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Praise for Sometimes You Have to Cross When It Says Don’t Walk


“I’ve known Lesley Visser for more than forty years. She covered our team at Boston University for the Boston Globe, which was my first head coaching job. Then she served with CBS and covered all seven of my Final Fours. Not much has changed with her from the ’70s to now. Lesley has remained charming, talented, witty, and an incredible story teller.”


—Rick Pitino, Hall of Fame basketball coach and
winner of two National Championships


“Every single woman writing sports today owes a debt to Lesley Visser, who proved that women could both out-report and out-write men long before we took that for granted, as we do now.”


—John Feinstein, Washington Post columnist and
bestselling author of more than forty books, including
New York Times #1 bestseller Season on the Brink


“I have known Lesley for decades and she not only loves football, she really knows the game. I recommend this book to anyone who ever wanted to hear great stories from someone who has been around the game for forty years.”


—Dan Marino, NFL Hall of Famer


“Lesley Visser was at Ground Zero for women covering sports, first for the Boston Globe, then at CBS. She is one of the greatest storytellers and framers of sports history and many of today’s journalists—men and women—stand on her shoulders.”


—Billie Jean King


“Forty years ago, Lesley Visser covered my first professional team, the Boston Lobsters. She earned my trust then and has remained one of my favorite people in sports. Her accomplishments in a male-dominated industry allowed her to break through barriers and blaze a trail that has opened doors for generations of talented women in sports since. Lesley has always been one of the best at getting and telling a story. Now, she tells her story.”


—Robert Kraft, owner of the five-time World Champion
New England Patriots and CEO of the Kraft Group


“Lesley Visser is a giant in women’s sports journalism. I don’t mean physically, of course. Physically, she has excellent proportions. What I mean is, she blazed the trail for all the women who followed after her. She also paved the way. That’s right: This woman blazed AND paved, as well as forging the path, charting the course, raising the bar, and breaking through the glass ceiling. She covered professional football when the gridiron was literally a grid made out of iron and women reporters were not allowed in the locker room without bustles, yet despite these obstacles she broke big story after big story, including the discovery of the forward pass. She was also the first journalist of any gender to spell ‘Krzyzewski’ correctly. Lesley truly is a pioneer, and all those who followed in her footsteps owe her a debt of gratitude, which they could repay by buying this book. She will also accept cash.”


—Dave Barry, Pulitzer Prize–winning author and humorist


“Lesley doesn’t demand respect, she commands it.”


—Joe Torre, Hall of Fame baseball manager who helped
guide the Yankees to four World Series Championships
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The events, locations, and conversations in this book, while true, are re-created from the author’s memory. However, the essence of the story and the feelings and emotions evoked are intended to be accurate representations.


Copyright © 2017 by Lesley Visser


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.
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To my husband Bob, my brother Chris, and my
mother Mary, who set wind to my sails when she said,
“Sometimes you have to cross when it says, ‘Don’t walk.’ ”
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My mother, Mary Visser, with John Madden on the Madden Cruiser in 1995








PREFACE



People used to ask me where I lived and I’d say, “Baggage claim.” It’s true. In more than forty years of covering sports, I’ve been almost everywhere. For ten years with the Boston Globe, I covered everything from Wimbledon to the NCAA Tournament, in places like Pullman, Washington; Albuquerque; and two Philadelphias—the City of Brotherly Love, and Philadelphia, Mississippi, where I had to sit outside Marcus Dupree’s house for three days hoping I could get a story out of the wayward running back. For CBS, I covered the story of the century, the fall of the Berlin Wall (I broke off small chips to give as Christmas presents), and for ABC I did World Figure Skating in places like London and St. Petersburg, Russia.


Those were trying assignments, and honestly, I didn’t see any of them coming. I was just a young girl who loved sports. To imagine that I would ascend to the top of two professions, stay there for forty years, and influence thousands of young women was like saying that I would be the first woman on the Supreme Court (thank you, Sandra Day O’Connor) or the first American woman to go up in space (here’s to you, Sally Ride). But I had a true passion for the games; I really cared if the Red Sox moved the runner over or if Sam Jones banked it off the backboard. And I have accepted the scar tissue that has come with being a trailblazer. My husband says if I win one more Pioneer Award, I have to wear a coonskin cap.
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With Brian Boitano and Peggy Fleming while reporting for ABC at the World Figure Skating Championships





I’ve been able to find humor or pathos in almost all my assignments—I grew up reading Erma Bombeck and Dorothy Parker and the other wits of the Algonquin Round Table (Parker’s best line was about when she broke her arm in London “sliding down a barrister”). And through it all, I’ve had the good fortune to have Barry Frank as my agent, who gave me two pieces of advice: “If it interests you, it will interest the audience” and “Write it down—everything is a bit.” This book would be so much easier if I’d listened to the second part. I only took notes for the story I was covering—I didn’t want to look like Dustin Hoffman in All the President’s Men. Remember when someone would say something and he’d run to the men’s room, stuff himself in a stall, and write it down on a piece of crumpled paper? I just wanted to live life, not record every second of it.


I always say sports is the great meritocracy. It doesn’t matter where your mother went to college or how much money your father has—can you hit the jumper, did you sink the putt? The great Bill Bradley said the mixture of people in a locker room is the “ultimate laboratory.” Athletes from every ethnic and socioeconomic background are forced together. This wonderful mix has played out for me, having interviewed five U.S. presidents, every superstar of every color, plus high school quarterbacks, college greats, and kids in slums. I did a terrible infomercial with Marcus Allen (for copper wristbands; it ran at 4 AM and they never sold) and I’ve been assigned everything from the World Series to Monday Night Football to box lacrosse. I’ve worked with all the great broadcasters and covered almost every sport, and I’m looking forward to sharing the stories and experiences they provided me. I hope you get some inspiration or maybe a few laughs along the way.
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CHAPTER 1


How lucky was I to be born in Boston? Boston was interested in three things: the Red Sox, politics, and AM radio, and my family weighed in on all three. We thought the Book of Genesis began with Abner Doubleday. In the late 1950s, it was either WMEX or WBZ. People either listened to Arnie “Woo-Woo” Ginsburg, the leader of The Night Train Show on WMEX, or Bruce Bradley on WBZ. I was a Ginsburg guy. He was imaginative, sometimes pretending to be a train whistle or a clown or playing “Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavour (On the Bedpost Overnight?).” He first played “Louie Louie” as a joke. I even begged my parents to take us to Route 1 North (wherever that was—my family lived on the South Shore of Boston) because some restaurant sold “Ginsburgers.” I should actually say I begged my mother, since my father was rarely around.


Max Visser, my father, was born in Amsterdam under the Nazi occupation. My father’s father was a doctor, and he went off to Swiss boarding schools and the opera before the Germans came. Even though his family wasn’t Jewish, they were all starving for more than five years. Everyone hid a Jewish neighbor, everyone was afraid of the SS. My dad went to Montessori school with Anne Frank. Jews and WASPs all took the same class. When my dad and I would skate on a frozen pond, he would embarrass me by putting one arm low behind his back and a muffler around his neck. He knew nothing of my three passions: football, basketball, and baseball.


My mother, Mary, was the opposite. She was born in western Massachusetts to a poor, funny Irish family. She often told me that if she and Max had dated today, they would have ditched each other in two months. Back then, you got married. She was the first in her family to go to college and she became an English teacher so popular that, at her funeral, more than thirty years of students from her classes came to honor her. She encouraged my love of sports, and told me of the great Wilma Rudolph, who won three gold medals in the 1960 Summer Olympics in Rome. I got to interview Rudolph once, the “Tornado” of Saint Bethlehem, Tennessee, the twentieth of twenty-two siblings. She’d recovered from polio, and I’ll never forget how her eyes misted over as she said, “There is no triumph without struggle.”


I seldom saw my father because he was a sailor, and a wandering seaman at heart. I was born in Boston but my father sent my mother, my older brother Chris, and me to the Netherlands to live with his mother when I was two years old. Max didn’t come, and my mother’s Dutch wasn’t really that polished, having grown up in the Berkshires. But she looked at it as an adventure (she always said I had “sand in my shoes”), and it must have started my love of travel. My father probably moved three times in the year we lived in the Netherlands. And so it went. He would move, we would move, then he would move again. This was great if you loved sports (new teams in Baltimore and Cincinnati!) but lousy for a marriage.


They finally got divorced on our eleventh move, but before then, the early years in Boston were wonderful. I always say I’m a child of the Red Sox and the Kennedys. By the time JFK—a millionaire’s son from Harvard—emerged politically, we were deep into the mythology, and when the first Catholic was elected president, we watched the inauguration and cried with every word. I think my mother tried to join the Peace Corps at fifty years old.


We learned about the Kennedy–Fitzgerald dynasty early on, how Boston always had upper-crust mayors like John Phillips, Samuel Eliot, or two-time mayor Josiah Quincy before Irishmen like Collins and Honey Fitz took over. I was born in the Quincys’ namesake city on September 11, 1953. Quincy was an early colonial settlement, founded in 1625, and was the birthplace of two U.S. presidents, John Adams and his son John Quincy Adams. All I cared about was that it was a ten-cent bus ride from Fenway. If my brother and I spent too much money at the game, we would walk home, a good ten miles. Once when we were walking, we stopped to sneak on to a miniature golf course. Another time, we brought my mother flowers that we’d pulled off some bushes near the bus stop.


The Red Sox were no good in my childhood, but it didn’t matter. We were the team of Babe Ruth and Ted Williams. We thought we knew the truth on Ruth. Okay, he won us some World Series, but he was really a beer-guzzling, skirt-chasing, hot-dog-stuffing boor. Well, yes, his lifetime ERA was 2.28 and his winning percentage was .671. He hit with the power of a lumberjack and by the time he was nineteen, he was the best pitcher in baseball. He was still a Red Sox player then, and the stories we heard made us laugh. Like the time he punched an umpire and got a ten-game suspension, or when, on off days, he would drink all day and swim with his new bride. We even thought it was funny that he would shower and put on the same underwear. But when he went to the Yankees, we thought he was crude.


The Red Sox were nothing when he left, except for the sparkle of Ted Williams. I was born one month after Ted Williams came back to the Red Sox for the second time—after he’d done one tour of duty as a fighter pilot in World War II and another tour of duty in the Korean War. We’d hear about the ‘46 World Series, known for two things: that Ted Williams bunted and Enos Slaughter scored from first on his “Mad Dash Home.” Of course, it was the winning run and the Red Sox lost to St. Louis. We whispered that yes, maybe Johnny Pesky held the ball too long, but when I met him years later I blithered like he was the best shortstop who ever lived. Williams was the greatest hitter and I will have that argument with anyone. He said he was a natural hitter because he took “a thousand swings a day.” Yes, he was moody and could throw a fit. But his teammates said he was careful even there. When Williams would punch a locker, he would do it with his right hand. Of course, he was a lefty at the plate—ooh, that gorgeous swing from deep in his hips—although he did throw with his right hand. Curt Gowdy was the Red Sox play-by-play man my entire childhood, for fifteen years (1951–65), but he also did Super Bowls and Final Fours, Olympics, you name it. I was lucky to work for his son Curt Jr. at ABC, doing World Figure Skating, the World Series, and the Triple Crown. And Curt Jr. was kind enough to introduce me to his father on more than a few occasions. I even went to his house in Palm Beach once and pretended to like whiskey.


(Quick story, but fun. You know Saints quarterback Drew Brees? Do you know why he wears number 9? For Ted Williams! His father used to show him tapes of the Splendid Splinter at the plate, over and over, so Brees could see his hand-eye coordination and the way he shifted his weight. About seven years ago, I brought Drew a battered number 9 Red Sox cap, and he keeps it in his locker to this day.)


I and my brother Chris, who always listened to Red Sox games on the radio, went many times to Fenway Park to sit in the bleachers and eat Fenway Franks. The thirty-seven-foot-high Green Monster looked like the Great Wall of China to us. The Sox of the late fifties and early sixties were a bumbling group. The first black player, Pumpsie Green, would come in as a pinch runner for either Pete Runnels, who hit lefty but threw righty, or shortstop Don Buddin, who was once called “the most booed man in Boston.” Willie Tasby spent exactly one season in centerfield, and the manager’s name was Pinky (Higgins). My favorite player was journeyman Ike Delock, a devoted right-hander who didn’t even make it to the major leagues until he was twenty-two. With his cap pushed back on his head, he must have caught my eye one time, and I’ve carried his number 14 (the pride of Highland Park, Michigan) ever since. I don’t think he ever won more than fourteen games.


I never got to see Williams in person. My first visit to Fenway was in 1961. By then, “Teddy Ballgame” had retired. Everyone knows Curt Gowdy’s call of Williams’s famous last at-bat: “Everyone here in Fenway is quiet now after giving Williams a two-minute standing ovation . . . the count 1-1 . . . The drive to deep right—and it’s gone—home run in Ted Williams’s last at-bat!”


No, Williams didn’t acknowledge the crowd after his home run; as John Updike so famously wrote in the New Yorker, “Gods don’t answer letters.” But what a résumé Williams left for us. He won the Triple Crown twice, was the last man to hit .400, and led the American League in batting six times. He went on to become a world-class fly fisherman with—who else?—Curt Gowdy.


It’s odd that my most memorable game at Fenway—the game that subconsciously started me on this strange and wonderful path of wanting to be a sportswriter—was football, not baseball. In 1964, my father somehow got a couple of tickets to see the Boston Patriots play against the Oakland Raiders in Fenway Park. The football configuration was laid out left to right, covering the infield, with temporary bleachers set up in front of the Green Monster to seat five thousand fans.


It turned out to be one of the most memorable games in the AFL. A long-ball tie, 41–41, in the crisp October air. Babe Parilli and Gino Cappelletti flew up and down the field against Al Davis’s black and silver Oakland Raiders. I made my way down to the field (only a few feet from the stands) and I stood next to the biggest man I’d ever seen, the great lineman Jim Otto. When I became the first woman enshrined into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 2006, Otto, now a longtime friend, whispered to me, “Pretty good for a girl who stood shivering on the sideline in Fenway.” It was the moment I got hooked. I loved the game, I loved the time of year. I knew this was the place for me.


Today the Patriots are the equivalent of a Fortune 500 company behind the brilliant organization of Robert Kraft and his family, but when I was growing up, the Patriots were vagabonds, moving from Boston University to Boston College to Fenway Park to Harvard and finally, when I had the chance to cover them, to Foxborough. The stories of the early Boston Patriots were like something out of the Three Stooges. One player arrived driving a bus, followed by the state police because he’d plowed through the turnpike tolls. Running back Bob Gladieux, who’d been cut by the team, went to a game with his buddies anyway. Up in the stands, drinking beer, he heard the public address announcer say, “Would Bob Gladieux report to the locker room?” His friends were wondering where he’d gone when they heard, “Tackle on the kickoff made by number 24, Bob Gladieux.” One year, like something out of a Mel Brooks movie, the Patriots were playing the Dallas Texans when someone in a trench coat swatted away the Texans’ winning pass. Years later, Billy Sullivan, the glib and gutsy original owner of the Patriots, who always wore a trench coat, never denied it. Sullivan was never flush with cash. He once famously told the players not to turn down the bedsheets while taking a nap so the hotel wouldn’t charge him an extra $10.


My family wasn’t wealthy, either. Or anywhere close. We would buy a new pair of shoes for school at Kinney-on-the-Highway and some new clothes from Filene’s, the oldest off-price retailer in the country. We’d drink Hood milk and honey-dipped donuts from Dunkin’ Donuts, founded right there in Quincy. My mom got a job teaching at exclusive Derby Academy, the oldest coeducational school in the country, founded in 1784. Everyone was addressed as “Yes, Sir” and “No, Sir”; my classmates had names like Johnson (as in Howard) and Talbot (as in the store), and when they would go on vacations to places like St. Lucia, I’d be home reading the sports section. The art teacher at Derby, Doris Hauman, was the legendary illustrator of The Little Engine That Could.


Being in Boston year round did give me time to fall in love with the Celtics, who were unstoppable in the fifties and sixties. In the late fifties, I was crazy for six-foot-four Sam Jones, the Celtic shooting guard who was known as “Mr. Clutch.” He was a small-town boy from North Carolina (Red Auerbach drafted him sight unseen), and he helped the Celtics win ten world titles. Everyone honored Bill Russell, as they should, but on Halloween, when other girls would dress up as Mary Poppins or Cinderella, I would go as Sam Jones, wearing high-cut Converse sneakers and the number 24 in Magic Marker on my T-shirt. Every year, Sam calls me and asks me not to do it anymore, but I don’t care. I once did a radio show on Halloween wearing the authentic Celtic jersey that he’d finally given me.
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With my idol Sam Jones, former guard of the great Boston Celtics. I wear his jersey every Halloween to this day. He begs me not to.








I had a depressing story many years later when Red Auerbach, who’d come to my wedding to Dick Stockton, refused to let me in the locker room just one year later, saying, “It’s not for girls.” It was yet another layer of scar tissue. I told him cigar smoke smelled terrible anyway, but I was crushed. I had to get quotes much later, when the players left the locker room, while hoping I didn’t miss the deadline.


My family moved to Cincinnati when I was eleven years old. It was the true Midwest, where the people had easy temperaments (no rough edges), kind of like the Ohio River that flowed so easily. My brother and I went to Crosley Field, where the Reds played, a couple of times. Like Fenway, it was asymmetrical, fitting into the neighborhood, and it had a funny incline in left field. It actually rose up and was famously called “The Terrace.” The NBA Royals had fantastic players like Oscar Robertson and Jerry Lucas, and my brother even cut Jack Twyman’s lawn. I’d started reading Sports Illustrated and the Sporting News—articles about people I’d never get to see, like Y. A. Tittle, Cassius Clay, or John Wooden.


After the football experience in Fenway, and reading about people like Bill Bradley, I told my mother I wanted to be a sportswriter. This was 1965, and it was like saying I wanted to go to Mars, since the job didn’t exist for women. Instead of my mom telling me it would be next to impossible, she said the greatest words I have ever heard: “Sometimes you have to cross when it says ‘Don’t Walk.’ ” It crystalized everything for me, changed my life in an instant. I was ready to lasso the moon.




CHAPTER 2


My parents’ divorce came after I’d been shuttled to three different sixth grades. My mom packed up Chris and me and drove cross-country at about 38 mph, while terrified, to South Hadley, a bucolic eighteenth-century New England town. The home of Mount Holyoke College, one of the original Seven Sisters, South Hadley is a perfect place: a leafy town of rolling hills and maple trees centered among Smith College, Amherst College, and the University of Massachusetts, so everyone is either a farmer’s kid or from the family of a professor. I didn’t miss Ohio, although that’s where my mom had given me the greatest opportunity of my life, telling me to cross when it says “don’t walk.” She’d even taken me to Stratford-upon-Avon that year to see Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. She told me Shakespeare wrote for the masses, and even at eleven years old, I could handle the comedies. One day, she let me buy a miniskirt from the famous Carnaby Street in London, so my skinny knock-knees were the hit of Cincinnati. In South Hadley, though, with no money from my father, we lived in a lower-middle-class box house with two bedrooms (my mom called it “Treeless Acres”), and she got a teaching job in nearby Granby, Massachusetts.


We were only ninety miles from Boston. No one drove there, but once she did the coolest thing. Remember when you’d take a class trip in high school to the museum or the aquarium? My mom rented a Peter Pan bus and took her class to Fenway Park! She called it a historical trip. We followed the Boston teams on the radio and sang along with pop music from WHYN out of Springfield (“Grazing in the Grass” or anything by the Beatles), and South Hadley was small enough that my brother and I captained every sport. One year, I was even voted the best athlete in the class, but I never talked about it to anyone. When you work with Phil Simms or Dan Marino or Bill Walton, you really don’t want to talk about your MVP trophy from South Hadley High School.


The late sixties and early seventies were a tidal wave of social change. Golda Meir (raised in Milwaukee!) became the prime minister of Israel and Neil Armstrong walked on the moon. But they were also there when U.S. bombers secretly attacked Cambodia and Laos and more than 600,000 U.S. troops were fighting in Vietnam, many of them young people I knew. At South Hadley, we were let out of school for peace marches. I remember one afternoon we all met on the grassy green commons in the town center to sing “Give Peace a Chance” while holding white candles. We had no idea what Spiro Agnew was saying half the time, and we thought Nixon was from outer space. For the first time, most cars had air-conditioning. Not ours. My mother had a Dodge Dart, but it sat unused until Chris and I got our driver’s licenses. Young women read Jane Austen and Gloria Steinem, and young men wanted books about hitchhiking and the universe. We put Sun-In in our hair and listened to weird lyrics from bands like the Flying Burrito Brothers. Concerts meant going to UMass to see Sly and the Family Stone. My mother taught Dostoevsky at night school at Mount Holyoke, and quoted the wits of the Algonquin Round Table and William Wordsworth (“The music in my heart I bore, / Long after it was heard no more”). I thought life was a blast, even if we didn’t have any money.


Friday nights were for dances at the gym, where crummy high school bands played “Crimson and Clover” or “96 Tears.” WHYN once mentioned my field hockey team (I was the captain) and you’d think I’d been recognized by the Wall Street Journal. We’d go to Mount Tom to ski in the winter and to eat cotton candy at the makeshift carnival in the summer. My friend Fizzy Plouffe ran the roller coaster for two months, and he’d let me go twenty times in a row without paying a dime. My high school boyfriend’s family, the Newtons (whose earlier relations had invented Marshmallow Fluff!), had a house near Wildcat Mountain in New Hampshire, so we spent every New Year’s freezing on the ski slopes, wearing only corduroy jeans and thin parkas, with maybe some hot chocolate between the long, cold runs.


I was neither great looking nor unattractive, but no one cared back then. High school wasn’t really difficult for me; we had moved so many times that I knew how to fit in. I tried to write sports for the high school paper, but I got assignments like “What does the quarterback’s girlfriend do while he’s at practice?” Not for me—I wanted to cover UMass football games!


Being the daughter of an English teacher, I loved to read—Dickens, Wharton, Hemingway (much more than Fitzgerald)—and anything about the 1967 Red Sox “Impossible Dream” team. People in western Massachusetts followed them like a cult. The Sox had risen from ninth place to win the pennant under new manager Dick Williams. Carl Yastrzemski won the Triple Crown and “Gentleman” Jim Lonborg, the pitcher from Stanford, added twenty-two wins. The team was a cast of characters and Ken Coleman carried every game to us on radio. The season hit a sad note when Tony Conigliaro was hit in the left eye and cheekbone by Angels pitcher Jack Hamilton in early August. I remember I cried when I saw his picture in the paper, his face all swollen and bruised, his left eye shut tight. Conigliaro’s agent, and eventually my good friend, Ed Kleven got Dionne Warwick and her pal Frank Sinatra to come to Boston and do a fund-raiser for Tony C! When he finally regained his sight, we were all relieved, and the season went back to being a celebration. The Red Sox won their first flag in twenty-one years and headed to the World Series for the first time since 1946. Of course, Curt Gowdy was the announcer, but this time for NBC. The Sox got all the way to Game 7—a dream matchup of Cy Young winner Lonborg against the legendary Bob Gibson. Lonborg, on only two days’ rest, lost to the Cardinals Hall of Famer, 7–2. It would take Boston another three years to beat a St. Louis team—remember the glorious image of number 4, Bobby Orr, flying across the goal to beat the St. Louis Blues in the Stanley Cup Final? All became right with the world.

OEBPS/images/f000v-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000x-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0viii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SOMETIMES XOU
HAVETO CROSS WHEN
IT SAYS\RON/T WALK

24
A Memoir of Breaking Barriers





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/title-image.jpg
Sometimes You Have
to Cross When It
Says Don't Walk

A Memoir of Breaking Barriers

LESLEY VISSER

Sy
E\;\é«
=
BeNBELLA
BenBella Books, Inc.
Dallas, TX





