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To Mickee, Jake, and Maja, who sacrificed much more than I ever did for me to play in the sandbox.

“As you wish.”






INTRODUCTION

FOR THE RECORD, I HAVE never worked a single day of my adult life.

Since the mid-1970s I have played in radio, television, and sports—and been paid for it. Quite frankly, it has been a dream come true. Never good enough to play the actual sports, I always was proud to go to the “championship” most years. That’s what it was all about. To be in the pressure of the moment with millions watching and, hopefully, enjoying the product. And knowing when the television show should not overshadow the actual event.

The media business of radio, television, and digital is not that difficult, really. We tend to make it difficult. It is the ability with words, pictures, and graphics to tell a story. A story to make the audience gasp, laugh, or cry. It’s called the “wow” factor. I truly believe the philosophy that I have used in my work is simpler than most. Show the viewer “how” and tell them “why.” A commonsense approach, almost like a fairy tale.

“Once upon a time… the Good Prince rode in on a white stallion… And they lived happily ever after.”

In the sports television world, you have the challenge of telling that story in fifteen seconds, three minutes, fifteen minutes, or even the duration of a game. Every aspect of doing it right has a beginning, middle, and end. Once you grasp that simple concept, surviving in media becomes thriving in media.

“Once upon a time” becomes the close-up of the superstar centre. “The Good Prince” becomes the replay of his spectacular goal. And “happily ever after” becomes the celebration on the bench and the cheers of the home team crowd.

In televising the game of hockey, you have to know how to do that for one play, one period, one game, and perhaps a whole playoff series. It is that storytelling that was engrained in all of us at Hockey Night in Canada.

Working at HNIC meant feeling like a champion. You knew that the first day you started there. And everyone involved taught you that, every day after. A pride in doing it right. Spending hours perfecting the craft.

Our crew was always viewed as the third team in the arena. Our expectations and demands were as important, in our minds, as those of the two teams playing the game. We wore our uniform with pride. We played the game hard. We focused for the whole sixty minutes. And our ability to react to events on and off the ice, to create those “wow” factors, gave the audience a chance to enjoy the event that much more.

I wonder if my biggest strength in my career is that I don’t think as an athlete. Too often in television, we say “what’s going on in the player’s mind” (or in the room or on the bench). That’s why we have morphed the broadcast booth into a combination of professional broadcasters paired with former athletes. Some of those athletes, while very good at their jobs, often don’t understand who they are talking to. The “whys” of an event are often communicated in such a manner that might be too technical. Not everyone in the audience played the sport they are watching. If you make an explanation too complicated, you aren’t doing the job properly. If you ever hear a doctor speak technically, you may not understand what the diagnosis of your ailment is. If the doctor gives it to you in layman’s terms, you have a chance.

In television, the power to be the eyes of a fan anywhere in this country was energizing. Good, quality television is like winning the game. I like—no, I love to win.

There are many in the industry who view what we do as an art form. I’m not one of them. I think the business we are in is much more of a conversation. And unlike those in the news industry, we are not deciphering current events or interpreting the latest from world leaders. We are, in fact, playing in the sandbox of life. We are following the exploits of modern-day gladiators. Rationalizing people’s passion for one team, or one sport, over another. Putting athletes on pedestals or knocking them off. And as much as the business is driven by technology, it truly is guided by the demand for perfection.

Sure, there were some emotional times, both personally and professionally. Actually, it is better to describe it as professionally personal. And I could be hard on people and hard on myself. Sometimes I crossed the line and paid for it. But it never stopped me from wanting to create great television and tell great stories. It never stopped me from wanting to be the best—and to win.

Technology has changed so much over the years. The digitization of the industry has made life much easier. But people haven’t changed, and it’s the people who have made our business. Managing people—helping, coaching, and watching them grow—is truly the greatest accomplishment of anyone’s career. Hoping they learn from you. Certainly, you learn from them. Wanting to be better and wanting those around you to be better.

And along the way, having some fun. Surely, we have to have fun. That’s what I want to tell you about in these pages. The joy inherent in how our business has changed, how watching the game has changed, and some of the great people I’ve met along the way.

As of this writing, I am sixty-four years old, in my sixth decade of being in broadcasting, and around sports, particularly hockey. It’s at this point that my wife, Mickee, interjects, “You haven’t been in television sixty years. Since you were four!”

No, I haven’t. But my career started in the glory years of Scotty Bowman’s Montreal Canadiens in the mid-1970s. Through the Islanders, Oilers, Flames, Penguins, Red Wings, and every other Stanley Cup champion, I have witnessed or commented on six decades of triumphs, tragedies, and turmoil. It has been an unbelievable ride.

Along with all those of my generation, I have been part of the greatest period of technology growth, which is supposed to make our lives better. I was born in an analog world; I now live in a digital one. From copper to coax to fibre, we have witnessed our world get smaller and the pictures get bigger and more vivid. It has been an astonishing ride.

I have made friends for life. And I have met people who have influenced me far more than I have influenced them. Some of those people have changed my life for the better. Some, not so much. I have seen much of the world, through Europe and Asia, because of a career that I never, ever, viewed as a job. It was always an adventure. I’ve been all over Canada and the United States, too. I used to brag that I could drive east to west and back and be able to always stay with a friend, have a good laugh and a glass of wine, and move on. It has been a joyful ride.

It has carried me through six decades of this business, on both sides of the camera and through multiple networks, the offices of NHL teams, and the league office. In this journey, at times closer to a roller-coaster ride, I have witnessed spectacular athletic events. Historic, iconic sports moments. It has been, and continues to be, a great ride. A ride that has brought me to tears (more of joy than anguish), a ride that has allowed me to puff my chest out and say, “Hey, look at us.” A ride alongside the viewers, enjoying some of the greatest games, funniest stories, and passionate visuals of hockey.

Enjoy.






ONE THE END AND NEW BEGINNINGS


I WASN’T SURPRISED WHEN THE phone rang in early July 2019. After all, my role at Sportsnet, the network I had called home for ten years, had been diminished over the previous fifteen months. At one point I was involved in radio, the website, junior hockey, the NHL package, and the nightly sports show. In sports vernacular, I was “a five-tool player.” There had been nights when I followed a radio spot with one or even two television appearances. It was frenetic, and I loved every minute if it!

Rogers-owned Sportsnet was finishing its fourth year as the national rights holder of NHL games in Canada. The first four seasons had been tumultuous, with management changes and budget reductions almost every season. There was a small core of us who had lived through the changes. We loved the day-to-day challenge of doing games on multiple channels, almost every night of the week. I had been one of the fortunate ones who morphed into a jack-of-all-trades, doing television, radio, and even writing a weekly column for the Sportsnet website. My radio and TV roles were diverse, from games to sportscasts and other shows to go along with my radio responsibilities on Prime Time Sports with Bob McCown, and simple reports for Rogers radio stations across the country. I believed in my heart that I had made myself versatile enough to be indispensable. That obviously was not the case.

We had just finished the annual free agent show on Sportsnet with a minimal crew of production people and announcers. Along with announcers like Nick Kypreos, Doug MacLean, Elliotte Friedman, and Chris Johnston, we were digging up the latest info and background of the thirty-one teams and their attempts to sign free agent players. The job that day demands persistence and patience, as you pester every general manager, agent, scout, and owner to be the first to get the breaking news of pending player signings. It’s challenging, and you can strain friendships and other relationships trying to be first. For the record, over the years I have spent days after the free agent and trade deadline show apologizing to my friends in the game for being such a pain in the ass. Most, if not all, understand.

It was the end of the season and our normal routines were clouded. Rumours were rampant that more cuts would be coming to the company as it tried to adjust its profit margins. It felt like every off-season brought a level of insecurity to our group—every summer, the group got smaller. To this day, I believe Rogers Media always made money; they just wanted to make more. Such is the life, and the demands, of a publicly traded company.

Locked into a battle with Bell Canada, its partner in the ownership of Maple Leaf Sports & Entertainment, or MLSE (Bell and Rogers both own 37.5 percent of the company, while Larry Tanenbaum owns 25 percent and the chairman’s title), Rogers constantly was trying to create “synergies” between all of its assets. But it was a company of silos, and the bureaucracy was complex. Old-school Rogers brass wouldn’t share with the new executives who largely felt (it seemed to me) that the company was too inefficient. After all, information is power. For that reason, the lack of sharing information, there was a perception that the company was always in flux.

The company had grown in leaps and bounds since Ted Rogers envisioned an organization that owned radio stations, then cable TV. Cable, internet, and cell phones were still the driving force of the company, and the media division, which included radio, TV, specialty television, magazines, and the Toronto Blue Jays Major League Baseball team, was just a very small part of the corporate profits and structure. It was a huge company with thousands of employees from coast to coast. In a country this vast, communication is a challenge that will never be fully solved.

A month before free agency, I was working alongside Bob McCown on his successful afternoon radio show in Toronto, when he told me that he had a meeting the next day with Rick Brace, the president of Rogers Media. This wasn’t usual. Bob surmised everything from Rick looking for advice on radio to Rick wanting to extend Bob’s contract, which would expire in less than a year. Within twenty-four hours, Bob pulled me aside to say that Brace was buying out the remainder of his contract, and that I should watch my back.

This took me a little by surprise because I felt I was contributing enough on all the platforms to continue. I did regular news hits, radio across the country, Hockey Central at noon on radio and television, and was a regular contributor to regional hockey packages in Vancouver, Calgary, and Edmonton (my western roots coming out in spades). I had tried to contribute to the growing digital business on a daily basis, writing columns and detailing the game from a different perspective. Put another way, I was trying to stay relevant.

The tip from Bob was a bit numbing, too, because I had been told a few months earlier by a mutual friend of Brace’s that “Rogers has big plans for Shannon.” What could that be? More TV? Doubtful. More radio? Possibly. Brace had told me on multiple occasions how much he had enjoyed my banter with McCown. I took him at his word when he complimented me. How silly of me. I have always been a trusting person. I suppose my nature of being direct and honest, and sometimes blunt, was something I projected on others, because I was hearing what I wanted to hear.

Not that Bob exaggerates, but I was always wary when he told me these types of stories. He is a dear friend to this day, and we enjoy great discussions and laughs about all kinds of things: politics, golf, media, Ed Sullivan (I do believe my impression of the New York impresario is better than Bob’s, but his Foster Hewitt impression is much better than mine). His warning about the future was filed away, and not taken with the alarm it should have been.

That phone call in early July was from Rogers executive Rob Corte. He was in charge of production at Sportsnet, fifteen years my junior, and very proper. He asked if I could “pop into the office” for a quick discussion. I knew right then and there that I was done. Technically I wasn’t going to be fired, but rather, for the second time in my career, my contract would not be renewed.

I might handle it differently outwardly, and I’ve been accused of being too serious, but you never get use to rejection, even at sixty-two. It had been Corte, two weeks earlier, that told me “everything should work out” when I pressed him at the NHL Draft in Vancouver about the future. It was a draft I was not scheduled to go to, but asked to in order to prepare for upcoming free agency, and Corte agreed. I did do some radio from Vancouver, but not one drop of television for the three days, which did not sit well with me. Such was life, I thought. Again, it should have been a warning bell, but it wasn’t.

On my return, I told my wife about Corte’s initial reassurances, to which she said, “I will believe it when there’s a new contract. If they can get rid of Bob [Cole], they can get rid of you.” Longtime announcer Bob Cole—a true legend of the game—had recently been forced into retirement, and that was an alarm we all heard. I thanked her for the confidence in me, but in my heart, I knew she was right (as usual). I should never argue with her. She has always had a great sense of these types of situations.

I told Corte, no, I am on the way to Halifax for an event that has been part of my off-season for a decade, the Danny Gallivan Cystic Fibrosis Golf Tournament. Danny had long been dead, but his family and the local community had done a tremendous job in keeping alive the dream of curing CF (cystic fibrosis) by raising awareness and money. I would never miss the event, as long as I am invited. I cut to the point: “Just tell me, Rob.”

With that, Corte said that my contract was not being renewed, but he had wanted to tell me in person to shake my hand and say thank you. He assured me it wasn’t personal, nor was it performance related—and there would be no formal announcement of my departure.

It was at this point I couldn’t resist asking, “Why would you announce my departure? You’ve never announced my arrival [ten years prior] and never once promoted me—why start now?” I knew it was a cheeky remark, and I was bitter, but I needed to say one thing that made me feel better for at least a few minutes.

Within hours, I was in Halifax, putting on a brave face for the tournament, but I worried about what the future held. The phone call to Mickee went as I expected. She had thought this would happen, but she had my back. She told me we should start planning for the future.

My wife doesn’t really like the media business: “You’re a bunch of old gossips.” Nor did she enjoy hockey anymore. It had become 24/7/365: “Get off your Twitter.” But she has stuck through it all. There are days I’m not sure why.

I told a few friends, confidentially, and trusted they wouldn’t spread the bad news, but it was hard to maintain composure. I think I did, for the most part. At least, I hope I did.

Even during this turbulent time, I was getting phone calls from people still working at Sportsnet, asking my advice as they were forced to take pay cuts or different assignments. My advice was always the same: “Be patient. Times are changing, and the world will work out in the end for good people.” This had always been true in the past. If only I believed my own words for my own situation now.

The news finally came out at the end of August. First on social media, where Steve Simmons, whom I have known for forty years, blurted it out on Twitter, without giving me the courtesy of a phone call. By this time I was at peace with the job I had done for ten years. Ten years of a bonus career, really. Almost a decade to the day that I had agreed to join Sportsnet and the Fan 590. Back in 2009, I had little desire to be on television, and only agreed to it because I was going to get twenty-six weeks of radio, with Bob McCown on Prime Time Sports, as a commentator.

My departure as head of broadcasting for the NHL, earlier in 2009, had given me time to think of what and where I wanted to be in the broadcasting business, in the game, and beyond. By July I had received a call from Sportsnet management to come and “talk about announcing.” Simple enough, I thought. They wanted me to consult on their stable of announcers to help them grow on the air. That was right up my alley. I had grown weary of the commute to the NHL offices in New York City, and to work from home, in Toronto, was attractive.

The first meeting caught me off guard. Programming vice president David Akande made the pitch for me to join the network as an announcer. I was, quite frankly, shocked. As David explained, I would fill a void in the network’s coverage of the game. They already had ex-players and an ex-coach. To have someone who had been on the inside of the league office was different, and not something rival TSN had, for that matter. I told him, in no uncertain terms, that I had no desire to be on television. “David, I wouldn’t hire me.”

But I did explain to him, I had a great deal of interest in going on radio. It was my first love. Always had been, always will be. He asked me to think about it, as I asked him to beef up any radio commitments he could give me, and we agreed to take a couple of weeks.

Ours is a small industry. Akande’s boss was Doug Beeforth, who was my college roommate and a former cohort at both HNIC and CTV. We had been friends since the mid-1970s at what was then called Ryerson University. As well, I had become great friends with Nelson Millman, who had turned the all-sports radio station in Toronto into a powerful platform, first for Telemedia and then for Rogers. I could see the fingerprints of both on this plan. Beeforth was doing what all good bosses do. He was letting his programming person hire people. Millman was quietly finding a bigger place for me on the radio team. I had confidence in each of them, and therefore had confidence in Akande. Within a month, we structured a deal that was 60 percent radio and 40 percent television, which was to my liking. As the years wore on, my time on radio changed as my television responsibilities, for the most part, grew.

From behind the camera, to being in front. I had always dreamt of being a commentator, but could never really figure out how to get there. What’s laughable is I can guarantee that I had more power and influence in broadcasting and in how people watched sports in the first three and a half decades in production and management, but I received far more recognition for being in front of the camera.

After the call from Corte in 2019, and a summer of worry and indecision, the ten years as an announcer had fulfilled a childhood dream, and no one—no one—could take that away.

I wasn’t alone that summer. Scott Morrison was let go, as were Nick Kypreos, Doug MacLean, my pal Bob McCown, and the Soccer Guys, James Sharman and Craig Forrest. And while Rogers didn’t make the announcement, I did. Such is the magic and power of social media. A day after Nick and Doug announced they were gone, in a couple of tweets I said the same:


Too many stories already.

Just to confirm I won’t be returning to PrimeTime and HockeyCentral this fall.

Ten great years.

Thanks for listening and watching. Thanks for encouraging and critiquing.

Not going away. Will soon be storytelling somewhere else.

#evolveordie

Good Night. And Good Luck.



Social media is a wondrous thing. And while it has been said before, it must be said again: Twitter is the most antisocial medium ever. Since it arrived, it has given common people (and some not so common) a voice and the ability to spout opinion, humour, hatred, love, compassion, contrition, contradiction, and news.

My philosophy of Twitter is simple. Stick to hockey and hockey news. Don’t jump into the world of pop culture and politics. When in doubt, don’t. Which is to say, if you have any doubt that what you’re saying isn’t factual, original, or without controversy, just don’t tweet at all. Simple. Effective. And it has served me well.

Oh, I’ve had my share of replies that aren’t heartwarming. But such is life in public. Thick skin is required. It comes with the territory, or as my old friend Don Cherry used to tell me, “It’s lonely at the top, John.”

But overall, the support I received was so positive. I remember telling friends it was as close as possible to going to you own funeral. It made me appreciate the decade even more. And while I wouldn’t wish my summer of uncertainty on anyone, it rekindled my love of the business and my love of hockey. And these positive responses underscored that what we were doing was something worth doing, and doing right.

It allowed me to believe that I still had something to offer. A network. A team. Somewhere. Evolve or die.






TWO WHERE PASSION BEGINS


THE LOVE OF HOCKEY NIGHT came early and easily.

It happened in a small town in British Columbia, with one TV channel and a CBC Radio transmitter that was connected through the local railway line. If you drove over the tracks, you heard the CBC, no matter what station the radio was on. Saturday night was the only night when the family ate dinner in front of the TV. Thank God for the invention of the TV table! In the Pacific time zone, 6:00 p.m. became 5:30 became 5:00 as we went from watching a portion of Hockey Night in Canada (and praying that there was a fight or two to delay the game) to watching the whole game from either the Forum in Montreal or Maple Leaf Gardens. Joining the game in progress was actually the norm back in the 1950s and ’60s. It was done on purpose because the team owners didn’t want to jeopardize ticket sales for people staying home to watch the game on TV instead. Over the years, obviously, those fears went away. And by the way, was there ever anything more special than listening to Bill Hewitt and Danny Gallivan call a game?

Play-by-play really had not evolved much from Foster Hewitt’s style, invented on radio in the 1920s. The main announcer painted with words a picture of what was occurring on the 200-by-85-feet sheet of ice. More than player identification, it was a description of how the man skated, the way he passed or shot the puck, and the force of players colliding into each other. And, finally, if the puck went in the net. The play-by-play man was given full license to create his own cadence and vocabulary while in the broadcast booth. It became almost as important as the game itself, and these men became stars in their own right.

Bill Hewitt, nasally like his dad, was a meat-and-potatoes guy. Nothing fancy, but effective. Who had the puck, where was the face-off, and “the ice looks fast tonight at the Gardens.” Gallivan was an impresario, singing his way through the game like the ringmaster at a circus, colourfully describing why Canadiens almost floated above the ice towards the opposition goal, and eventually another Stanley Cup championship. Hewitt reflected everything about “Hogtown” Toronto and the hardworking Maple Leafs. Gallivan was the international attitude of Montreal and the winning pedigree of Canadiens.

Did you ever notice that Danny never put the word “the” before Canadiens? I’m not sure why he said it that way, and never did ask him, but it was one of his subtle signatures. He also invented words. “Cannonating” and “spinnerama” were part of his lexicon, but to say “Canadiens come up the ice…” was something only Danny would do, and did, and could get away with. When I became a broadcaster, I tried my best to use it as a salute to a man who became my friend. I didn’t always succeed, but when I did, I chuckled to myself that Danny Gallivan would have been proud of me.

As a kid I would not miss a Saturday night. I just loved to watch and listen to the broadcast, trying to envision myself either sitting at the Forum in Montreal or Maple Leaf Gardens in Toronto, or (even better) in the broadcast gondola in either building. In fact, I would not miss a Sunday night, either. Sunday, you say? No games on TV on Sunday back then, that’s true. But there were national radio games on CBC. And they were just as compelling for ten-year-old me. My imagination ran wild—my heroes of hockey in New York City, or Boston, or Chicago. That was special, and something we take for granted now. The world is so connected, countries and people. But in the 1960s, the connections were between cities. But even that was technological magic.

I was, at heart, a Maple Leafs fan in the six-team NHL of the 1960s. Dave Keon, Tim Horton, Frank Mahovlich, Johnny Bower, Allan Stanley, and the legendary coach George “Punch” Imlach. To this day, I remember sitting and watching the Maple Leafs lose 11–0 on a Saturday night to Boston, with Don Simmons in goal. 11–0! I spent the third period curled up on my father’s lap, bawling my eyes out. How could they lose 11–0—and to the Bruins? There are some things a seven-year-old just cannot understand.

Fast-forward to 2001 and the invention of Leafs TV, the venture into sports broadcasting that was supposed to be a twenty-four-hour-a-day channel about the hockey team. We didn’t have live games to broadcast because the games were already sold to both TSN and Sportsnet, but we did have Maple Leaf Classic games to show. I insisted early on that the Bruins debacle of 1964 go into one of our productions. I was overjoyed to learn we did, in fact, have the kinescope (television that is recorded directly to film) transfer of the game, and waited to see if my emotions would bring me back to that of a child.

One of the reasons the kinescopes were made through the 1960s was so Imlach could have a copy of the game to review. Contractually, each Monday morning, after the film was developed, a copy was sent from the CBC’s Jarvis Street studio, in downtown Toronto, to Maple Leaf Gardens, just a short walk of a block and a half. On the Monday following the 11–0 game, Imlach took the film and spliced out all the Bruins’ goals to show the players at practice the next day. The only problem was the goals were never reinserted into the original copy of the complete game, which meant the copy we had to show the world on Leafs TV was the whole game minus the goals! It became enough of an anecdote for us to use the footage as it was, and have some fun with it, as with everything at Leafs TV.

The 1960s were a great time to be a hockey fan in Canada. The Maple Leafs would win four Stanley Cups in the decade, and Montreal would win four as well. But my fandom all changed in 1966 when the NHL awarded six new expansion teams, which would double the size of the league and grow the game that we loved. Surely that meant there would be hockey in the West, and in Western Canada in particular. Ultimately, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, Minneapolis–St. Paul, Los Angeles, and Oakland were selected to join in October 1967. As a British Columbian, I could not understand why Vancouver wasn’t awarded a team. Was it the huge sum of $2 million to start a new franchise? Surely someone in Vancouver could afford that? The Pacific Coliseum was soon to be finished and ready for NHL hockey. It was a state-of-the-art arena that held 15,003.

This, my friends, was a travesty.

At least a travesty of provincial proportions, if not the national kind. And at least for me. It appeared that any opposition to a Vancouver franchise hadn’t come from Boston or New York or Detroit or Chicago, but rather from Toronto and Montreal, whose clubs were reluctant to share the dollars and exposure that Hockey Night in Canada gave them. So it was, in fact, Canadians shutting out Canadians when it came to a team in Vancouver. We already didn’t like the East (I believe that was a class in both the second and third grades) but this put it over the top.

I said good-bye to my Leafs and embraced the New York Rangers of Emile Francis, Ed Giacomin, Brad Park, Rod Gilbert, Vic Hadfield, and Jean Ratelle. They were my team now. What made the Rangers special were those Sunday night national radio broadcasts on CBC. Being able to listen to Gallivan or Hewitt and others like Fred Sgambati and Fred Walker do games, every once in a while, from old and new (1968) Madison Square Garden. I loved the sound of the game and the arena on the radio. It was perfect for a kid with a vivid imagination and a passion for the game. Sunday games became outdoor listening in the spring and fall, playing road hockey with my brothers and the neighbours, listening, and re-creating the game being played three thousand miles away. This was heaven.

I didn’t turn my back completely on Vancouver pro hockey. The old minor pro league in the West, the original Western Hockey League (WHL), was also enticing. The Vancouver Canucks played the Seattle Totems, Portland Buckaroos, San Diego Gulls, Phoenix Roadrunners, and Salt Lake City Golden Eagles. It was an old man’s league. Many of the players in it had already had their chance in the NHL and had been relocated, only to settle into life in minor pro hockey and make almost as much money as they did in the NHL, with some having part-time jobs.

Each team had certain players who became characters in my mind. Seattle had Guyle Fielder. Portland had Andy Hebenton and the Schmautz brothers. Willie O’Ree and Len Ronson played in San Diego, while Larry Lund and the Hucul boys were in Phoenix. In Salt Lake City, Elmer “Moose” Vasko had finished his time with the Blackhawks and became the focus of my youthful attention. Vasko had special status because I had seen him play on television, on Hockey Night in Canada, and he was larger than life because of that. The rest were names that my imagination made into heroes and villains. That was the magic of radio!

It’s funny how those childhood memories have been engraved in my mind. I still get excited to talk about those teams. And my inner child reappears when I meet one of these guys, who are now well into their seventies or more. I hope my enthusiasm for their careers is as special for them as it is for me. It may sound overly nostalgic, but these heroes of mine played the game with passion, and really not for the money. Few of them became rich on the ice and many of them have battle scars, walking with their careers inflicted in every stride. I so appreciate what they did for my youth, and the entertainment of many adoring fans.

Vancouver did finally get its NHL team in 1970, for the mighty sum of $6 million. But even that was a little tainted. No one in Vancouver would pay that much, so a medical equipment company from Minneapolis bought the franchise. “Bud” Poile was the team’s first general manager—yes, that’s the father of David Poile, current GM of the Nashville Predators—and hired Hal Laycoe from the hated Portland Buckaroos, of the WHL, as their first coach. I never understood that, but didn’t care: my Vancouver Canucks were in the NHL.

It was around this time I started to get interested in broadcasting. I had always loved listening to radio and watching television, and was fascinated by the magic of pictures and sound flying through the air. For many years, the Shannon household only had one channel, the mighty Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. Oh, sure, our little town had cable, which meant you got the CBC and three U.S. networks, but our road wasn’t big enough to justify running the lines for just one house. That meant if I wanted to watch ABC, NBC, and CBS, I would have to climb into the attic and move the aerial to see if I could catch a signal through the snow of the TV screen. It’s not as if we didn’t have enough to do as kids. I just thought it was amazing that we could watch the world in our living room.

On radio, big cities boomed into our little home after dusk. Vancouver, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Salt Lake City, and Denver, and if it was perfect weather—not overcast or drizzly—we might hear the sounds of Chick Hearn and the Lakers, Vin Scully and the Dodgers, and Jiggs McDonald with the fledgling Kings. I often fell asleep with the radio blaring some sporting event or rock-and-roll music, with my parents coming into the room to turn off the radio at midnight. At this point, sports were my life and I loved them all. They, in fact, are the framework of my memories as a kid. And they seem to get better every day.

There was 1966, on our annual Easter vacation, this time to San Francisco, and to the horseshoe shape of Candlestick Park to watch the Giants’ opening game of that season. The Cubs were the visitors. Leo Durocher was the Chicago manager. Juan Marichal was on mound and the great Willie Mays in centre field for the Giants. My dad, who loved sports as much as his three boys did, joked, “We have great seats, right behind second base.” That meant we were 415 feet from home plate, but only twenty feet every inning from the great Mays. I became a Giants fan that day.

The love of sports came from every member of the family. Mostly it came from my two older brothers, Bob and Ross, who were far better athletes than me, and maybe even more competitive. Our parents also loved the games, but not to the same extent as my siblings. What my parents did—and I am forever grateful for it—was facilitate every whim we had about watching games, going to games, participating in sports—and cheering us on. I don’t recall ever not seeing one of my parents, if not both, at any sporting event I was involved in. They made loving sports so easy, so acceptable.

The first pro hockey game I ever saw was in April 1970, again on our annual Easter trip, at the Pacific Coliseum. It was the final regular season game of the old WHL in Vancouver. The hated Portland Buckaroos were in town against the Canucks. What I witnessed that night, along with the other 15,002 fans, has never left me.

We had corner seats about twenty-five rows up, “scout seats” if you will. In the corner right in front of us, I saw Connie “Mad Dog” Madigan butt-end a Canucks forward, Pat Hannigan, in the throat, without being detected by the referee. After going down for a moment, Hannigan bounced up on his skates and chased Madigan, who was the toughest, craziest player I ever saw, to the blue line and proceeded to two-hand him with his stick over the head. What ensued, eight years before the movie Slap Shot premiered, was total chaos. But it wasn’t over. The Canucks were down 3–1 halfway through the third period. Hannigan was given a ten-minute match penalty, which meant the team would finish the game shorthanded.

This version of Vancouver’s team was the best in the league all year, and one of the most prosperous. In fact, they owned a farm team in the American Hockey League, the Rochester Americans. They were so good, the coach, Joe Crozier, had bragged the previous year that his WHL Canucks squad could beat some NHL teams, if anyone would take him up on it. (This was particularly bold since the following preseason the Canucks badly lost two exhibition games to the Los Angeles Kings.)

So in the last regular season game of that season, over the boards jumped the great Andy Bathgate, along with teammates Paul Andrea, Ted McCaskill, Duke Harris, and Len Lunde. They proceeded in the next ten minutes to score three shorthanded goals and win the game. For a thirteen-year-old, I was thrilled for the victory, and knew that this was where I wanted, needed, demanded to spend my life’s work. I was hooked.

There was only one problem. I couldn’t skate. At that point, our little town didn’t even have an arena. But the bigger issue was I had been born with club feet, and after multiple surgeries there was little or no flexion in my ankles. But that wouldn’t stop me from loving the game, searching for heroes, talking incessantly about it. I made the decision: if I couldn’t play the game, I would talk about it. My career was set. My life as a professional announcer was just a matter of time. At least that’s what I thought.

Over the next few years, I tried my hardest to become an announcer. I would practice my play-by-play while mowing the lawn. That came to an end one day when my mother came out to tell me the neighbours had called to say that I was louder than the mower, and could I please stop. I did a twice weekly radio report on high school sports (actually replacing my brother Ross, who had done it for years), talking about the wins, losses, and upcoming events of our local school. I even did play-by-play of basketball, after convincing the coach that it would be best for all involved if I left the team (I wasn’t very good) to do the radio. He didn’t need convincing.

Along with Hewitt and Gallivan, Jim Robson, who called the Canuck games, quickly joined the voices of my youth. Each became a comforting voice for me, on television or radio, as I began an earnest journey to one day replace them.

With high school graduation looming, my parents announced that I would be moving out of the house the following September. Where will you go? What school will you attend? What will you be doing? My mother wanted me to be a lawyer. My dad wanted me to be happy.

They already knew I had decided to enter the broadcasting world, but the three of us had no clue how and where to go to be trained. After spending a weekend in Vancouver visiting my older brother at the University of British Columbia, and hours reading university catalogues in the UBC library, I finally came up with a short list of where to go. In order to get a degree in broadcasting (my parents said getting a degree was part of the deal), I had decided it had to be one of three places: Syracuse University in Syracuse, New York, for $30,000 a year; Washington State University in Pullman, for $17,000 a year; or Ryerson Polytechnical Institute in Toronto, for $950 a year.

The answer from my dad was simple and decisive: “You’re going to love living in Toronto.”

But even that wasn’t simple. My parents were not pleased that a seventeen-year-old kid would be moving from a town of 1,200 to Canada’s largest city. My dad recommended I take a year of university credits in Vancouver at UBC and learn how to live in a big city before I made such a significant move of three thousand miles and three time zones. Ryerson allowed me to defer for a year, and also allowed for academic credits. It was a win-win for me. A year in Vancouver at school, close to my brother Ross, and all the Lions, Canucks, and even the WHA Blazers would be a great way to spend the next ten months.



While school wasn’t secondary, it certainly wasn’t my primary focus. I tried to join the university radio station, but on my first visit to the place, it appeared fraught with politics and hierarchy. The guys running it were in their fourth and fifth years at school and didn’t really have time to help a freshman. They didn’t seem to understand that I wanted to be an announcer, right away, without any real training or introduction. And I didn’t understand that I had to pay my dues.

But I wasn’t staying in Vancouver after that year anyway. I was moving to Toronto. I needed to learn what Toronto was all about. And really, the only way to do that in 1974 was to read newspapers. So every weekday, I would walk to a neighbourhood store and buy the Toronto Globe and Mail. This was long before it became a national paper. To me, it was Toronto. It spoke Toronto. And I had to understand it, even if it was two days late. Many times, the paper referenced something I knew nothing of, but I said every day that I had to find out how Toronto ticked. What made it special? Who made it special? I didn’t want to arrive in Toronto knowing little or nothing of the scene, particularly the sports scene, in the city.

Gordon Sinclair, Trent Frayne, Rex MacLeod, James Christie, and Dick Beddoes taught me about “The Big Smoke,” “Hogtown,” “Toronto the Good.” I knew of Pat Marsden and Bill Stephenson because of CFL football on CTV. And I knew Don Chevrier and Tom McKee on anything the CBC did. My goal was to meet at least some of these people. Little did I know that my life would intersect with many of these gentlemen and I would work for, with, and eventually hire some of them.

But there was one event that happened while I lived in Vancouver that had a lasting effect. It occurred on television, and fittingly on Hockey Night in Canada. It included two men I would meet and come to know well, to this day.

On a Wednesday night national broadcast during the 1974–75 hockey season, Dave Hodge, who had replaced Ward Cornell in 1971 as host of the show and was not even thirty yet, interviewed a college student. But it wasn’t just any college, and it wasn’t just any student.

Doug Beeforth was a second-year student at Ryerson Polytechnical Institute in the Radio and Television Arts program. I sat in front of my twelve-inch black-and-white RCA television transfixed by this interview. Apparently, Beeforth had done a school project on the “behind the scenes” of what it takes to produce Hockey Night in Canada. The producers of the show thought the project was so well done, they ran a segment on that Wednesday night and interviewed its creator. This was amazing to me. It was karma. I was going to Ryerson! I wanted to be on Hockey Night in Canada! To this day, I can still see that segment vividly in my mind. It made a huge impact on who I would be.

The following September, I moved with my two suitcases from BC to Toronto. I stayed at a boardinghouse owned by the school. But much of my time was spent in the studios at the school, and eventually at Ryerson’s radio station. It was on the first visit to the station, to see if I could do anything, that I met the aforementioned Beeforth, in the lobby of the station. He was now in his final year of school, and I was in my first day. Like I’d seen at UBC, by the time you get close to the end, your school/life experiences appear to put you a decade ahead of a first-year student. Except, Doug was different. When I first saw him, he was talking with another student, a young man named Rick Briggs-Jude, and they were talking sports. I jumped into the conversation with both feet, introducing myself and acknowledging Doug’s appearance the previous winter on HNIC.

Now, some people will chuckle about these names, because for forty years, Doug, Rick, and I have been often mentioned in the same sentence. Over the years we have lived together (I believe it was seven places in seven years), worked together, laughed and cried together. We have all worked for each other, and hired each other, on occasion. We were all part of Doug’s wedding, and Rick’s as well. The only reason they weren’t part of mine was that Mickee and I eloped to Mexico, and were married in about five minutes by a justice of the peace. But that’s another story for a book never to be written.

Beeforth, Briggs-Jude, and I did everything together. We would do Ryerson basketball and football games as announcers, producers, and technical operators. We did OHA Marlboros hockey from Maple Leaf Gardens, on a deal Doug negotiated with Harold Ballard: we could do the games, as long as we couldn’t make money. So the dollars from the advertising we sold were put into buying equipment for the college radio station. We even did a radio version of the Vanier Cup one year. It was Western Ontario vs. Acadia, as I recall, and it was before the advent of wireless microphones, so we spent the day before the game stringing a thousand-foot audio cable from the press box to field level for our field-level reporter. These days might have been the most pure fun we ever had in the business. No bosses. No money. No pressure.

I used my time in school a little differently than most. My university credits from UBC afforded me extra time off and I decided to use the student card as a “ticket” to talk to all the power brokers in sports who were in Toronto. One week, I would phone the CFL office and ask for Jake Gaudaur, the commissioner. Next thing you know, I’m sitting across the desk from the CFL’s top guy, asking questions I’m sure he thought were naive and inane. But he gave me the time. I did the same with numerous sports and broadcast people, such as Johnny Esaw of CTV, Bill Stephenson at CFRB, Dick Beddoes at the Globe and Mail, and Pat Marsden at CFTO. Being a student gave me a tremendous license to knock on doors and talk to people already in the business. They were all more than willing. After all, I was asking them just to talk about themselves, and how they got to their current position. I wasn’t looking for a job, I was looking for guidance and counsel. And who doesn’t like talking about themselves and giving advice? I can’t tell you how many times over the years I have been in the business that receiving a job or recommendation came down to one of those guys remembering that I was eager, polite, and professional in our first meeting.

It’s also one of the reasons why, to this day, I always spend time with aspiring broadcasters when possible. There’s always that chance the young guy will be your boss one day. As Johnny Esaw once told me around this time, “You’ll meet the same people on the way up as you do on the way down.”

The blueprint that Beeforth created in producing a school project on Hockey Night in Canada looked pretty foolproof. It had, in fact, gotten him a part-time job on the show. With that in mind, I decided to do my project on someone I had been listening to since I was ten: Jim Robson. Because I wanted to follow Robson around in Toronto, Buffalo, and Vancouver, I needed permission from Hockey Night in Canada to do it. I was given that permission on only one condition, that I show them the project when it was complete.

Over the next few months, after contacting Robson, I spent days with Jim with a camera and a tape recorder, following him through his day, on the road with the Canucks when they played the Maple Leafs and the Sabres, and at home in Vancouver on a HNIC Saturday when I was on my way home for the Christmas break. For the record, I am a terrible photographer. My vision is so poor, deciding what is in focus and what is not became quite a challenge. Framing and composition were also an issue. I was never going to be mistaken for Yousuf Karsh.

But it opened so many doors—to the Hockey Night world, the CBC world, the radio world. Just as Beeforth’s production had inspired me to do my own, the project allowed me to meet people in the industry with whom I would have lifelong relationships. Jim Thompson and Michael Lansbury at CBC in Vancouver. John Ashbridge and Dave Rutherford at CKNW radio in Vancouver, and countless people in the Hockey Night in Canada family. And of course, Jim Robson himself. What I learned on these three trips—to Maple Leaf Gardens, Buffalo’s Memorial Auditorium, and Vancouver’s Pacific Coliseum—was that Robson left nothing to chance. His complex preparation of statistics and stories of both teams gave a real glimpse into how much work it would take to be at the top of this profession. Robson wrote microscopically and would fill notepad after notepad as the season progressed. It was his personal NHL journal. I also gained a better understanding of the teamwork it took to put sports television on the air. Twenty-five to thirty people working in unison, supporting each other, with a common goal of creating exciting, entertaining television. After all, it was Hockey Night in Canada, and you could see the pride everyone had in being part of the program.

With the project done in early 1977, I did what I was dutifully told to do. I showed it to a few of the people at Hockey Night. Bob Gordon, who was the Maple Leafs’ regular producer, and Frank Selke Jr., an executive with the Canadian Sports Network (CSN) at the time, were both polite enough to keep their eyes open through the thirty minutes. Eventually, it did exactly what I wanted it to: it got me a job on Wednesdays and Saturdays at Maple Leaf Gardens for Hockey Night in Canada.

Early in the 1977–78 season, when the Canucks came to Toronto, I had arranged for Robson to watch my project as well. With an 8:00 p.m. start time, we agreed that we would meet in the TV studio at MLG at 3:00 p.m. to watch it. That worked well for me; my new job started at 5:00 p.m. with a production meeting. Well, three o’clock came and went. No Robson. So did 3:30. And then 4:00 p.m. When I called the hotel, and Robson answered, something was obviously wrong. He had either slept in or forgotten about our prearranged meeting. When he finally arrived, embarrassed and out of breath, I think we were able to watch about fifteen minutes of the show before people started to arrive. Jim apologized profusely, and again after the game that night. And by letter the following week. For forty years, Jim has apologized to me for missing that single meeting almost every time we have connected. And we worked closely together for a decade!

Jim, apology accepted.

The Robson project began my association with one of the iconic brands in Canadian television and sports. What followed, through six decades, was a love affair between me and a television show. Like any relationship, there were ups and downs, ins and outs, and curves galore. But what a journey it was.






THREE TO WEAR THE BABY BLUE


TO THIS DAY, I REMEMBER walking into the Hockey Night in Canada offices eager to see if I got a baby blue jacket. I waited three long weeks before the call came to go to a little shop on Yonge Street in Toronto to be measured for it. It was such an important, special moment in my young life. This jacket made you feel bigger, better, and smarter. But more significantly, it meant respect in the hockey world.

I was a runner. A gopher. Essentially, the conduit between the show and the players, checking they were ready for interviews or telling them they’d been selected as one of the three stars of the game. As the bottom rung on the ladder, it was my job to get people anything they needed, even coffee. With all the back-and-forth between the arena and the TV mobile, there was a lot of running, but I loved it. It was this first job that drove me to develop relationships with the players, something I valued for all my career.

The baby blue jacket was an icon in Canadian broadcasting for decades. Wearing the jacket in any arena, in any city, became a calling card. Players would acknowledge you as they walked into the building. Coaches and managers knew that their skills and expertise were going to be on full display across the country. It meant a big name in the game would smile and nod at you, not knowing your name, but knowing you were part of television elite, part of the tradition of Hockey Night in Canada. To this day, I never had more fun, joy, or pride than in those years I wore a baby blue Hockey Night in Canada blazer.

One of my favourite moments, one that Don Cherry and I still laugh about, occurred in Boston during the 1978 playoffs. The Bruins, whom Cherry was coaching at the time, had won a playoff game against Montreal. My job was to wind through the halls of Boston Garden to Cherry’s small office and get the coach to make a postgame appearance with Dave Hodge. The press horde was twenty deep around Cherry, who was standing on the top of his desk to be seen by all. But he saw me, or rather saw my baby blue jacket, and yelled, “Boys, I see there’s someone here from Hockey Night in Canada. They must need me on television. I have to go on national television!” The reporters parted as Don descended from on top of his desk and walked out of the office with me. Cherry and I giggled all the way back to the makeshift studio at the Garden. He always knew the power of the baby blue.
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“And I thought the announcers, not the producers, had the interesting

jobs in sports TV. John offers fascinating evidence to the contrary.”
DAVE HODGE, sports announcer and broadcaster
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