking through my mail and noticed that the letter appeared a little different from the usual press releases and junk mail. It was from an advertising agency in Cleveland, Ohio. My name had been cleanly typed on the envelope, instead of the mass-produced and often smudged mimeographed address labels. It looked like a person-to-person letter, an important letter, so instead of tossing it into the trash Charlie called me at WNEB in Worcester. I asked him to open it and read it to me.

  The letter had been sent by Al Fisher of the Lang, Fisher, and Stashower Agency in Cleveland. It said the agency was actively looking for a play-by-play radio announcer for the Browns of the National Football League. Mr. Fisher told me I had been recommended by Tom McMahon of N.W. Ayer, a New York ad agency that placed a lot of sports ads for the Atlantic Refining Company. Mr. Fisher asked if I would be interested.

  Would I be interested? He didn’t have to ask twice.

  He requested that I send him a play-by-play tape as a sample of my work. Unfortunately, I did not have a play-by-play tape of any of my work. So I did the next best thing. I improvised. I sent them a “letter” on tape, telling them I would like consideration for the job. The tape would let them hear what I sounded like, and at the same time would allow me to submit my qualifications in my own voice.

  Actually, it worked in my favor. I think they were struck by how unique my presentation was. All the others who applied had done the usual demo thing; they all ended up looking and sounding the same. My taped “letter” stood out. They invited me out to Cleveland for an interview. I had $85 in my savings account, and that was enough for a round-trip ticket by train. I said so long to friends and loved ones and headed way out west—at least it seemed “way out west”—to Cleveland.

  I met with Al Fisher at 1010 Euclid Avenue, home of the agency, and we went down to the Leader Building, the headquarters of the Cleveland Browns. There I met Paul Brown, the famous football coach who had a lot to say in the selection process. We talked football and family for more than an hour, and then as Fisher and I were leaving, I was excused. Al and Paul talked alone briefly. The job had come down to Lindsey Nelson and me.

  “The Job is Yours”

  They made up their minds quickly and didn’t leave me in suspense for long. On the way back to the agency, Al stopped in a drug store doorway and said: “The job is yours. We can pay you $10,000 a year.”

  Ten thousand dollars! To broadcast professional sports! For a team that two years before had been NFL Champions and the year before played in the championship game as Eastern Division kings! I couldn’t believe it. I never imagined I would someday be making five figures. I also had no clue that Al Fisher would make the offer then and there. It was like being in a dream.

  I immediately accepted the offer. I never had an easier decision in my life.

  I was about to start on my second major voyage. My only other journey had been in the military. I was just an 18-year-old youngster when I went on that one, proud to serve my country. But this was different. At age 27, I was in the Big Leagues. I would be the radio voice of one of the best teams in football, the Cleveland Browns.

  So I loaded my Nash Rambler in Worcester and took off for Ohio in mid-July, 1952. The next day, I arrived at Hiram College, about 30 miles southwest of Cleveland.

  As I went to sleep that first night, my mind reeled. I knew this was a huge opportunity for me. Sure, I felt apprehensive, but I was determined to succeed.

  I actually tried not to think about success or failure. Rather, I remember telling myself that the only thing I could do was my best. The rest would take care of itself.


  CHAPTER    3


  Into the NFL

  HIS NAME: COACH PAUL BROWN

  “You Can Call Me ‘Coach’ or ‘Paul'

  Paul Brown was then and remains today one of the pivotal figures in National Football League history, a man whose remarkable lifetime record (213-104-9) is but a partial reflection of the profound influence he would have on the league and continues to have to this day

  I knew I would be working with a man regarded as best of the best in football. I was excited, nervous, and absolutely determined to try to “raise my game” to meet Paul Browns extremely high standards.

  The Browns were quartered in the girls’ dormitory at Hiram College. The morning after we arrived, Monday morning in July, 1952, the team had its first meeting. I will never forget the man who spoke.

  Paul Brown was a giant of a man who stood five feet eight inches and weighed 150 pounds. He was bald, slender, and soft-spoken but a man definitely in charge. He looked like an accountant but had the power and demeanor that said Authority, capital “A”. You knew that immediately upon meeting him. Off the field, he enjoyed golf, gin rummy, and listening to music. On the field, he was all football.

  That initial meeting lasted three hours, with a couple of breaks in between. Paul would have his speech prepared and typed out on papers which he kept in front of him. He started out by saying that there was only one reason for everyone to be gathered in this room, and that was to win the championship of the National Football League. Period.

  “Anybody who does not share that goal and is not fully dedicated to that goal is welcome to leave right now.” Long pause. Paul Brown’s voice then sharpened.
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