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To the mom who taught me right from wrong




INTRODUCTION


ONCE UPON A TIME, you could open a newspaper or watch a television news channel with an open mind. You weren’t immediately informed—by story placement, headline, or tone—which direction the media outlet in question was leaning politically. Believe it or not, you were trusted to consume the news and reach your own conclusions. If you’re in your twenties or early thirties, you’re just going to have to trust me on this one.


There was also a time, lo those many years ago, when local sportscasters didn’t automatically assume the default position of supporting the local team or the local star on every single controversial issue. Again, you younger people are going to have to take my word for it: local news crews didn’t always gear up in the home team’s cap and jersey every time the heroes made the postseason.


Opinions have always been part of the sports media, dating back to the days when the big-city columnist was a celebrity on a par with the All-Star centerfielder. Understandably, the volume of opinion has increased, along with the number of outlets. Technology and availability of content have created more informed consumers, and they demand more than a bland regurgitation of how yesterday’s runs scored. You know the who and the what, so now you demand the why.


But something important and unfortunate has happened along the way. I’m not sure how it came about, or who is to blame, but the media personality who pulls no punches has become an endangered species. It’s been a gradual creep for more than a decade, but it hit me directly over the head as I followed the coverage of the Tom Brady/New England Patriots “Deflategate” story.


Honestly, it was nothing short of jaw-dropping to witness the performance of the Boston media during the entire episode. In one of America’s most educated cities, with perhaps our nation’s richest sports history, local outlets transformed themselves into pom-pom waving, jersey-wearing, fist-pumping superfans. From the venerable pages of the Boston Globe to the toxic airwaves of WEEI Radio, it was a hazmat spill of homerism.


Where to start? It was juvenile, pandering, and irrational—the triple crown of awful. I felt like I was reading The Onion, or listening to someone read it to me. But instead of purposefully satirical headlines—“CIA Realizes It’s Been Using Black Hi-Liters All These Years” or “Members of Twisted Sister Now Willing to Take It”—the Boston Herald was unintentionally bewildering.


Maybe one of the headline writers was simply overworked—or better yet, drowning in gin-and-tonics—when he decided to drop “Why Do They Hate Us?” atop the tabloid’s front page, hovering menacingly over four Lombardi trophies. For starters, you persecuted souls, how’s this for an answer: “Because your increasingly greasy football operation tried to convince us that the use of the word ‘deflator’ in texts was actually used to describe dietary goals.”


But is this what we want now? Do we want a media that makes us comfortable by placating and pandering to the dimmest and least discerning? Are we sending messages, through ratings or readership, that we’re all about the lowest common denominator? Do we really want media that pats us on the head the way Dad did to comfort us after a Little League loss?


I’m also sensing a second, equally disturbing trend in the media, but I think I’m going to amend that description—because using the word trend implies that it is temporary. In this case, I’m not sure, so I will call the following a disturbing reality: take a side, regardless of evidence to the contrary, and never, ever be willing to budge.


I noticed this—an invasive and destructive algae growing in the media pond—when Conan O’Brien was handed Jay Leno’s Tonight Show slot on NBC. The media viewed Leno as a workaholic grinder who politicked his way into the prime slot that was expected to be the domain of David Letterman. Leno’s comedy was viewed by coastal elites as less urbane than either Dave’s or Conan’s. The problem for the media was this: Leno clobbered both in the ratings, even though the coverage led you to believe the exact opposite.


The media had made up their minds, though, and there was no going back. Leno was not funny, and Conan was seizure-inducing, roll-off-the-couch-and-spit-Mountain-Dew hilarious.


This is the new normal for the media, not just an occasional off-speed pitch meant to keep the audience on its toes. In sports, the latest Leno-level target (threat level: orange) is NFL commissioner Roger Goodell. The son of a senator, a man who captained three high school sports teams as a senior and would later earn a degree in economics from a well-respected private college, is officially the least competent man in professional sports.


Forget everything that came before. Forget that former commissioner Paul Tagliabue, a dry leader but a revered negotiator, offered a young Goodell control of everything from new stadium projects to business operations, and he passed with flying colors. Forget that thirty-two team owners, among the top businessmen in America, voted for Goodell almost unanimously more than a decade ago and handed him one of the most coveted jobs in sports. Despite these facts, according to the media mob, Goodell is now incapable of running anything more complex than a do-it-yourself car wash. There’s no question Goodell is imperfect, but he’s far from incompetent.


The root of the criticism is the idea that Goodell is too powerful. So despite record profits, record ratings, and the creation of an undeniably safer game compared with his first day on the job, Goodell is a man who arrives at the office without realizing he forgot to wear pants.


So welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the wonderful world of media. Trustworthiness has plummeted, and for good reason. Opinions from formerly respected sources are now presented either to reaffirm our own opinions—coddling, in essence—or to condemn those in power who dare to hold positions that run counter to our beliefs.


The first sportscaster to make me think was Howard Cosell. Sure, he got bitter at the end, but it was his utter disregard for public approval that still sticks with me today. His philosophy was as direct as one of his on-air sermons: be harsh if it’s called for, and be prepared to be hated if it unveils an uncomfortable truth.


Don’t mollify—ever. Crucify with discretion. Understand there is no precise answer to every argument. Fans deserve both nuance and bluntness.


I’m ready to deliver all of the above. You with me?




THE SADDEST SUPERHERO


I WAS LIKE MOST KIDS. I woke up on Saturday mornings to watch cartoons. A handful of them couldn’t be missed. Scooby-Doo, Where Are You! was strangely addictive despite featuring a talking dog, four teenagers who never changed their clothes, and the exact same ending to every episode: a thwarted villain saying, “I would have pulled this off without you meddling kids!” There was also Jonny Quest, an adventure series where two families traveled the globe finding evil, like the one time when they discovered the giant spider whose eye was a camera sending pictures back to the bad guy Dr. Zin. I don’t want to go too deeply into the details, but that shit was real.


I followed the path of most boys, seduced into the shows that chronicled the exploits of crime fighters and superheroes. Spider-Man, Batman, the Green Lantern, Plastic Man—they all had a place in my heart. I would try to decipher in my head which one of them I would choose in a battle to the death. I would assess from all angles, analyzing strengths and weaknesses, sort of an early sabermetric version of advanced-metric cartoon analysis.


As I’ve aged, I’ve come up with a superhero that would defeat them all. He isn’t very big, and he probably can’t lift so much as a couch without the help of several other people. There’s no X-ray vision, although there’s a chance he could be a recent recipient of Lasik surgery. His speed, even among the rest of his out-of-shape friends, is pedestrian.


And yet this guy’s magic is undeniable. He can stop any person—even any group—in his tracks. He can petrify even the most powerful among us; he is unable to stop a steaming locomotive but perfectly capable of creating corporate chaos with just a few well-placed words. Even the other superheroes don’t dare cross him.


Who is this unmasked man? How can someone be so powerful and mundane at the same time?


Let me introduce you to Claiming Racism Man.


The first thing you need to know is that he doesn’t need proof. He can work his magic without the benefit of evidence—no repeated actions caught on tape or in writing necessary. He can claim racism against a company without poring over recent hiring practices or disputed firings. No, the source of this superhero’s power comes from the overwhelming randomness and impulsivity of his words. If you make a claim that doesn’t fit his political leanings, you’re in danger of being targeted.


It’s a bird, it’s a plane—wait, he’s not up in the sky at all. In fact, he’s writing on a blog, of all things.


It’s . . .


Claiming Racism Man.


If you think I’m exaggerating the power of race and the irrational way in which we treat intentions that are inherently reasonable, I’ll offer you a quick and easy example.


Starbucks launched a campaign in early 2015 called “Race Together,” and it was intended to decrease racial injustice and bring a better understanding of the issues affecting people of all races. Baristas, if they so desired, could add the hashtag #RaceTogether on the side of cups in hopes of sparking discussion—or even simple consideration—of the issues facing minorities. The idea was to plant the idea that no matter who you are or where you came from, we’re all in this together.


There was absolutely nothing sinister at work here.


Baristas weren’t instructed to take your order and proclaim, “I see you ordered another vanilla latte today. Isn’t it about time for some dark roast, if you know what I mean?” There were no reports of baristas holding out a customer’s Breakfast Blend and refusing to hand it over until the customer came up with the right answer to the question “Do you think Oprah got hosed at the Oscars?”


Oh, but you wouldn’t know that from the outcry. Within a few days, we had ourselves a veritable firestorm over two voluntary words on paper coffee cups—words that, frankly, would have little or no impact on the systemic issues that create the kind of racial tension that results in the death of someone like Trayvon Martin or Michael Brown.


Nobody can deny that racism exists here, or nearly anywhere. Even among the better educated, there is closeted racism, or—in the case of the most affluent among us—walk-in-closeted racism.


But how did a simple campaign seeking potential civilized discourse on the subject pick up so much momentum, not to mention unmitigated scorn?


I’ll tell you why: because we’re so petrified of being called a racist or forever labeled a racist that even thoughtful discourse can lead to unintentional misinterpretation or manipulation. It’s better to keep your damned mouth shut than to end up saying something that might inadvertently end with you having an exit interview in human resources forty-five minutes after you opened your mouth.


Claiming Racism Man has a posse behind him, too, making him even more powerful. The racial police, often working behind the scenes in support of Claiming Racism Man, feel that they—and only they—have the superior intellect to discuss any aspect of the topic. Really? Is the club that exclusive? We have governors and presidents who make wide-ranging economic decisions affecting hundreds of millions of people without having a single professional career in their backgrounds, and yet discussions of race—the act of merely talking about the topic—should be reserved for a chosen few?


The beauty of Claiming Racism Man is his dexterity. He has an amazing ability to twist and reconfigure someone’s words to unearth the hidden meanings that lie within the most innocuous comments. You want a concrete example? You’re in luck.


My friend Max Bretos, a SportsCenter anchor at ESPN and one of the nicest humans I’ve ever known, used the phrase “chink in his armor” to describe a bad game by former New York Knicks point guard Jeremy Lin. Bretos’s comment came as Lin’s incredible surge of popularity—known as “Linsanity”—briefly dominated the New York sports scene in 2012. Claiming Racism Man leaped into the manufactured controversy, and when it was over, Bretos was handed a thirty-day suspension.


Such is the power of Claiming Racism Man that nobody cared about the origins of the phrase, which dates back to the fifteenth century and has absolutely no connection to the Asian racial slur. Let me repeat: it is an innocuous phrase, no more demeaning to Asians than saying “That’s his Achilles heel” is demeaning to everyone of Greek descent.


And such is the power—excuse me, superpower—of Claiming Racism Man that it didn’t seem to matter that Bretos is married to an Asian woman. His children are Asian, and somehow he’s not only a racist but a racist against Asians? Go, CRM, go.


When the issue is literally black and white, African Americans often feel that Caucasians don’t understand the black experience. That may be true, and in many cases it is undeniably true, but how can anyone learn anything without discussing it?


Racism—the word, not the act itself—is now a weapon used viciously and cavalierly without discretion or proof. It’s sure to get clicks on blogs and create debates on cable sports and news shows, but it has also become tired and overused. It has one purpose—Gotcha!—and it has reached the point where I become cynical before I even know the details of the story behind the claim.


In the end, Claiming Racism Man uses his power to simplify a complex topic, turning it into a seventh-grade name-calling contest rather than an attempt at civic improvement. Instead of discussing policies that are institutionally racist and have generational consequences for minorities—housing discrimination, for instance, or economic redlining—we yell and point and get all worked up over isolated sentences that have no real impact beyond defaming a single and often powerless person.


I should probably wrap this up now, because I think I can hear the footsteps of Claiming Racism Man as he closes in on me. It sounds dangerous, I know, but I’d love to sit down with him and examine my opinions—the ones he derides so angrily. But, alas, we know how this game works. I’m not black enough. I’m not smart enough.


Claiming Racism Man’s power is exceeded only by one other quality: his ability to annoy. It’s one of the reasons Spider-Man no longer calls him a friend.








ARROGANCE IS CONFIDENCE WITHOUT A FILTER.










ONE ORDER OF GAIN, PLEASE HOLD THE PAIN


ARROYO HIGH SCHOOL, sandwiched between a couple of small parks in San Bernardino, is just one of roughly 4,500 California high schools you might come across as you drive past on the interstate. In other words, you probably wouldn’t even notice it unless you were looking for it.


But that all changed in the third week of January, when an atrocity took place at Arroyo High that made my radio audience angry and defiant. Incidents like the one that took place that infamous Tuesday night should never be allowed. We all deserve better, and the school needs to be investigated and monitored from this moment forward. Trust me when I tell you it was all very forceful and self-righteous. These folks simply weren’t going to stand for this kind of crap anymore.


So what happened, you ask?


The Arroyo girls’ basketball team really clobbered the girls’ team from Bloomington, about thirty minutes away. Nobody on the losing team was injured, and the girls from Bloomington were bused back to their school that night, where their parents waited to take them home, presumably for a snack and maybe a little homework before bed. According to school records, attendance wasn’t abnormally low the following day or week.


The score was 161–2. Uniquely lopsided, yes, but if it had ended up 86–8, would the losing team have felt better about itself? When does a blowout go beyond the realm of the uncomfortable and reach psychologically damaging heights? Do kids get teased in the hallway for losing 76–14 but hear nothing if it’s 68–19?


My takeaways that day on the radio, amid the clamor of the outraged, were unpopular. I can distill it all into three words: get over it.


First, blowouts are unavoidable at the youth level. Unlike pro sports, where things like salary caps, free-agent guidelines, and revenue sharing tend to get in the way, youth sports are as uneven as the affluence of any given community. Some schools go all-in, building college-sized arenas and football stadiums on the backs of willing taxpayers and wealthy donors. Other schools need car washes and bake sales to generate enough revenue for baseball bats and barbells.


Trust me, blowouts are happening Monday through Saturday in a zip code near you. And even though most—no, let’s say nearly all—youth coaches have a sense of fairness and an understanding of the appropriate climate, there are also schmucks in every district or youth league. It’s the reality of youth sports, and we’ve all endured it. There’s no reason to lose any sleep over it.


Second, I’d like to make a point that touches on an uncomfortable truth, one that most parents don’t want to acknowledge. We want our kids to display a certain amount of grit and fortitude. We want them to fight through the hard parts and store away a supply of toughness that will drive them through life when things turn rough. But something weird happens in the process: most of us, me included, aren’t always comfortable with what it takes to get there.


We want the gain without the pain. It rarely works that way.


I see a similar debate with our current need for personal security. Americans want to retain all their personal information without a snooping, drone-like presence hovering overhead. We are often outraged by a government that would monitor some of our activities, but we’re the first ones to vote a local or national politician out of office if he was ever linked to a policy that endangers our family’s safety from domestic or international threats.


Professionals who specialize in family dynamics acknowledge the existence of traits like middle-child syndrome, in which birth order can affect the personality of children and adults more than external forces do. What I’m saying is that siblings can share the same parents, the same DNA, the same school, and sit down to dinner as a family nightly, and yet be opposites in terms of personality. One is shy and withdrawn, while the other, despite sharing a bedroom for eighteen years, is outgoing and exuberant. My point is this: we control our kid’s personalities much less than we would like to believe. Barring any physical abuse, most kids will probably turn out okay.


I’d go so far as to say that humiliating sports losses may be more reliable character builders than the ceaseless flow of compliments and bubble-wrap protection parents use to make sure their adorable little Tiffany isn’t exposed to any of society’s harsher elements.


Is it merely coincidence that few professional athletes come from wealthy parents? Wealth would obviously confer nutritional and training benefits from an early age, but the vast majority of the millionaires you watch on television grew up closer to the poverty line than to the country club. It’s doubtful that the rage with which the Seattle Seahawks’ Marshawn Lynch runs has its roots in private tennis lessons at summer camp.


I have no doubt those girls from Bloomington were bummed after losing by more than 150 points, but I’d wager they would be much more heartbroken had their boyfriends dumped them or if they’d flunked a French midterm. It’s unlikely they got on the bus that night thinking they were going up to Arroyo to lay a whuppin’ on those girls. Seriously, kids know these kinds of things.


There’s no riskier business than predicting a teenager’s emotional swings, even for the brother or sister who shares a room and gets the inside info that Mom and Dad never hear. Losing by 50 or 150 points in a basketball game probably wasn’t even the most important social event of the week. I’m guessing it had all the long-term emotional impact of a predance zit.


It’s something you sort of remember years later and laugh at how little any of it meant. It builds character, right? Remember that saying? So if anyone needs postgame therapy, may I suggest it’s not the Bloomington girls but their parents, along with the horrified callers to my show in the wake of the blowout. They might say their main interest is the continued emotional growth of their children, but they aren’t comfortable traveling the road that ultimately achieves it.




BETTER LATE THAN EVER


I’M HERE TO INFORM YOU that a tenet you’ve held dear your entire life is at best overrated and at worst an outright lie. Your parents preached it, and you’ve done your best to live it, but I’m going to give you the straight truth: punctuality isn’t that big of a deal.


I’m speaking from personal experience, of course. Tardiness saved my career.


Several years ago, while I was working as a sports reporter for a local news channel in Portland, Oregon, I arrived late to a National Basketball Association shootaround. At the time, I still believed in the sanctity of punctuality, so I was a little frazzled and maybe even a bit sweaty. The first thing I saw was a group of reporters—roughly a dozen of them—chasing around an NBA journeyman who wasn’t even trying to hide his contempt for every single one of them.


This guy was in trouble.


Again.


The pack, minus me, was hard on his heels.


Again.


It was my job to race over, grab a microphone, and join the beehive. Something important was happening—at least in the context of my life at the time—and it was incumbent upon me to make sure my station had the footage and the sound bite for six and eleven.


But I didn’t do it. No, it was deeper than that: I couldn’t do it. I stood and watched with a combination of amazement and disgust. I was paralyzed. It felt like I was watching my own funeral. I stood there, staring at the silliness of the swarm, and made the decision—right then and there—to change my entire professional career.


This wasn’t an unusual scene. At the time, the Portland Trail Blazers were known as the Jail Blazers. They make every short list for most reprehensible group of humans who ever shared a locker room. But something about walking into this particular scene on this particular day bothered me more than it had before.


Maybe I was finally just fed up with covering a team whose roster was littered with guys who were better criminals than basketball players. Maybe the distance created by my lateness gave me a perspective that pushed me over the edge.


I stood, and I watched. The mob fumbled with pens and notebooks and cameras and microphones. Reporters jostled for position, elbowing one another. One tripped. They yelled questions to a man who was doing his best to pretend they didn’t exist.


This entire Kabuki took place in the interest of one goal: to gain a sliver of access to a replaceable small forward with a penchant for collecting felonies and—beyond that—little or no interest in anything other than an orange ball.


I gave up on local television that day. I stayed in it for a while longer, but emotionally I had checked out. Radio was the answer. Radio would empower me to succeed on my own merit, to remove myself from the parasitic reporter-athlete relationship and stop chasing bad tips like a waiter at a cheap steakhouse.


I eventually joined the fray that day in Portland, halfheartedly and too late to experience the full force of the player’s disdain.


It was one of the last times I dealt with a player solely on his terms.


One of the last times.


Several years after the Blazers had shed the “Jail” part, I was broadcasting my radio show from Los Angeles and was offered seats to a Lakers game by radio management. They asked me if I wouldn’t mind popping my head into the locker room to make an appearance and let new Lakers like Steve Nash and Dwight Howard connect a face with my voice.


I walked in and looked around to see Howard, a six-foot-eleven all-star whose shoulders are so well defined it appears he has cantaloupes under his skin, wearing a towel and holding court with reporters.


He spotted me from across the room and stopped midsentence. He smiled, and in a voice that could be described only as gently threatening, said, “I hate you.”


I wasn’t the least bit offended. It didn’t feel vicious, and I don’t think it was intended that way. In fact, it drew a laugh from the people who were there.


Hey, it’s part of the gig.


Green Bay’s Aaron Rodgers, the most talented quarterback in the NFL, called me out in a live interview after he won the Super Bowl. “I’m glad my performance was up to your standards,” he said. He was jabbing me because I’d spent the past several weeks questioning whether he deserved to be considered a superstar at such an early point in his career.


I laughed with Rodgers, too. At least I think he laughed. I know I did.


I’ve been through just about everything. The legendary Bobby Knight once knocked a microphone out of my hands. The late UNLV basketball coach Jerry Tarkanian once—or maybe it was twice—told me to fuck off. Chad Ochocinco Johnson—or whatever he’s calling himself these days—once questioned my sex life on Twitter. Houston Texans running back Arian Foster took it a step further by questioning my humanity.


High-profile jocks and coaches routinely turn down invitations to appear on my show, and some of them do so by informing my diligent producers that they would rather swab the decks of an oxygen-starved submarine than speak to me for five minutes on the air.


I don’t wear any of this as a badge of honor. I don’t consider it a condemnation of my character, either. My job demands one thing: I say what I see, and to hell with the fallout. My loyalty isn’t to my radio affiliates or sponsors or even fans. My loyalty is to honesty—the truth as I see it. If I don’t shoot straight, I’m no good to anybody.


In the end, it’s the only thing I’ve got. Wherever I go, it goes with me. It’s as loyal and unthreatening as a pet Labrador. If I change jobs, it changes jobs, and its benefits never expire.


And you know what? Being loathed routinely and publicly isn’t all that different from what many other professionals face. Lawyers sue and stonewall, politicians oppose and flip-flop, principals fire and suspend, police officers pursue and arrest. Do you think any of their adversaries greet them with flowers and fist bumps after the decisions are made?


High-profile coaches in college and the NFL are insulated from the real world not only by their wealth but also by the public relations staff that shuttles them around and protects them from any hint of serious questioning. The future professional athletes are spotted and groomed early. From before puberty, they’re fawned over to the point of worship. There is no dissent—sometimes not even any constructive criticism—and definitely no scorn. So when they make it big, the national media is often their first reality check. Predictably, their skin is thin.


Look, every profession has its headaches. Mine just happens to be anger and resentment from rich and famous people. It’s nothing I can’t handle, but I often struggle to find a comparison that people will understand.


But I gave it some thought, and I think I nailed it: I have a lot in common with your friendly neighborhood IRS agent.


Although I’m guessing he’s never late.








HOW YOU REACT TO CRITICISM WILL ACTUALLY DEFINE HOW ACCURATE IT IS.










WHEN EVERYONE’S A CRITIC, NO ONE’S A CRITIC


IT WAS THE MOST decorated film of 1991. To nearly every fan of the horror genre, it’s a timeless classic. Despite public opinion, despite more than $272 million in box office gross, despite becoming the third movie ever to win Academy Awards for best film, best director, best actor, and best actress, The Silence of the Lambs was panned by respected critic Gene Siskel. The creepy serial killer, Buffalo Bill, played by actor Ted Levine, was not believable, he insisted. Even Siskel’s television partner, the normally even-tempered Roger Ebert, was blown away by Siskel’s opinion. So was I. More than two decades later, I can still remember the blue couch I was sitting on when Siskel delivered his shocking “thumbs-down.”


With that kind of recall from more than twenty years ago, why is it that I can’t remember what any movie critic said about any recent movie, even one from last month? Why is it that even the harshest political criticism now disappears quickly into the ether?


I have a hunch, and it goes like this: social media has changed the criticism game forever. Everyone is a member of the media now. The teenage girl on Facebook, the one who tells everyone how much she likes Katy Perry, is a media member. The angry troll on Twitter, the one who despises everything and everybody, is a media member. The amateur restaurant reviewer, the one who writes the granular two-thousand-word dissections on Yelp, is a media member.


If you have information that’s newsworthy and the ability to disseminate it, you can voice an opinion that even the most powerful media might access, quote, and distribute. Your brand grows, and you don’t even need qualifications. Sometimes it happens based on nothing more than titillation.


Along the way, though, criticism comes from so many people and so many angles and at such high velocity that it all congeals into a forgettable gelatin that spreads across our computer screens faster than we can wipe it off. And roughly eight minutes after we’ve cleared it, another wave hits. Remembering anything takes work.


The result is an empowered public and a whole generation of qualified critics whose opinions have been neutered. The average guest reviewer on Hotels.com may have as much power—at least in the eyes of the members of hotel management who read and react to it—as the movie or television or restaurant critic who has spent twenty years building his or her credibility.


This isn’t great news for the average professional critic, probably, but it’s occasionally turned into a gold mine for me.


My audience is now an army of unpaid employees. People across the country are willing and often capable correspondents; in the information business, then, the task falls to me. I have to simply root out the useless from the Pulitzer worthy, and I may have myself a good story or a smart theory without doing much of the legwork.


Dismiss the wisdom of the supposedly less-qualified public at your own risk. Arrogance kills the local grocer and the Wall Street hedge fund manager, and I’m not about to underestimate the power and reach of my listening audience. Let me give you just one example of a time when the public took the baton for the anchor leg of a 4x100 relay and finished the race for me.


Back in mid-January 2015, a bizarre story broke in which Australian PGA golfer Robert Allenby claimed he was beaten, robbed, and kidnapped in Honolulu at some point after leaving a wine bar after he’d missed the cut at the Sony Open. He posted photos on his Facebook page of his swollen, battered face, with a nasty, bloody scrape above his left eye. I closed my show on the Monday after the alleged incident by reading the report and saying, “This doesn’t pass the smell test.” I didn’t make a big deal of it; in fact, I spent less than two minutes discussing Allenby’s situation.


But then—whoosh!—the floodgates opened. Within thirty minutes, I received emails from two PGA caddies and a top-twenty touring pro. When I arrived at work the next morning, I was greeted with a half dozen more emails, calls to my producer, and direct messages on Twitter from people connected with the PGA. I was able to validate that each one came from a legitimate source.


One missile after another was aimed directly at the Aussie.


“Don’t buy Allenby’s story,” a caddie said. “He’s not well liked. I’d never trust him.”


A PGA pro said, “You’re spot-on with your skepticism. Give this story another few days and watch what comes out.”


He was right, except that it happened sooner than a few days. Two homeless people with nothing to gain—one reluctant even to share her story—told police that Allenby was so drunk he fell over and smashed his head on a lava rock in a park. The story began to melt away at the beginning of the week, and by Friday, it was nothing more than a puddle. Allenby never pressed charges, and the police, who didn’t buy it from the beginning, never found the supposed assailants. It’s understood within the golf community that the initial report—Allenby’s report—was as wobbly as the golfer’s legs on that fateful night.


I’m by no means saying the mainstream media should always rely on the public. I can also cite several dozen misses and fabrications that arrived yesterday alone. Those are generally easy to spot. Without going into specifics . . . well, if you must know, most of the time, the creative inventions are filled with regrettable grammar and a keyboard stuck on ALL CAPS.


We are definitely living in an uneasy time for reputable critics, but over the last decade, we’ve seen those without a voice gain one. We’ve seen those previously without leverage manage to acquire some. It’s an equation that is universally applauded by the media when it’s used to topple governments, but now they’re finding that it can also intrude—and even squat—on their own real estate.


In Honolulu, two homeless people and a bunch of PGA people who reached out to me managed to derail the story of the millionaire golfer being beaten and kidnapped. Think about the convergence of those two groups. It could very well be the first time homeless people and professional golfers have worked in concert.


You might say it’s par for the course these days.




ODDS SQUAD


YOU CAN TRY to persuade your kids to be more aggressive in youth sports with motivational speeches and dramatic reenactments of your own shattered dreams, but it becomes evident very early that aggressiveness is probably something that’s more hardwired than acquired.


Maybe the little guy who dominates third-grade basketball has older brothers who rough him up. Maybe it’s just the way he’s always been. Whatever the case, it’s probably not because his dad is prepping him for a run at a college scholarship.


Schools don’t do boys any favors these days. Shortened recesses and cutbacks in physical education leave fewer places for them to burn their energy. That can be problematic in the classroom, but its impact is obvious on the field.


If you listen to parents watching their kids play an organized sport . . . first of all, I’m sorry. You and I hear the same chorus echoing from the bleachers. “Shoot it!” is generally followed by some form of “Don’t let him do that!” It’s plain to see that the kids who shoot, and the ones who actually do whatever it is that needs to be done—they’re the same kids, of course—tend to carve up the other little dudes.


Many people are dissuaded by statistics that indicate your chances of winning the Powerball lottery are roughly 1 in 175 million. The odds of being in a plane crash are estimated to be 1 in 11 million, which is why most people don’t have any qualms about jumping on a bird.


The odds of your son or daughter playing a professional sport are in that neighborhood, and yet the stands at a Little League game or a weekend hockey match are filled with parents who believe—and believe deeply, with every fiber of their being—that fewer turnovers will catapult their daughter to the WNBA, or that fewer strikeouts will eventually make their son the starting shortstop for the Baltimore Orioles.


It won’t happen. And that’s a very good thing.


Super Bowl XLIX between the New England Patriots and the Seattle Seahawks featured zero players who were five-star recruits coming out of high school. The Houston Texans’ J. J. Watt, the most dominating defensive player in the league, didn’t rate even a single solitary star. Aaron Rodgers played football at a junior college and was discovered only when coach Jeff Tedford of the UC Berkeley Golden Bears went to a game to recruit the team’s tight end. Tom Brady and Joe Montana possessed such limited physical skills they dropped like rocks on draft day. You will currently find five or six really great quarterbacks roaming the face of the earth. Baseball scouts will tell you they don’t think you can find a major league–caliber shortstop in the United States. Since LeBron James entered the NBA in 2003, the league has seen the emergence of maybe two transcendent talents, Blake Griffin and Anthony Davis. This country has not developed one soccer megastar.


And the path to get to these hallowed places, the college system, is increasingly a soul-sucking experience for an athlete. The college football season lasts about twenty-two weeks, and youth baseball—otherwise known as Ten Years a Parental Slave—begins at age twelve or younger. AAU (Amateur Athletic Union) basketball, the preferred one-stop shopping for top schools, is a gas-guzzling, weekend-surrendering obstacle course of caffeine (to keep you awake) and GPS (to find rural gyms). As for parents of hockey kids, do me a favor: open the checkbook, set the alarm clock, and be sure to check back with me in thirteen years.


With the odds the way they are, what’s the expected payoff? If it’s meant to provide fun, socialization, and physical activity, then good for you and your kid. Go for it. Keep it positive, healthy, and low-key, and you’ll be enshrined in the Parent Hall of Fame. But I get the distinct impression, from a rapidly accumulating mountain of anecdotal evidence, including my own as a father of sons and daughters who play sports, that parental expectations are significantly higher than that. Many parents—too many parents—expect a literal payoff, in the form of a college scholarship or even a professional contract, from their investment in their children’s sports career.


As I look at youth unemployment numbers and read the feedback from my shows, I wonder if those kids who are being pushed in sports would have been better served applying all that time and effort to something with a slightly higher success rate than one-tenth of 1 percent and a longer career than four and a half years, on average. Of course, the kids themselves didn’t have much choice in the matter.











OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html


CONTENTS



Introduction



The Saddest Superhero



One Order of Gain, Please Hold the Pain



Better Late Than Ever



When Everyone’s A Critic, No One’s A Critic



Odds Squad



Ray of Light



Straight, No Chaser



The Fix Is In



A Mistake Unknown to Mankind



Bugsy’s Last Meal



Root Cause



Polished for Your Protection



Saw Something, Said Something



A Good Bet Is A Terrible Thing to Waste



Construction Criticism



Eyes Wide Shut



Tradin’ Paint and Wastin’ Time



Loud, Proud, and Dead Wrong



Food and Whine



The Politics of Everything, the Everything of Politics



Few Complaints



A Good Fella Is Hard to Find



Life Cycle



Dysfunction Junction



Playing the Game of Your Life



For Pete’s Sake



Sobering Topic



The Southern Illusion



Wall of Shame



Heavy Wears the Crown



“Wrong Guy, you’re on the Air”



A Taxing Matter



World Cup Runneth Over



Hate the Player? Nah, Just His Game



Ravenous



Men’s Wearhouse



Indy Film



Charles in Charge



Air Time



Purr-fect Explanation



Slow and Steady



Return to Lender



Aaron Some Grievances



Playing the Percentages



A Brand-New World



Opportunity Rocks



One Man’s Risk, Another Man’s Miracle



The Lucky Son



Letter of Intent



Afterword



Paperback Bonus Chapter



Acknowledgments



About Colin Cowherd





OEBPS/images/9781501105203.jpg
my 100% GRrADE-a,
UNFILTERED,

INSIDE LOOK

AT SPORTS

COLIN COWHERD









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
RAW

my 100% craDE-A,
UNFILTERED,

INSIDE LOOK

AT SPORTS

COLIN COWHERD

GALLERY BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





