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To Susie






The finish line is only the beginning of a whole new race.

—Teddy Ebersol, June 2004








Prologue Just Another Great Day


The alarm went off around 6:00 a.m. in our hotel room at the Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles. My wife, Susan, and I were in a bedroom on one end of our suite, while our two younger sons, eighteen-year-old Willie and fourteen-year-old Teddy, were sharing the bedroom at the other end. It was the Sunday after Thanksgiving in 2004, and after a terrific week celebrating the holiday in L.A. with all five of our children and a collection of friends, we were heading back east.

As Susan got out of bed to pack the last few things in our suitcases, I went into the bathroom to get ready. Our trip would have a few stops. First, our private plane would land in Colorado and drop off Susan and her friend Rebecca—the wife of Susan’s ex-husband, Tom (yes, you read that right; to this day, our family happily thrives off our unconventionality). They’d spend a few days prepping the house we owned in the mountains of Telluride for Christmas. Next, the plane would head to South Bend, Indiana, to drop off our older son Charlie, who was in the middle of his senior year at Notre Dame. Then, by early evening, the plane would land in Hartford, Connecticut, and I’d drop Teddy off at the Gunnery, a boarding school where he was a freshman, before I finally drove to our home in Litchfield, a small town in the bucolic northwest corner of the state where I’d grown up as a public school kid, never dreaming I’d be able to live this kind of life. Then, first thing the next morning, I’d take a car into New York City and go to my office at 30 Rockefeller Plaza, to continue working on one of the most exciting deals of my career.

As the head of the sports and Olympics division for NBC since 1989, I’d made big deals, taken huge risks, solved difficult problems, and built lasting relationships. I’d joined forces with NBA commissioner David Stern to create arguably the most successful partnership between a network and a sports league in history with the NBA on NBC; turned NBC into America’s Olympic network through a series of deals with the International Olympic Committee that ensured the Games would be on our air through 2012; and through Super Bowls, World Series, major golf tournaments, Grand Slam tennis events, and more, lived out a career that I only could have dreamed about as a kid, watching ABC’s Wide World of Sports on TV at home.

ABC Sports had in fact been where I’d started my career, as the network’s first-ever Olympic researcher, working for the legendary Roone Arledge and traveling the world as a twenty-year-old kid who’d dropped out of Yale at the height of the Vietnam War to take the job. Not long after, I’d get promoted to be Roone’s assistant, getting a front-row seat to everything he did, from sitting in on executive meetings in his place to delivering files to him at the 21 Club when he met at the restaurant with NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle to iron out the deal to create Monday Night Football. Then I’d left sports for a while, taking an offer from NBC to join its entertainment division to start a weekend late night comedy show, and finding an unknown producer named Lorne Michaels and co-creating Saturday Night Live. From there, I’d work in worlds as disparate as talk, music, and professional wrestling, but came back to my first love when I took the NBC Sports job in ’89.

The full-circle nature of my path had also been on my mind throughout Thanksgiving week—especially given my tiny role in the creation of Monday Night Football. On my way to Los Angeles, I’d made a brief but important stop in Denver. There, my number two, Ken Schanzer, and I had met with the owner of the Broncos, Pat Bowlen, the head of the NFL’s television committee, to pitch him on a simple but seismic proposal: to reinvent pro football on prime-time television by moving the league’s top prime-time game every week from Monday to Sunday—to essentially replace Monday Night Football on ABC with Sunday Night Football on NBC. We’d been out of football since I’d made the decision to walk away from our coverage in 1998—but I was excited to try to bring us back, which could be a huge boon to the network’s struggling ratings overall. For his part, Pat was definitely intrigued; we’d been talking on and off about the idea for months, but that meeting just before Thanksgiving was the first time that money had come up as part of the discussion. Any time ten figures were thrown around with a straight face in a media deal, it was a definite sign that things were serious.

Back in our hotel room in Los Angeles, Susan and I very quietly woke up Teddy to tell him to get ready to head to the airport. Willie, a freshman at USC, was staying in California to finish out the semester. After years of fighting relentlessly as brothers do, Willie and Teddy had matured, and were closer than ever. They’d stayed up late the night before playing video games. Now Teddy dragged himself out of bed and put on his clothes as we tiptoed out of the room so as not to wake up Willie.

A half hour later, we arrived at the small airport in Van Nuys for private planes. Our plane was a Challenger CL-600, with two pairs of seats facing one another up front on either side, and then a couch and another four facing seats in the back. The pilots and flight attendant boarded the plane and briefly said hello. We’d been told the night before that a severe snowstorm in Telluride made it too difficult to fly there, so our first stop would be another small Colorado airport, at the lower altitude of Montrose, a longer drive for Susan and Rebecca to our house, but otherwise not a concern. Charlie, who’d been staying with a girlfriend in Los Angeles, went right to the back of the plane and fell asleep on the couch. Up front, seated facing backward, opposite me, Teddy turned on his personal video player and for roughly the twentieth time since he’d gotten the DVD just a few days before, he began watching the highlight video of his beloved Boston Red Sox’s improbable journey to their first World Series title in eighty-six years.

I’d loved everything about sports for as long as I could remember, and my job took me to stadiums, ballparks, arenas, racetracks, and golf courses across the globe. At one point in the nineties, when President Bill Clinton had said to me, very sincerely, “You have the best job in the world,” it was hard for me to argue with him. But while Charlie and Willie had always shared my passion, Teddy had only grown interested in sports over the last few years. I suppose part of it was normal childhood rebellion—wanting to forge a different identity than his dad. That might’ve also been why, when he did get into baseball, he chose the Red Sox as his team rather than the Yankees, who I’d rooted for since I was his age. But I didn’t mind. Teddy’s newfound love of baseball had bonded us more deeply than ever before, and as he got the DVD cued up, we talked about the uncertainty surrounding the upcoming free agency market for the Sox.

“Pedro just can’t leave,” Teddy was saying about his team’s longtime ace, Pedro Martinez. “Not after they finally won!”

As Teddy and I analyzed how much money it would take to re-sign Pedro, on the other side of the small aisle, Susan opened her book and began reading. We’d just celebrated our twenty-third anniversary, which gave me another reason to be in a reflective mood. We’d met when she was the host of a Saturday Night Live episode in 1981, and I was the producer of the show. A few years later, when her hit sitcom Kate & Allie ended, she decided to walk away from her career to raise our kids. She never seemed to miss Hollywood, and loved being a mom, particularly to the youngest, Teddy. They were inseparable. But now that he had gone off to boarding school, it felt like a new phase of our life was beginning. And even more so with the prospect of the NFL deal and the exciting challenge that it posed. It was a deal that could shake up the television world, and change the landscape of the way millions of fans watched America’s most popular sport every week during the fall. It had the potential to be the greatest achievement of my career—or the biggest failure. Either way, it could end up defining my professional legacy.

But at that moment, I wasn’t thinking too hard about the intricacies of the deal points. There’d be plenty of time for that in the weeks and months ahead. Right then, I was just looking at my family and thinking of how lucky we were. All together, traveling in such comfort and luxury. Just us, with the flight attendant handing out some coffee and juice and letting us know breakfast would be coming soon.

The plane took off from California a little after 8:00 a.m. In Colorado, the snow was beginning to come down hard.






Part One






CHAPTER 1 The Decision


When I got invited to go on the most exciting adventure of my life, my first thought, honestly, was to turn it down.

I was sixteen years old and finishing up my junior year of high school. I had everything I thought I’d ever want: lots of friends, a loving family, and a small town where I knew everyone and everyone knew me. I was at the top of my class at Litchfield High School, had an eye on becoming class president, and was playing on a basketball team that had hopes of a state championship the coming season.

So then—why in the world would I have any interest in the letter that came to my house in northwest Connecticut in the spring of 1964, informing me that I’d been accepted into an exchange student program called the American Field Service, inviting me to spend my entire senior year of high school not in cozy Litchfield, but more than three thousand miles away in the Normandy region of France?

The truth was that I’d only applied for the exchange student program a few months earlier at the urging of my father—in part to please him, and in part, whether subconsciously or not, to impress him. But I’d never given much thought to the possibility that I actually might get accepted and have to consider missing my entire senior year. Then, though, came that letter.

The afternoon it arrived, I immediately got a pit in my stomach. I hopped onto my bike and rode into town and back to work off the stress, and then just kept stewing when I got home. All I could think about were the things I’d be missing.

My father was a lawyer in a small city whose office was just a few miles from our house—at least in my mind, he was northwest Connecticut’s answer to Atticus Finch. He set his rates and kept them at an affordable level so locals from all backgrounds could hire him, and he also took a measure of quiet pride in his role as a town judge, meaning he would oversee small-claims cases and the like. He’d leave every morning by eight o’clock with his lunch in a brown bag my mom had packed for him, typically come home for dinner around six thirty, and then go back to work—clearing the dishes off our kitchen table and washing them himself, and then spreading out the papers he’d brought home in their place—not going to bed until eleven. But one night soon after the letter came, he put off work and sat me down after dinner to talk about my decision. It wasn’t the kind of conversation we typically had. Charlie Ebersol was much more of a lead-by-example figure than a tell-you-what-you-should-do mentor. But that night was different.

“You have to examine what this opportunity is,” he told me, sitting across the table, his eyes trained squarely on mine. “This is really something to think about, Dick—and think about hard. It’s potentially an absolutely life-changing experience.”

My dad never actually told me I had to go that night, but he laid out—just as a good lawyer would—a pretty unassailable case for heading across the ocean in the fall. How it would give me the chance to live, all expenses paid, in France for a year—and for a young history buff like me, right in Normandy, where the Allies had seized control of World War II. How it could give me the kind of education that wasn’t possible in small-town Connecticut—an education that had nothing to do with books, but everything to do with life.

Senior year, student government, the basketball team—it all suddenly sounded remarkably small measured against what could await me. And so my father pretty much made the decision for me—a decision that turned out to be one of the best of my life. In part because, almost improbably, it would end up setting me on a course for my career. But more broadly than that, the year that awaited me in France would transform my view of the world, and how exciting it could be to embrace it.



The sheltered, comfortable existence I enjoyed as a kid was largely due to the efforts of my adoring mother, Peggy. She was born in 1913 in Main Line, Philadelphia, but hardly ever got to know her own father—he was a military man, a colonel who died in the final months of World War I in eastern France. Her mother, my grandmother, then married a man who ran through the family’s money, leaving them struggling to support themselves, and forcing my mom to grow up quickly.

Eventually, my mom began supporting the family, first through modeling work, and then as a manager of a small chain of dress shops on the Main Line outside the city. She got married and had a son in 1939 named Josiah (nicknamed “Si”), but soon after got divorced. And so she was a single, working mother in her early thirties when on V-J Day in August of 1945 she went to a party in downtown Philadelphia celebrating the end of the war, and met a handsome naval intelligence officer named Charles Ebersol. They didn’t need a lot of time to realize they were meant for each other—Charlie and Peggy were married by November. The union would last fifty-five years.

My father had grown up in Pittsburgh; his father was an investigator for the Carnegie Hero Fund, an entity that still exists today, doling out financial awards to individuals who save people’s lives in extraordinary ways. My dad went to Haverford College outside of Philly, and then on to Yale Law School, where he was part of a class that included future president Gerald Ford, future Supreme Court justices Potter Stewart and Byron “Whizzer” White (the latter a Heisman Trophy runner-up), and Sargent Shriver, who later founded the Peace Corps. In 1941, my dad joined the navy, and became an intelligence officer with a torpedo boat squadron and won a Bronze Star before returning stateside to work as the head of naval intelligence at the shipyards in Philadelphia.

My father had figured he’d go to Seattle when the war ended; he’d spent two summers there during law school, clerking for a prominent firm. Instead, right around the time he got married, he got an offer from two older lawyers—a pair of brothers—who had a modest practice in the small industrial city of Torrington, Connecticut. The idea appealed to my father, and so he took his new bride and seven-year-old stepson (who he always treated like his own) to Torrington.

Just about a year later, on July 28, 1947, I was born—Dickie Duncan Ebersol. Dickie was the name of very close family friends of my father’s who’d been particularly good to him after his mother died when he was in college, and Duncan was my mother’s maiden name. My mother’s best friend sent her a telegram from a trip in Spain when she heard, incredulous about the name and not afraid to say it. “Enough of this Dickie Duncan Donald Duck stuff,” the telegram read. So, my mother flip-flopped the name from Dickie Duncan to Duncan Dickie. Regardless, what everyone has called me for as long as I can remember—Dick—was more conventional.

Torrington was very much a classic, mid-century, working-class, small New England city, anchored by several local factories. Our family of five—my younger brother was born in 1952—fit tightly into a split two-family home. We knew all our neighbors, and had to walk only one block to school, where we also knew all the store owners nearby on Main Street. That helped me as a nine-year-old when I decided it was time to get a job—and ended up with no fewer than three of them. The first was an afternoon newspaper route covering four nearby blocks. I also convinced the owners of a Main Street paint store to hire me when I walked in one day and pointed out all the dust on their paint cans; they agreed to pay me a quarter an hour once a week to dust the bins and polish the can tops until they gleamed. And then I also helped Sonny, our milk deliveryman, meeting him as early as 6:30 a.m. in the summers and lending a hand with his deliveries.

The only one of those jobs that made me anything close to essential was the newspaper route, which is why when I woke up one winter day with a horrible flu and couldn’t get out of bed, I was upset that the good people on my route wouldn’t get their papers. It was, by chance, the day of the governor’s ball in nearby Hartford, an event my parents would be attending through my dad’s connections. And by the time the papers were set to be delivered, in the midafternoon, there was a driving rainstorm. But even though my mom had already changed into her gown, there she was, heading off around the block to deliver forty-five papers for me in a veritable monsoon. And then she went to the governor’s ball!

My brother Si, eight years older than me, was out of the house by then, at the first of a few prep schools he’d attend as a teenager. (Ironically, the boy who’d go on to a decorated career as a marine, Rhodes scholar, military officer, and educator got himself kicked out of a few of those schools for playing pranks.) In 1960, my dad saved enough money for the first time in his life to get his dream house—hiring an architect to build one from scratch five miles southwest, in the town of Litchfield, on Minerva Lane. It was a house all for ourselves, on a quiet street, with a yard. Today, our home is about eight football fields from that house. It would be impossible to calculate how many miles I’ve been lucky enough to travel in between.



We had one radio in our house in Torrington, and one of my earliest memories is when I was eight, coming home from school on a Tuesday afternoon to tune in to the seventh game of the storied 1955 World Series, when the Brooklyn Dodgers finally won their first championship, beating their longtime rivals, the Yankees.

Northwest Connecticut was one of the halfway points between New York and Boston, but it was an easy choice for me to pick the New York teams as my own: the Yankees, with Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, Whitey Ford, and company; and the football Giants, led by Frank Gifford and Charlie Conerly. When I was about ten, and their games started appearing on the television in the corner of our living room, even in black and white, the effect was magical. I quickly immersed myself in the endless details of my new obsession. Fifty-two home runs, 130 runs batted in, and a .353 average—the statistics in Mantle’s 1956 Triple Crown season were like my lucky numbers. That was also the season Gifford won an MVP, the California kid who became the toast of New York. No one knew their stories better than me.

In Torrington, and then Litchfield, the town libraries were—like everything—just a walk away, providing an endless supply of stories, information, and records for my inquiring mind. I could read about sports, I could read about history—with a father who’d fought in World War II, and a grandfather who’d lost his life in World War I, there was nothing more fascinating to read than stories about soldiers, and the great leaders like Eisenhower and Pershing who guided them. I loved fiction, too, like the Hardy Boys mysteries, and the Chip Hilton sports series written by the legendary basketball coach Clair Bee. Reading was as natural to me as eating or breathing (at least after I donned the Coke bottle glasses that corrected my awful vision). Living in a small town in Connecticut, books could take me all over the world and introduce me to all kinds of fascinating characters. And back home, so, too, could my favorite show on television, which premiered late in the afternoon on Saturday, April 29, 1961—ABC’s Wide World of Sports.

The show—initially conceived to run just a few weeks over the spring and summer before becoming a phenomenon and one of the network’s most popular programs—was a window into sights American fans had never seen. Every week, different sports would be spotlighted—from big international events like the 24 Hours of Le Mans, the British Open, and the World Figure Skating Championships, to more random and overlooked competitions like powerlifting, rodeo, and logrolling. All the sports were fun to learn about, but what really hooked audiences were the stories the show told about the athletes competing. Years later, I’d often hear Jim McKay, the legendary host of the show, tell a story about walking through Idlewild Airport in New York City (before it was renamed for John F. Kennedy) to work on a skiing show and going on a flight with Billy Kidd and Jimmie Heuga, the two best American alpine skiers of the 1960s. They had their skis over their shoulders, and an elderly woman stopped them as they were walking out to their plane and asked, “What are those boards for?” It was a reminder, McKay always said, of how little the general American audience knew about Olympic-style sports and the people who played them, and how interested they would be to hear their stories.

McKay understood that was the heart of the show for audiences of all ages, including a kid like me in Litchfield, Connecticut, who did his best to never miss a telecast. But the figure who created the template, as I’d learn later, was the young producer who oversaw the show, a fearless thirty-year-old who had his own ideas about how to broadcast sports on television that would change the medium forever. To this man, it was clear how you grabbed audiences and held on to them: by telling them those stories they would fall in love with. It could be logrolling or it could be college football—to him, if you got an audience invested in an athlete’s personal story, and gave them a rooting interest, you had their hearts, their minds, and, as we say in television, their eyeballs. This producer had an innate sense, too, of how to make an audience feel like they were really at an event—making sure the sound of the scene came through, and finding camera angles to make the experience of watching much more intimate.

As a fourteen-year-old, I didn’t know the name Roone Arledge, but within just six years of the premiere of Wide World of Sports, he’d change my life.



I was never afraid of sharing my thoughts and opinions. At North School, my grammar school in Torrington, one of my teachers, Mr. Dreyser, once attached a large cardboard sign to my desk adorned with a single word in huge tall letters—“THINK”—to remind me to, well, think before I talked. I may have known all the answers, but the point was to get me to slow down and let the other kids in the class have a chance to talk, too. In junior high, I got the perfect job for speaking my mind, and my first job in sports media—a column in one of the oldest weekly newspapers in the country at the time, the Litchfield Enquirer. I wasn’t going to win a Pulitzer Prize, but it was a great early way to see how my love of sports could be something more than just a passion on the side.

By the time I entered my teens, my father had taken over his practice and begun devoting much of his free time outside the house to civic and charitable causes. He was a leader at our local Congregational Church. He was the head of trustees at the local YMCA in Torrington for years, and spearheaded an effort to build a new swimming pool there, which was ultimately named in his honor. But his efforts with the American Cancer Society were the most extensive. His involvement initially began just after the war, going door-to-door to raise money, and from there he steadily grew to be a well known and respected voice in the organization. Later, a few years after I graduated college, he’d be elected its national board chairman. And after his term was done, international cancer groups in places as far off as Iran and Egypt would travel him to train their people on how to build similar organizations in their countries. Mind you, this was all entirely volunteer work alongside his job. With how hard my father worked, and how much he cared about what he did, he was my first role model—and the best one I’d ever have.

As for my mother, she would do just about anything to spoil me—including on many a weekend morning bringing me breakfast in bed in my room upstairs. And during the week, at Litchfield High, I had plenty of friends, and was a mediocre forward on the basketball team—a gangly six-foot-three presence primarily distinguished by my thick glasses and limited ability and strength in the paint. Life wasn’t too complicated, and life wasn’t too challenging—precisely why, in the fall of 1963, in my junior year of high school, my father began encouraging me to apply for that American Field Service scholarship.

Even after I accepted the opportunity that following spring, one of the biggest things I lamented leaving behind was a shot at the Connecticut small-school state basketball championship. My two best friends, Danny Fuessenich and Chris Korn, were the best players on the team, and there was a sense that we’d have a real shot at winning a title. Well, my departure from the lineup left an opening for a talented young sophomore, a kid named Jon Torrant, to take a bigger role on the team—and Torrant would be one of Litchfield High’s stars as they won that state title. As I’ve claimed ever since then, the team “only could have won without me.”

In any event, in late September, a couple of weeks after school had started in Litchfield, I headed to France for my year abroad. I had absolutely no idea what to expect.

Then again, as much as anything else, that was the point.






CHAPTER 2 Adventure


The American Field Service wasn’t exactly swimming in cash, and so my path to France wasn’t the most direct—a flight on Icelandic Airlines to Reykjavik (just the second or third airplane trip of my life), then a connecting flight to Luxembourg, a bus to Paris, and then finally a train through Normandy to meet the family I was going to spend the year living with. The father was the doctor in their small town, Verneuil, and they had four kids.

The trip hardly started off well—the first night I slept at the family’s home, I had probably the worst stomach flu of my life. From there, my biggest problem early on was my French—I’d taken it for a few years at school, but it was nowhere near where it needed to be to understand more than a few words of what the teachers were saying. And then, not much more than a month after I’d arrived, I was hanging out with some new friends and decided it was time to turn in for the night. Unfortunately, we happened to be hanging out on the roof of someone’s father’s factory, and on my climb down the ladder attached to its side, I missed a rung and fell. The good news, I suppose, was that I didn’t break my neck. The bad news was that I tore the medial meniscus in my knee about as violently as one can, and I soon found myself in the well-known American Hospital in Paris for ten days for the operation and recuperation.

I’d spend those ten days listening to as much of the 1964 World Series as I could on Armed Forces Radio, with the Cardinals prevailing over my Yankees in seven games. The surreal nature of the experience only grew when I learned that the then-biggest movie star in the world, Elizabeth Taylor—in town making a movie and felled by some sort of illness—was, at least briefly, in a room down the hall. Another neighbor was the premier of the then-Syrian government; his room was easy to spot when I was taking my therapeutic walks and came face-to-face with the guards armed with machine guns posted outside. It was the first time in my life ever seeing machine guns up close and personal. It wouldn’t be the last.

Most of all, though, the experience was really defined by how alone I suddenly was. I had no visitors in the hospital, and only two phone calls. (Maybe my dad was still testing me.) But I got through it. And by early November I was back at my French family’s home, finding my way through school with the help of the family as well as the friends I’d made. For better or worse, the rocky start had toughened me up and fortified my sense of independence. There was something liberating, I realized, about being an ocean away from everything I’d ever known—and managing, despite the early complications, to live. Yes, my mother continued to write me letters every day. But the trip was already exactly what my father wanted it to be for me.

After Christmas and before New Year’s, I went to Paris with a friend from school whose family had an apartment there. At the last minute on New Year’s Eve, they decided to head elsewhere, but invited me to stay at their place anyway. I was seventeen years old, an American kid alone in this amazing, historic city. I navigated the Metro and made my way to the Champs-Élysées, where I came upon a theater advertising a midnight showing of My Fair Lady. So I went in, bought a ticket, and spent the first few hours of 1965 with Rex Harrison, Audrey Hepburn, and a couple hundred Parisians all dressed up for the show. The Metro was open until 4:00 a.m., and I got back to the apartment with no problem.

It was far from a wild night—but for seventeen-year-old me, it was a night I’d never forget. Already, I was long past lamenting whatever I had left behind in Connecticut for the year. If there was a life out there that could take me to places like the streets of Paris on New Year’s Eve, this was the life I wanted to live.



Once my knee was healed, I joined the town’s local rec basketball team, the coach evidently thinking that my experience as a high school player, and my height, would be an advantage. But carrying barely 170 pounds on my six-foot-three frame meant that I spent games mostly getting banged up by burly French factory workers who loved having a skinny American kid to push around. It wasn’t pretty, but you might say it was also another small thing that toughened me up a little bit more.

Looking ahead, I’d also begun realizing that I had a future to deal with. I’d applied to a handful of colleges, with my preferred choice being Yale. And starting when I was hospitalized in the fall, I wrote weekly letters to the school’s director of admissions in New Haven. Even if this was going to be a year where I fell behind a bit academically, reminding the school of my story—that I was spending my senior year in such an unconventional way—seemed to be a path to standing out. It turned out I was also in luck in that Yale was turning a corner with its student body; the Class of 1969 would be the first ever at the school to include more kids from public schools than private prep schools. I don’t recall getting any responses to my dispatches from France, but a letter did come at some point that spring to our house in Litchfield, welcoming me to the next fall’s freshman class.

A couple of months after that, my parents took a long-awaited flight to France to visit me. They met the family I was staying with and spent some time touring, the highlight of which was a memorable visit to my mother’s father’s grave, near Verdun in northeastern France. My mom had never really known her dad—he’d died when she was just three—and this was her first trip to the cemetery, in this corner of the continent that had seen so much devastation in the First World War. I’ll never forget going to a central building on the grounds that were so exquisitely kept, where we got a small card that told us where the grave was, amid the rows and rows of headstones. And after a walk through this beautiful cemetery, there was his name, Joseph G. Duncan, the grandfather I’d never met, a man who’d made the ultimate sacrifice for his country.

After my parents headed back to the States, I had a few more weeks before returning myself. And on one of my last weekends in Normandy, I joined my French host family on a trip that sounded very cool—three or four hours away to the town of Le Mans for the famous 24 Hours of Le Mans endurance sports car race.

Along with the Indy 500 and the Monaco Grand Prix in Monte Carlo, Le Mans was one of the most famous auto races in the world—and one that I’d learned about when I’d seen it covered on Wide World of Sports. 1965 would be the sixth straight year that a Ferrari won the race; fellow movie buffs might note that the next year came the events depicted in the movie Ford v Ferrari, when three Ford teams historically crossed the finish line together, breaking Ferrari’s run of dominance. But for me, the winner of the race was overshadowed by the spectacle of the gathering. We went to Le Mans on a two-day trip, and from the start, it was fascinating to see—the eight-and-a-half-mile course that traced through countryside roads, with eight hundred thousand French fans having flooded into the town to see it. And after we’d walked the grounds for a while on the first day, I split off from the family to see if I could find where ABC Sports was headquartered. I wasn’t entirely sure what a television setup would look like, but the idea of catching a behind-the-scenes glimpse of the show I’d grown up watching was a very cool chance to explore.

After a bit of wandering and asking the right people, I found the small ABC compound, identifiable by a tiny Wide World of Sports banner. Peeking inside and discovering two small trailers behind a fence, I struck up a conversation with a member of the ABC team sitting outside, who told me I could actually come back the next day to help them out; they could always use another “gofer,” a person to help out the crew to “go for” errands. I was happy to take him up on the offer for no money.

So early the next morning, I came back and spent the day running in and out of the compound for whatever the production team needed—coffee, cigarettes, even ice cream at one point—as they worked in the trailers. Maybe the degree of difficulty wasn’t high, but at the end of the race, the guy told me I had done a nice job. I’d mentioned to him earlier that I’d be going to Yale in the fall, and he told me that I should write so-and-so back in the network’s office in New York and tell him that I’d be interested in doing more gofer work when ABC Sports came to New Haven to broadcast football games. (These were the days when Yale was routinely ranked in the top twenty-five.) I thanked him and headed back to find my host family. My television career had begun.



Before college could start, my trip home from France was its own adventure. In mid-July, the American Field Service brought us home on an ancient passenger ship called the Seven Seas that during the war had been turned into an aircraft carrier, and afterward used as the home of a “semester at sea”–type program for students abroad. About five hundred miles from Newfoundland, there was a brief fire in the engine room, and we were stuck without power in the middle of the Atlantic. Within a few days, a tugboat from Portugal would arrive to provide a very slow tow to Canada, but with a ship exclusively full of high school boys and girls, you can imagine how we found ways to occupy the time.

Then, a little more than a month later, it was off to college. North Street, which cuts right through Litchfield near our house, is Route 63 in Connecticut—a road you can take all the way, for a little less than an hour, south to New Haven, right through the Yale campus I moved into in September of 1965. I was a public school kid from prep school country. My year in France had changed me a lot, enhancing my confidence and sense of what the world could offer—but I had the same interests and passions as always: sports and history. And when Hank O’Donnell, the sports editor of the Waterbury Republican newspaper, a dean of Connecticut sportswriters, and the father of a schoolmate in Litchfield, told me to head to the department of athletics and say hi to an old friend of his when I got to campus, I quickly discovered just how much opportunity sports had to offer.

O’Donnell’s friend was a man named Charley Loftus, a Yale legend who’d led the sports information office—essentially the public relations division of the athletic department—since the 1940s. Loftus was a colorful figure who always arrived at the Yale Bowl for football games with a police escort in tow. He also was great about getting eager students involved—and by my sophomore year, I’d been made the press box announcer every Saturday for home games, announcing official rulings and statistics to the assembled members of the media. Then, for road games, I’d get in a car with the local New Haven radio commentators, Dick Galiette and Tiny Markle, two wonderful men, and travel to schools like Penn and Cornell, where I’d help them on the air, minding the big spotting boards they used to identify the players on each team. When a tackle was made, it was my job to spot the defender who’d made the play and point as quickly as possible to his jersey number on the poster board, in case the announcer couldn’t make it out. If it sounds a bit archaic, they still haven’t found a better way; plenty of announcers today still use spotters.

Beyond that, looking to accumulate as many sports contacts as I could, in the winter, I got a small job as a stringer covering minor sports—like fencing, wrestling, and squash—for larger papers. I’d watch the meets and matches, get the results and the names of the key players, and then race back to my dorm, write up a few paragraphs, get someone to type them (I could never type), and dash off to Western Union a few blocks away, sending off one article to, say, the New York Times, and the other to the Boston Globe. As a stringer, I wouldn’t get a byline, but it was a way to stay on the radar of those papers for maybe a summer job in the future.

If all the work I was doing was good for my prospects of working in sports and media, when it came time to decide what to do in the summer after my freshman year, I decided on something very different: taking a spot on the assembly line at the Chase Brass and Copper factory in Waterbury, a city about halfway between Litchfield and New Haven, then known as the brass capital of the world. It was hardly the obvious choice for a kid whose only manual labor experience was mowing lawns and shoveling snow, but a girlfriend’s father was an executive there, and the idea of making a not-insignificant amount of money appealed to me.

My dad loved the idea; my mother was horrified by it. Working the 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. shift, wearing asbestos-lined clothing, my job was basically to man a long metal pole to maneuver buckets that poured steaming molten masses into huge cylindrical molds. If you got too close, the red-hot heat could burn right through the protective clothing; it happened to me once, and I can still recall the awful sensation today. But maybe the most valuable lessons that summer—other than don’t get burned—came from an older man I met my first week at the factory, a lifer on the assembly line who carpooled with me every night on the way to work.

I can still see him turning to me in his car with an all-too-serious look on his face.

“You better realize what you’ve got there at Yale,” he said. “Don’t think this job is anything special. You do what you’re supposed to do. Learn. And get a job that looks nothing like this one.”

I wasn’t of a mind to disagree. The fall couldn’t come soon enough. And in the race to get going on my career, I didn’t realize how far along I already was.



Both my freshman and sophomore years, the Yale Bulldogs had off years under their new coach, Carm Cozza, in the first two of his thirty-two legendary seasons at the job in New Haven. But there was real talent coming that would turn the team into one of the best programs in the nation over the next few years, including my classmates Calvin Hill, the future NFL Rookie of the Year and Pro Bowler and father of NBA star Grant Hill, and quarterback Brian Dowling, who’d be the inspiration for the character B.D. in the iconic comic strip Doonesbury, authored by another one of our classmates, Garry Trudeau. In the Yale Bowl press box, I made the official announcement of every one of their touchdowns to the assembled reporters.

In the lecture hall, as a history major, I loved my classes—the more I could read, the happier I was. And as my sophomore year came to an end, my summer plan was to try to capture some of the excitement of my time a couple of years earlier in France. One of my roommates and I decided we’d head to London, hoping to use a family connection of his to get jobs as gofers at the Time Life office there. The start of that summer happened to coincide with the first long vacation I can remember my parents ever taking, out to the Rocky Mountains and up into Canada by car. And so after my last final exam, my roommate and I headed to his family’s house in Pennsylvania to spend a few days before returning to campus to grab our things and catch a flight to London. Only thing was, while we were in Pennsylvania, we got word that the London opportunity had fallen through.

So we decided to head back to school anyway and figure out a new plan there. The day we got back to New Haven, ever so serendipitously, I checked my mail, and had an unexpected note waiting for me, in an envelope marked with the ABC Sports insignia.

Inside was a letter explaining that the network sports department was looking to fill a new position, and fill it urgently. The title was Olympic Researcher, and the role was to work on preparations for the upcoming 1968 Olympics a year away—both the Winter and Summer Games, which back then were held in the same year. Evidently the sports department had put a collection of candidates together, and even though I was still in college, the work I’d done as a gofer had gotten me on the list.

While it appeared that taking the job would likely require me to drop out of school—and at the height of the Vietnam War at that—I didn’t hesitate to let them know I was interested. A few days later, I took the train to New York for my first interview. The more I learned about the job, the better it sounded. Seven years earlier, CBS had broadcast the Olympics—the 1960 Winter Games in Squaw Valley and the Summer Games in Rome—on American television for the first time. Then, for 1964, ABC and Roone Arledge had bought the rights, figuring it dovetailed well with the growing success of Wide World of Sports. But during ABC’s first Olympics, in Innsbruck, Austria, Arledge realized one of his biggest problems was that there was no way for his producers to really know the stories of the athletes they were covering. The United States Olympic Committee provided very brief biography capsules of American athletes, but nothing really about their personal stories; ABC would only learn those stories along with the rest of the world when someone won a gold medal and reporters asked them more questions.

But as Arledge had proven on Wide World of Sports, the way to capture audiences for unfamiliar sports was to tell the stories of the athletes competing; to pique their curiosity and give them a rooting interest. The Olympics were just a bigger example of that. If he could find a way to learn the personal stories of the athletes—both American and international—before they competed, rather than afterward, then he could tell those stories to the audience, give them that rooting interest, and get millions of people to care about sports like skiing and swimming and skating and track and field for two weeks every four years.

Still, that wasn’t necessarily an easy strategy for ABC to implement. Remember, in 1967, there was no internet that allowed television producers to look up and read about Olympic athletes, particularly the international ones. They competed year-round in obscurity, often in far-off locales. And thus the completely original idea of the Olympic researcher was hatched: a young staffer who would spend the year before the Games traveling across the United States and Europe to a wide range of events, becoming an expert on the best competitors—and the best stories—and communicating it all to the on-air broadcasters and key production people as they prepared to work the Games.

It was, in other words, just about the greatest sports adventure anyone could ever dream up.

Like a lot of sports fans, I’d certainly been taken with the Olympics as soon as I was old enough to know what they were. When I was thirteen, I’d watched the Walt Disney–produced Opening Ceremony of the 1960 Squaw Valley Games on CBS, and then followed the U.S. hockey team’s stunning run to a gold medal—the original Miracle on Ice, twenty years before the Americans’ win over the Soviets in Lake Placid. Now I had the chance to work on the Olympics, and have a real role that involved a lot more than getting cigarettes and coffee—it was almost too amazing to believe.

I’m not sure exactly how many candidates for the job there were, but my first interview went well, particularly when ABC found out I spoke French—important considering the Winter Games would be held in Grenoble, France. So I got called back the following week, and had my second interview with a senior producer by the name of Chuck Howard, one of Roone Arledge’s top lieutenants known, among many other things, for giving sports trivia quizzes when he interviewed potential new hires. It was pretty much what it sounded like: Chuck sat across from me and drilled me about my sports knowledge for the better part of an hour. Baseball, football, basketball, college sports, the Olympics, and more. It wasn’t cursory stuff; he asked what I knew about the ace of the Cardinals, the quarterback of the Bears, the coach of the Lakers, and the gold medalist in the marathon at the 1960 Olympics—all questions designed to weed out people who didn’t really know sports, and who didn’t really love sports. But it was as if the Jeopardy! categories were made for me—I nailed the test without breaking a sweat.

The next day, I was formally offered the job. My parents, meanwhile, had been on their trip out west the whole time, pretty much unreachable. I knew they’d be surprised, and even disappointed, by my decision to leave school. For me, the risk wasn’t really connected to the idea of dropping out; I always intended on going back to finish. The issue was the time period—it was the summer of 1967, and the draft was a distinct possibility for any young man who wasn’t in school; college was a deferment from the burgeoning Vietnam War. But between my bad knee and weak eyesight, I was willing to take the chance that I wouldn’t be sent to the jungles of Southeast Asia. Hopefully my parents would understand when they found out.

By the last week of July, I was on a plane from New York to Winnipeg, Manitoba, in Canada for the Pan American Games, an Olympic-style competition. I had my first two credit cards ever, courtesy of ABC—one specifically for air travel, the other for everything else—and an incredible year ahead of me.

I hadn’t quite yet turned twenty years old.






CHAPTER 3 Tell Me a Story


The first lesson I ever got in television came in Montreal, on my second remote production event. We were at a track meet in the middle of the summer, just a few weeks into my new job, a competition billed as “The Americas vs. Europe,” featuring joint teams from each side of the Atlantic competing against one another. The event was set up on a small island in the middle of the St. Lawrence River that would eventually be one of the venues for the Olympics held in the city in 1976.

The main reason I’d been sent to the meet, at least I thought, was for research: to interview the athletes and learn as much as I could about their personal stories, their family backgrounds, anything and everything that would be of interest to the much larger television audience that would watch them compete a year later at the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City. But as I quickly found out, another massive benefit to my job was that the production people at ABC Sports were going to make me as useful as possible to them wherever I showed up. So I’d be pulling double duty: working as a production assistant while we were taping segments for Wide World of Sports (in those days, we were rarely broadcasting Olympic-type sports live), and then I’d also be expected to find time for my research work when I could.

The day before the competition in Montreal, the small ABC team gathered at our tiny production compound to go over the plan for our coverage. While I’d gotten a tiny taste of the unique flow of a sports TV production in Le Mans, and then at a few events I’d worked as a gofer for ABC during my time at Yale, and on my maiden trip as a staffer to Winnipeg, this weekend in Montreal was really the first time that I would have any responsibility. Of course, I wasn’t necessarily now any more qualified to have that responsibility. Yes, the research thing, talking to athletes, getting their stories—I’d been prepping for that since I was nine years old, reading every sports book I could get my hands on in the Torrington public library. But television production was a whole other bag entirely.

The show’s director, Lou Volpicelli, was addressing the team. To give you a sense of the dynamics: the director of a sports television production is not the same as the director of a Hollywood film. In sports TV, a director is more the technical wizard of the broadcast; the producer is the head of the entire operation. And so, in this meeting, Volpicelli—who had been with Wide World of Sports since its beginning—was giving the technical rundown of what he was expecting from us during the production, using television jargon that to my ears might as well have been in another language.

The opening of the show would be pre-taped. Or maybe it was post-taped. Wait, maybe the tease would be post-taped? The APs and TD had to be ready, and everyone had to listen to the AD. Or was it the other way around? All of it made my head swim.

But after he ran through it quickly, Lou doubled back to me, sensing a look in my eyes that betrayed something less than full cognition.

“Ebersol,” he said to me, interrupting himself. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

I could only reply honestly.

“No, sir, I don’t,” I said.

He softened a bit.

“Okay, then. Make this the most important lesson you ever learn in this business. Do not ever be afraid to ask a question when you don’t understand something. Never be hesitant about it. Never be embarrassed about it. And if the first person you ask doesn’t want to give you the answer, then find someone else who will help. Because it’s always on you to figure it out and get it right.”

He paused for a second, and then went on.

“So, then—what don’t you understand?”

A few minutes later, I’d figured out what he was talking about. And I was never afraid to ask a question again.



I’d officially started at ABC Sports on a Monday, and by that Wednesday, I was on my way to Winnipeg for the Pan Am Games. The Montreal track event was a week after that. And so, rather than figure out where I was going to live in New York City, I became something of an urban vagabond. At first, I lived in a hotel on West Fifty-Seventh Street that had a thriving roach colony in the kitchenette, but then quickly began rotating between the apartments of newfound friends at ABC Sports who were traveling just as much as me. It was a great arrangement, even if I almost blew it a few months in. While I was away on a trip, a producer whose apartment I’d been staying at came home, only to be confronted angrily by his girlfriend holding a pair of colorful underwear that were definitely not hers and that she’d found buried in the sheets of his bed. If memory serves, he was eventually able to convince her that the undergarments in question belonged to a guest of the young researcher he’d been letting stay there. Guilty as charged.

I was growing up quickly. And thankfully, I had my parents’ support. When I’d gotten in touch with them during their vacation to tell them that I’d taken the job, it turned out that they were just a few hours away from Winnipeg and the Pan Am Games. So they’d diverted their trip to come see me. When they arrived at the ABC compound, they were intrigued by what they saw; the only thing was, it was clear they thought I’d only taken a summer job.

“So just to clarify,” I said to them as we sat down for lunch in the catering tent, “this is a bigger job than you may think it is. I’m working as the researcher all the way through both Olympics, next year.”

My father didn’t miss a beat.

“You realize what you’re exposing yourself to, don’t you?” he asked, immediately recognizing that I would lose my deferment from Vietnam by leaving school.

“I do,” I said. “But my knee will never be totally right again, and we know how terrible my eyesight is. It’s a risk, I know, but a risk I’m willing to take for this job.

“And no matter what—you have my absolute word that when the job is over, I’ll go back and graduate.”

Looking around, it was hard to argue that I wasn’t in the middle of something exciting, and with a lot of potential. They never questioned me about it again.

Meanwhile, if “Never be afraid to ask a question” was my first big lesson—the kind of insight I’d take with me pretty much everywhere I’d go after that, on the job and beyond it—the TV education came fast and furious from there. Sports television is inherently a teaching business; by definition, every moment you’re on the job, you get new chances to learn from the people alongside you. For me, the insights could come in any number of ways. An afternoon spent with a production assistant, for example, was a schooling in the basics of how the graphics operation worked—how to prepare all the lettering that would appear on-screen during an event to identify athletes, their background information, their statistics, and so forth. It was an education that would prove critical when I was eventually called upon to man the graphics station myself, and have the graphics ready in the production truck when the producer called for them to be inserted on-screen.

Then there could be hastily scheduled interview tapings—like the first one I “produced” on my own, in October of 1967. An Olympic sprinter from Poland named Ewa Kłobukowska, who’d won a bronze medal in the 100-meter dash and a gold in the 4x100-meter relay in Tokyo a few years earlier, had just become the first athlete to fail a controversial gender identification test; she’d been found to have a rare genetic condition, and banned from competing in the next Olympics. This was eons before transgender athletes became a big story, but Kłobukowska was a world record holder—this was definitely real news at the time. When the story broke, and the producers decided they would cover it that weekend, I was sent uptown from our Sixth Avenue office to Columbia University to ask a doctor there about the test and the science behind it. I’d never done anything like it before—interview someone for television, set up the lighting on a shoot, all of it. But that was all typical of how ABC Sports worked. No one would say, “Don’t bother Ebersol, he’s just the researcher.” Rather, it was “Ask the kid to do it—he’ll figure it out.”

There were harsher lessons, too, like the time I approached one of the most senior producers at an event and asked him if there was anything I could do for him. “Yeah, you can go take a piss for me,” was the answer. The lasting, burning sensation of humiliation that day was enough to ensure that I’d never let frustration, cynicism, or the stress of the job turn me into a pompous bully who used seniority as a lame excuse to be nasty.

Still, all told, the job was awesome—and not least because, whatever I was doing, I was working for a department that was changing the course of sports media forever, thanks to the greatest visionary the business has ever seen.



Before anyone had ever heard of Wide World of Sports, Roone Arledge was just a kid who grew up in the 1940s dreaming of being a sportswriter. He went to Columbia, and then broke into television in the late fifties, originally working in New York as a producer for a children’s show starring the ventriloquist Shari Lewis and her sock puppet Lamb Chop. The show won a local Emmy Award.

A short time later, Roone impressed a star ABC executive named Edgar Scherick, who among his other duties was heading up the network’s expansion into sports coverage. Roone began working as one of a handful of sports employees at ABC, and in 1960, wrote a now-famous memorandum to Scherick proposing an entirely fresh approach for broadcasting college football games. To supplement the standard stationary cameras up in the press box, Roone argued for a new way to cover the games: with additional cameras mounted on risers to capture new angles, plus roving handheld cameras on the sideline, as well as huge boom microphones to capture the sounds of the action. He had a vision—to give viewers the sense that they could almost touch the game as they watched it. He wanted the audience to see and hear the cheering in the stands, players celebrating their touchdowns on the sidelines, coaches screaming at referees for bad calls. Most important, every game would be an epic story to tell. As he wrote in the memo, in all caps, “WE ARE GOING TO ADD SHOW BUSINESS TO SPORTS,” and concluded his proposals boldly, stating that “we will be setting the standards that everyone will be talking about and that others in the industry will spend years trying to equal.”

Roone worked on the memo over a weekend, Scherick loved it, and quickly put him in charge of the production of ABC’s college football coverage. It was a huge success, and just the start. Soon after came Wide World of Sports, and in 1964, ABC’s first Olympics, the Winter Games in Innsbruck. Through every broadcast, the mission of ABC Sports was constant: tell the viewer a story. And as the sixties continued, the network’s advances and innovations on the technical side enhanced that storytelling. Roone’s top engineering lieutenants, most notably the executives Julius “Julie” Barnathan and Bob Trachinger, were pioneers, improving the quality of handheld cameras, refining the technology behind slow-motion instant replay, developing underwater cameras, and more. At ABC Sports under Roone, everyone was encouraged to be bold and creative, and the environment led to incredible achievements. While ABC was the number three network behind NBC and CBS when it came to entertainment and news, conversely, it was far and away the gold standard when it came to sports coverage.

When I showed up for work at ABC in the summer of 1967, I quickly found out that Roone was not an easy person to get to know—or even glimpse. That was the way he liked it; he was not a very visible presence in the ABC Sports offices on Sixth Avenue, and it was never easy for those who worked under him, alongside him, or even above him to simply find Roone to talk to him. On a day-to-day basis, Roone was largely an invisible figure, notorious for often not coming into the office, or coming in extremely late.

But as it happened, the small office that I was assigned to wasn’t far from Roone’s suite, and when I quickly made it a habit of staying late pretty much every night working, when he did come in, he’d spot me with the light on as he walked by to go to the elevator. We’d exchange a few words, as he’d be curious about the athletes I was researching. Sometimes it’s about the simplest things: you just have to be there.

As I got to know Roone just a bit, I also became the rare young staffer welcomed to meet with the “talent”—the broadcasters who appeared on the air and formed something of a kind of elite caste floating above everyone else in the production power structure. While the main purpose of my research was for use at the upcoming Olympics, the talent also wanted it in real time, to use on their Wide World shows as the Games approached. Working with hosts and broadcasters as they prepared to go on the air could teach you how they thought before they spoke, and what kind of information best served them. And their biggest need was always the same, simple thing: stories.



The greatest storyteller at ABC Sports—and in the history of sports television for that matter—was Jim McKay. As the host of Wide World of Sports from the show’s beginning in 1961, he was the face of ABC Sports—not to mention a huge star to a kid like me who’d been watching him on TV in my house for years. What Walter Cronkite was to news, McKay was to sports. So, one of the most exciting things about my job was that at the actual Olympics, my primary role would be assisting McKay—shadowing him, almost—to make sure he had all the research he needed on demand, for whatever story he was covering.

One of the first occasions I really got to spend a bit of time with McKay was on a trip to Mexico City in October of 1967, a year before the Summer Olympics. The city was staging some preliminary events, almost as a dry run for the actual Games, and ABC sent a small crew to cover it for Wide World. The city was incredible to take in: a modern metropolis built on top of ancient ruins that was the most crowded place I’d ever seen, with a 7,500-foot altitude that you could feel even just walking around.

To make sure McKay really grasped how much that thin air would impact the athletes, a producer got it in his head to prove it to him. So one day on that trip, we all went to the empty Olympic Stadium track for a demonstration. McKay and a producer would run half a lap, and—maybe as a bit of an initiation for the kid—I would have to run a whole lap, four hundred meters. I made it around the track, half-dead by the time I met a just-as-out-of-breath Jim at the finish line. The point was made, and a year later, the viewing audience would hear plenty about the effect of the altitude.

The struggle to catch my breath in Mexico City might as well have been a metaphor for the entire experience of prepping for my first big assignment: the Winter Olympics, coming several months before the Summer Games. That said, all the initial events that I attended in my first few months at ABC were for the Summer Games, and a big part of the challenge of the job over the course of the fall of 1967 was catching up with the research that needed to be done on winter sports without really being able to go to any events to meet the athletes until their seasons began. I spent many of my days and late nights that fall putting together what were in effect large reference books for the talent and producers, detailing the histories of the different winter sports, the rules, major records, and so forth. There were individual media guides put out by the international biathlon association, the international speed skating federation, and the like, but organizing them all together in ways that would be useful for the producers and talent was something else entirely. Then, as soon as the winter season got going, it was off to Europe to chase the athletes.

Flying back and forth over the Atlantic on ABC’s dime, in a golden age of air travel, was one of the most exciting parts of the lottery ticket I felt I’d won by getting the job. One of the most memorable trips I took was on New Year’s Eve, when two or three other colleagues and I constituted just about the only passengers on a Lufthansa flight to Germany to head to the first women’s World Cup skiing event of the season. One of the people traveling with me was a guy named Jay Michaels, whose son Al was a young aspiring broadcaster fresh out of Arizona State. Jay was the top executive at Trans World International, the production company founded by the legendary sports agent Mark McCormack that did a lot of broadcasting of international sports alongside ABC. The flight was into Munich, but then it was a drive to the tiny ski town of Oberstaufen, which didn’t have a hotel big enough to house both skiers and media. Instead, as we got there, we were taken to an enormous stone building that evoked the feel of a castle but didn’t look to be a hotel. I asked our translator where we were, and he told me it was a summer asylum for the mentally ill, and a facility where people came for “the cure”—to rehabilitate from tuberculosis. It was otherwise totally empty while we in the media stayed there for the event.

In the end, on that trip just like every other, I didn’t spend much time in my room, instead doing everything I could to track down the skiers from the American team, as well as the more competitive French and Austrian teams. Particularly for the foreign contingents, it was a multistep process; before I could even open my notebook to interview the athletes, I had to make sure there was an English speaker I could rely on, and then explain to the coaches and officials what my job was—there had never before been a network researcher assigned to do background work like this, and the teams were instinctively skeptical of the media. But once the message was gotten across that we weren’t looking for any deep, dark secrets, I was able to spend time with the athletes—many of whom were right around my age—and learn their stories and write them up in the research manuals that the producers and talent were waiting on.



Barely a month later, we were in Grenoble for the X Olympic Winter Games, as they were officially known. The temporary stadium built for the Opening Ceremony was at the end of a long avenue, and it took place in the afternoon, with Charles de Gaulle, in the final year of his presidency, opening the festivities as per tradition. And while I was in the stadium for the entire ceremony, seeing the aging de Gaulle raise his hand to salute the crowd was just about the last thing I’d see—at least with my own eyes. Soon after that, the main part of the ceremony began, and I had to find a spot to park myself in ABC’s tiny broadcast booth. There was simply no room in the cramped space for me to stand behind or sit beside the two more important people there, McKay and his broadcast partner, Chris Schenkel. So, in a bit of improvisation, I folded my now six-foot-four body under their desk and spent the ceremony—which marked the first time the Olympics were being broadcast live in color back to the United States—following along on a tiny black-and-white monitor on the floor, and handing up to the announcers various cards I had meticulously prepared, one per country, as the delegations made their way in for the Parade of Nations.

While most people think McKay hosted the Olympics for all of ABC’s Olympic telecasts dating back to 1964, it was actually Schenkel—a great broadcaster in his own right—who played the traditional role of “studio host” in Grenoble and Mexico City. It made sense: while Schenkel was as good as anyone of his time with college and pro football, McKay was the versatile, master storyteller, and an expert on international winter sports. So Jim joined Chris for the Opening and Closing Ceremonies, and then handled play-by-play for much of the competition, including, most notably, alpine skiing and figure skating.

Jim’s best qualities on air—his authenticity and warmth as a storyteller—doubled as his best qualities when the cameras turned off. He was smart, he was considerate, and he was a wonderful man to work for. I had to earn his trust, but once I did, he treated me as essential to his preparation. In fact, one of the only times I remember him getting even just a little cross with me happened when he was concerned about that preparation.

It took place a couple of nights before the Opening Ceremony, when I was having an early dinner at our hotel with Curt Gowdy. That in itself was a thrill—Curt was a broadcasting star who’d been the voice of the Red Sox for years, and worked for Roone Arledge at ABC in the early sixties, calling football. Though he’d signed with NBC a few years earlier, he was still close with Arledge, and continued to host The American Sportsman, an outdoor life show, on ABC, and also had a clause in his deal allowing him to work the Olympics for his old friend, doing hockey play-by-play for the Winter Games. As I’d found out quickly, Curt was also one of the nicest, most generous, easygoing figures in the business, and that night, he’d asked me to go with him after the early dinner to Geneva, Switzerland, about an hour-and-forty-minute drive away, to watch the American hockey team’s final warm-up game before the Olympic tournament. But when McKay walked into the restaurant and came over to say hello and I mentioned my plans, he made it clear that wasn’t going to fly.

“You’re not going anywhere tonight,” was the matter-of-fact but very direct response. “The Opening Ceremony’s forty-eight hours away. You’re working with me tonight on prep.”

I was momentarily frozen. But thank goodness I was dealing with the saintly Curt Gowdy, and he swiftly told me to stick with McKay, the message clear: go with the flow.

While that encounter definitely rattled me a bit, once we got to work, I soon forgot about it. I learned more discipline from my association with McKay than with any other teacher I ever had in my life. As a journalist who’d began his career as a newspaper reporter, his instincts were totally geared toward storytelling. McKay loved the information I brought him, but taught me how to present it to him; like a great freshman history teacher, he drilled it into me. He didn’t want things in full sentences; he just wanted facts, laid out in bullet points. He never wanted to sound like he was reading anything; it was more natural to turn the shorthand into a lyrical spoken-word cadence. He knew that would also help him to convey what he wanted to the audience succinctly, and in a way that they would immediately understand. And he could use the pictures the audience was seeing to enhance the words he delivered.

“We’re behind the Iron Curtain,” he said at the beginning of one famous Wide World broadcast as a group of people stared at the lens of the camera. “And here on Paris Street are the people of Prague—as curious about us, apparently, as we are about them.”

There was a certain kind of tone—a combination of personal touch and precise yet natural wordsmithing—that TV called for, and whether it was on Wide World of Sports, the Olympics, or anywhere in between, McKay unlocked that code better than anyone. Watching live television wasn’t like reading a book—the audience couldn’t go back and read a passage again to make sure they got it. So, our job was to tell stories in easily digestible ways, highlighting the most important points, and finding ways to make sure the people watching at home were compelled by them.

The Winter Olympics were much smaller in 1968 than they are now; only thirty-seven countries participated over eight days of competition. The nightly ABC telecasts, led by McKay, told America a novel’s worth of stories. One of the best was about Eugenio Monti, the forty-year-old bobsledder who, four years earlier in Innsbruck, had selflessly given his British rivals a bolt off his sled to repair their broken one—and then watched them beat him out for gold. Now in Grenoble, Monti returned and won two golds of his own, in the two-man and four-man sleds.

Then there was Jean-Claude Killy, the French skier who won three gold medals, including a controversial one on the last day of the skiing competition in the slalom. I watched that race from the mountain with Roone himself; Arledge had decided that he’d go watch the final races in person, and he decided to take me in case he had any questions about the competitors. So there I was with the head of ABC Sports, at the bottom of the hill, when confusion broke out as an Austrian contender named Karl Schranz claimed (without any way to prove it) that a patrolman on the course had crossed in his path, forcing him to stop in the middle of the race. Unlike what would have happened today, there were no cameras to corroborate his story, and Killy was awarded the gold with the fastest time. In any event, on the mountain, Roone wasn’t bothered at all—as far as he was concerned, more drama made for a better story.

The last day of the Games, I was also on site for the drama that unfolded at the Palais des Sports, the arena that held the figure skating competition and the Closing Ceremony. Going into the event, the U.S. team had won just six medals, and no golds—but had one last shot in the ladies’ event. Peggy Fleming had been born on a farm outside San Jose, California, and was the reigning world champion. Her story was also inseparable from a tragedy seven years earlier, when much of the U.S. figure skating team had been killed in a plane crash on the way to the 1961 World Championships. Peggy’s coach had been on the flight, and Wide World of Sports had chronicled her improbably rapid ascent to the top over the previous few years—a small-town girl who radiated elegance and poise on the ice. Now, in Grenoble, she turned in a virtually perfect performance to win the gold, a triumphant ending to the story that turned her into one of the biggest American Olympic stars ever, and the catalyst for a boom in American figure skating. I watched Peggy skate from just off the ice, alongside Jim McKay and Dick Button calling the event.

When I returned to the U.S., I dealt with a swift return to reality—as I had to immediately head back to New Haven. No, not to Yale, but to my draft physical. When the doctor went to test my knee, he hit it from the side, and it knocked out of place. I’d never been so relieved to fail a test. The Summer Games were just eight months away.



I’d eventually be part of twelve Olympic television broadcasts. The historical significance of the Mexico City Games in the fall of 1968—not just competitively but culturally and politically—was as large as any of them. Not that I had any time to appreciate the magnitude of what was transpiring. The Summer Olympics were many times the size of their winter counterpart, with so many more countries, so many more athletes, and so many more stories. That all meant that Mexico City, more than anything else, was a two-week blur for me, working in the broadcast center around the clock, dashing from the control room to edit rooms to McKay’s side at the competition venues and back.

The one thing in my favor, at least in terms of my preparation going in, was that those Olympics weren’t held until October, owing to the heat of Mexico City in the summer. Today, that would have been a prohibitive TV ratings disaster—going up against the NFL and college football. (They actually began right after the World Series that year.) But this was long before the billion-dollar rights deals that I’d be in the middle of decades later, and American television didn’t have the leverage it does now with the International Olympic Committee. I definitely benefited from the few extra months to write biographies of the athletes and histories of the sports. And while ABC couldn’t benefit from summer viewership, Roone Arledge was able to get the network to put every night of competition in prime time, which had never been done before for an Olympics or with big-time network sports at all. The move ended up being a precursor to the success of Monday Night Football two years later—giving Roone the confidence that sports in prime time could work in a big way.

The 1968 Games were also defined by the tumult of the time. In Mexico, they’d been preceded by student protests that led to the awful, infamous Tlatelolco massacre, with the country’s armed forces killing hundreds of civilians just before the Games. Meanwhile, in the U.S., the climate of protests and upheaval had made a boycott by African American athletes a very real possibility leading up to the Opening Ceremony. We’d followed the story on Wide World of Sports, including the month before the Games in Echo Summit, California, near Lake Tahoe, for the track and field trials. There, in the high altitude that created thin air comparable to Mexico City’s, John Carlos and Tommie Smith, two members of the Olympic Project for Human Rights, the group threatening the boycott under the leadership of a brash young professor at San Jose State named Harry Edwards, dueled in the 200-meter sprint, with Carlos beating Smith in a world-record time that wasn’t recognized because of unapproved cleats that Carlos wore.

On a Wednesday night in Mexico City in October, there was plenty of anticipation when Smith and Carlos squared off again, and plenty of excitement when Smith crossed the finish line first in an official world-record time, with Carlos finishing third. When it came time for the medal ceremony, the two walked out shoeless, and then, famously, each put a black-gloved fist in the air as the American flag was being raised, and kept them there as the national anthem played. (Peter Norman, the Australian who won the silver, wore an Olympic Project for Human Rights badge in support of the Americans.)

Watching from the back of the control room as it all unfolded, there was one voice guiding our coverage, and one voice only: Roone Arledge’s. Roone instantly knew what was happening as Smith and Carlos stepped onto the medal stand, and made sure our director stayed zeroed in on the shot of them. There was no sense of running away from the story, or trying to minimize it. In a time of political and racial upheaval, Roone knew exactly what was happening—and the future head of ABC News was going to cover it like the extraordinary news story it was.

In the days after, of course, an uproar ensued, and Avery Brundage, a reactionary American who was then the head of the International Olympic Committee, rushed to banish Smith and Carlos from the Games. On TV, we continued to cover the controversy in full, Arledge’s dictum—follow the story—guiding us the whole way. And when it came to this story, along with the reliable McKay, Roone had the perfect reporter to chronicle the narrative—the singular verbal force that was Howard Cosell. Mexico City was Howard’s first Olympics, and he conducted the first interviews of Smith and Carlos on television after the race, and later offered a blistering commentary when they were sent home, supporting the athletes and lashing out at the officials who’d shunned them.

Watching the whole thing unfold up close, alongside Arledge, McKay, and Cosell, was another incredible chapter in my education. Right there, right then, there was no doubt in my mind: this was absolutely what I wanted to spend the rest of my life doing.






CHAPTER 4 Wide Wide World


The idea was always that I’d go back to Yale to graduate, and then begin my career, but in the world of sports television, there’s a long tradition of trying to make the impossible somehow work. So while I did go back to school for the spring semester of 1969, I had a side job. Nearly every weekend, I’d fly off to an ABC Sports production somewhere, work the event as a production assistant, and then make it back in time to get to class on Monday. I knew college was supposed to represent the best years of my life, but really what could be better than spending every weekend at a sporting event? And as a history major, most of my classes were reading intensive—and books were the best way to pass the time on long flights.

So over the next year and a half, the airline timetables—the comprehensive booklets that airlines would print for passengers to see every flight scheduled on every day of the year—became my best friend. There were weekends when I’d leave school on a Thursday afternoon, drive a rental car to New York, catch a flight across the country (or occasionally even to Europe) for an event, and make it back onto campus just in time for my first class on Monday in the early afternoon. In the fall of ’69, the first regular weekly series that I was assigned to work on was ABC’s coverage of the Professional Bowlers Tour, with Chris Schenkel as the main commentator. I was in charge of the graphics for the show. I’d hardly been much of a bowling fan growing up, but it turned out to be a fun series to work on. The best bowler on tour that season was a guy from Alabama named Billy Hardwick, who bowled in an unconventional style because his middle finger, injured in a machine shop accident in high school, wouldn’t bend. Bowlers like Hardwick were happy for the attention that national television gave them, down-to-earth and friendly both during the telecasts and behind the scenes.

From bowling I went to basketball, as, back in those days, ABC was the home of the NBA. Televised games on the East Coast were most frequently in Boston, Philadelphia, and New York, making them easy to get to from New Haven; actually, sometimes, when the seasons crossed over, I’d even work a bowling event on the West Coast on a Saturday, catch a late-afternoon flight back east, and make it to a Sunday 1:00 p.m. Knicks or Celtics game to work graphics there, too.

These were the early days of pro basketball, an early ancestor of the thriving global force that the NBA has become today. And that meant covering the games on TV was very different from today as well. One of the top producer-directors for NBA games at ABC was a guy named Chet Forte, a true character in sports television history. Forte was undeniably talented, but also could be incredibly difficult to work with, a mercurial personality with a massive sports gambling habit. He’d also been one of the best college basketball players in the country for Columbia in the 1950s, despite being just five foot six, leading the nation in scoring, and even beating out seven-foot-one Wilt Chamberlain as the UPI Player of the Year. Before games that he directed for ABC, Chet would often shoot around with his crew, forty-five minutes before tip-off. Today, it would be impossible for a television crew to do anything close to this, but back then, it was no problem for me to head out onto the Boston Garden’s iconic parquet floor to join a game of HORSE with Forte, or another young guy on the crew from Chicago who was a few years older than me but quickly became one of my best friends. His name was Don Ohlmeyer.

Shooting around did become a bit of a problem one afternoon when, during one of those games, I went up for a shot—and split my pants right down the seam. Fortunately for me, standing on the sideline watching us was John Havlicek, the future Hall of Famer and a Hall of Fame human being. Smiling, he took mercy on me as I stressed about what to do.

“Just head down to our locker room,” he said. “My wife is sitting in the hallway—she can sew them up for you in two minutes.”
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