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More Praise for CenterStage



“CenterStage is another example of why Michael Kay is one of the truly gifted interviewers in the history of our industry. His ability to make all of these sports and entertainment giants feel so comfortable is extraordinary. I bet some felt afterward that maybe they became too comfortable. It’s just one captivating interview after another. A mesmerizing book.”

—Mike Breen, play-by-play commentator for NBA on ABC and lead announcer for New York Knicks games on MSG Network

“A fabulous new collection… Kay’s greatest gift is an infectious personality that shows his guests at their best, encourages them to reveal their innermost thoughts, and even, at times, uncovers secret gems about their lives. On display in CenterStage is a Who’s Who of pop culture—from John McEnroe to Jon Bon Jovi, from Sir Charles to Sly Stallone, and including dozens more—and by the time you finish you’ll really feel you personally know them.”

—Jon Heyman, insider for MLB Network and former writer for Sports Illustrated

“Even as a cub reporter Michael Kay had a unique ability to turn an interview into a conversation between friends. People trusted Michael then. They still do today, more than ever. CenterStage doesn’t just allow readers to glimpse the souls of the rich and famous, it’s a how-to for any aspiring journalist learning the craft of the Q and A.”

—Bob Klapisch, coauthor, with Paul Solotaroff, of Inside the Empire

“Michael Kay is a gifted conversationalist. He has the innate ability to make his interview subjects feel comfortable and get them to share fascinating details about their personal journeys. It’s never cookie-cutter with Michael and always insightful and moving with the perfect balance of humor.”

—Ian Eagle, broadcaster for CBS Sports and YES Network
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For Jodi, Caledonia, and Charles, who always take center stage in everything I do.

And for my sister, Debbie, her husband, Peter, and their children—Ashley, Chelsea, and Dylan—who long ago had to deal with my barrages of questions before it became my job.






Foreword

If you have watched and listened to Michael Kay on telecasts of Yankee games, a few things should be apparent. He knows baseball. He is steeped in Yankee history, the last thirty-four years of which he has experienced firsthand. He is adept at engaging with his various (and varied) broadcast partners. And here’s something else: Michael sees not just pitches and plays, but story lines. He provides an ongoing narrative—of a game, a season, a career.

That last quality, missing in more announcers than you might realize, was shaped by Michael’s background as a newspaper writer. The deft, unscripted turns of phrase he often delivers in big moments are a testament to a writer’s regard for the beauty and importance of words well chosen. Still, a writer who is also a reporter has objectives and skills beyond the writing itself. The reporter is naturally curious. Asking good questions is how he makes his living—and his reputation. If he is to do his job honestly and well, his powers of observation and eye for telling detail are essential. He is interested not in the superficial or rote response but in the truthful and relevant answer, the pertinent observation, the honest point of view.

Which brings us to CenterStage. There are many types of interviews, and they require different approaches. CenterStage is not 60 Minutes, Nightline, or Meet the Press. It is a conversation, not an interrogation. Seldom is there a specific issue to confront. Rather, the idea is to provide at least a slice of the guest’s personal biography—to get to some of the texture and shadings of a life and career. Ideally, the conversation should be both entertaining and, in some sense, revealing. At the end of the hour, the viewer should not only have learned a bit about the events, accomplishments, and perhaps controversies for which the guest is best known. The viewer should also have a better understanding and appreciation of the person behind all that.

When Michael asked me to write the foreword for this compilation of his CenterStage shows, I was flattered to learn that my NBC interview program, Later, was among his influences. While there are differences, there are also substantial similarities. We both recognize the importance of thorough preparation, but also are aware that you must be nimble and spontaneous enough to put the preparation aside and react in the moment when the conversation takes you in a different direction. You must be a good listener. That allows you to follow up, to clarify, to encourage the guest to tell more.

Like Later, CenterStage is not about sound bites or mindless celebrity trivialities. The guest has a body of work. A story to tell. And the long-form format allows it to unfold. There is plenty of room for laughter. But also thoughtful (though not somber) conversation.

Over years of conducting these conversations, Michael has arrived at some of the same conclusions I did. If you have put in the time and effort to be well versed on your subject’s life and career, and if it is also clear that you had some knowledge of, and interest in, that person to begin with, the person senses that, even before you get to all the particulars. And that sense almost always leads them to become more engaged and forthcoming.

Here’s something else I have discovered and I’m sure Michael has as well: the atmosphere matters. Often, the best and most memorable responses come in reaction to specific questions. But not always. Sometimes, if the overall tone is right, if the guests trust the interviewer, if they have some regard for the reputation of the program and its host, that comfort factor leads them to share interesting thoughts and stories on their own. Or so it seems. Some of the best moments do seem to just happen. It seems as if the guest just decided to go there without any prodding. And in those instances, the host has done nothing obvious. Certainly nothing spectacular. What has happened is more subtle than that. An atmosphere has been created. An atmosphere that leads to good television.

Over the years, Michael Kay has delivered plenty of good television, much of it on CenterStage. The proof of that is on the pages that follow.

—Bob Costas

March 2020






A Note to the Reader

Owing to space limitations, the CenterStage interviews featured in this book have been reduced from their original length, with care taken to be faithful to the speaker’s intended meaning while preserving the best exchanges.






Introduction

I’ve always been curious. I want to know how someone got rich. How someone became poor. How someone handles fame. When I was a kid and my family was driving somewhere, I’d stare up from the back seat at some of the windows of the homes that zoomed past and wonder what was going on in those apartments. What was their big issue and what was their struggle?

Ever since I’ve been a broadcaster, I’ve toyed with the idea of pitching a show with the working title What’s Your Story? In the show, I’d take a camera and kneel down next to someone homeless in Penn Station and ask how exactly the person got to that point. Or maybe I’d just knock on a door in an apartment building and ask what was going on in the person’s life.

Fame and fortune have always fascinated me. Growing up in a lower-income section of the Bronx, I dreamed of never having to worry about paying a bill or to wonder how I was going to pay for Christmas gifts. When I’d see the smiling faces on a television screen, or even on a theater stage, I’d want to know how the people had made it and what they had to overcome during their journeys.

So, I felt fortunate to be offered a job hosting the YES Network show CenterStage. My journey to that dream job was circuitous, but driven by the aforementioned curiosity and drive.

Since I was nine years old, I’d always dreamed of being the Yankees’ announcer. Some might ask, “Why not dream of being a Yankee player?” My answer is that, even at a young age, I was rational and figured that my fear of getting hit by a pitch probably ruled out the major leagues. I was supported by a loving family, but even they were skeptical that I’d hit that million-to-one lottery ticket. Always wanting to encourage me, Mom and Dad let me dream, but always added to the back of it “just in case…”

The backup was writing. When I graduated from Fordham University in 1982, I sounded like that character John Travolta played in Welcome Back, Kotter, Vinnie Barbarino. There were a lot of dems and doses. Not quite ready yet for the New York airwaves, I got a job as a clerk at the New York Post, filing pictures, doing horse-racing agate, stats, and getting people lunch. I was also allowed to write on my own time, and if the story was good enough, it would get published. In a few years I got promoted to writer. I was always one of the first ones at an assignment and usually the last one to leave. I had to ask one more question, drive to get the answer no one else got, nail down the exclusive. By 1987 I’d been promoted to Yankees beat writer, and by 1989, I’d moved over to the New York Daily News to do the same job. During my five years on the Yankees beat, I was always the guy they went to on the radio to fill time during rain delays. I also became the clubhouse reporter for the MSG Network when they were the rights holder for the Yankees.

In 1992, the Yankees radio broadcast was looking for a partner to work with John Sterling, and incredibly, I got the job. I worked with John for ten years, calling five American League pennants and four World Championships. This was my dream. If I stayed in this job for the rest of my life, it would have been “mission accomplished” for a nine-year-old who called his shot.

But at the end of the 2000 season the Yankees started to tinker with the idea of starting their own television network. By July of the 2001 season, they decided to begin the YES Network, a regional cable network that would carry Yankees and NBA Nets games as well as “shoulder programming” throughout the day. This massive undertaking would change the landscape of sports. But when nascent, this humongous gamble had a good chance of not working out.

On September 10, 2001, John Filippelli—who’d been in the broadcasting business for over twenty-five years with NBC, ABC, and Fox and was a multiple Emmy winner, having worked every major sporting event in the world, including World Series, Super Bowls, Olympics, Monday Night Football, Wimbledon, British Opens, and Wide World of Sports—was hired by Yankees owner George Steinbrenner to be the executive producer in charge of production. Essentially, his job was to start the network, hire the announcers, and set the course of how the games would look on the air. Within two weeks of being hired, Filippelli was told by Yankee president Randy Levine, “You’re also doing programming.” Filippelli, who is called Flip by everyone, was incredulous at his newfound responsibilities and said to Levine, “Programming. I don’t know how to program a VCR.” Levine, one of the visionaries of the YES Network, said, “We have faith in you, you’ll figure it out.” Suddenly, Filippelli was YES Network’s president and executive producer in charge of production and programming. Although Flip had worked with some of the biggest names in the industry, such as Scully, Costas, McKay, and Gumbel, he knew YES was going to be a challenge like nothing he had ever done.

That quickly turned prescient.

When Filippelli took the job, he thought he’d have a year and four months to start the network. He was quickly told it was four months only, and he said, “I don’t know if we can do it in four months,” to which Steinbrenner replied, “You can and you will. You’d better.”

With the new assignment, Flip had to come up with the other programs to surround the games, in addition to hiring all the announcers for the games. I had no idea I was even being considered until I got a call after the World Series that they wanted me to do about ninety games of play-by-play on TV. That turned out to be a hard sell for Flip since the Yankees owner really liked the pairing of Sterling and Kay on the radio and didn’t want to break us up. Flip convinced Steinbrenner that TV would end up being much more important than radio in the grand scheme and said that I was the guy to lead the coverage. George said, “Fine. Do it. If it doesn’t work, it’s your ass.”

With that, I thought my responsibilities at YES had taken full form. But, little did I know, Flip was coming up with show ideas behind the scenes, and I’d eventually fall into another dream job.

Armed with his new responsibilities, Flip sat down in his home office one day and began scribbling ideas on a napkin. One of the thoughts he wrote down was “Inside the Actors Studio about sports.”

In talking about the process, Flip said, “I knew I wanted a long-form TV narrative about someone’s life. I’d liked the show Queen for a Day when I was growing up, and I liked the show Biography, which eventually led to Yankeeography. I really enjoyed the Inside the Actors Studio show with James Lipton, but I wanted one with a sports connection.”

Filippelli’s first choice for host was Jack Ford, the talented ABC broadcaster, but ABC wouldn’t let him out of his contract. Flip then moved on to the Hall of Fame broadcaster Lesley Visser, who considered the gig, but decided she had too much on her plate and had to decline.

Flip remembered my interviews on MSG’s postgame shows and liked the style, but he initially wanted to avoid me as an option so I could focus on the Yankee games. After Ford and Visser were off the table though, he told his staff, “I bet Kay can do this show.”

And that’s how it began.

The first show, which is included in this book, was an interview with Steve Young, a devout Mormon, who entered a studio we had booked that was used nightly for a little show called The Vagina Monologues. He blushed, took a deep breath, and walked in, and we were off. Over the years we’ve already done close to 250 shows, interviewing the best in sports, journalism, and entertainment. It has let the curiosity of the younger me come out and ask the most famous people about the most intimate things.

The one line that runs through every story arc is dogged determination to become one of the greatest. That drive someone has, whether it’s to escape poverty or chase fame, is a consistent element in the biographies of all we’ve talked to through the years. Some of our guests have handled their fortune well, while others have agonizingly squandered it all, providing a cautionary tale.

The idea of this book emerged in the summer of 2019, prompted by Howard Stern’s book Howard Stern Comes Again. In that bestseller, Stern compiles the best interviews he has conducted in his career on the radio and puts them between covers. I started to think how the CenterStage interviews might, in a similar way, actually be more compelling on paper, because when images flicker across the TV screen there’s much to be distracted by, but when you put the same words in print, they can more fully be digested and better appreciated.

The only problem was that I could in absolutely no way include all the CenterStage interviews in a single book because the resulting length would rival that of a set of encyclopedias. So I had to knock down the number of interviews to about thirty-five and shorten them somewhat.

I’ve always laughed when I’ve asked musicians what their favorite song is and they say, “That’s like picking your favorite child.” I gained a better understanding of that when, essentially, I had to make the heart-wrenching decision to throw about two hundred of my “kids” out of the book.

And each interview through the years has had a great story behind it. Leaving out the interview with actor Terry Crews was difficult. Opening up his emotional veins for all to see, he broke down and cried when he recounted his tale of sexual abuse in Hollywood, while the audience sat in stunned silence. Many such moments didn’t make the cut.

Some of the stories behind the interviews that didn’t get into the book are worth a quick visit:


	The rapper and actor LL Cool J wouldn’t go onstage until our crew purchased a steamer so he could steam his T-shirt beforehand. Again, it was just a T-shirt. But he did look good.

	The actor Charlie Sheen appeared on the show right after his public meltdown following the end of his run on Two and a Half Men. The man with Tiger Blood was pleasant, funny, and engaging, but when we stood up to take a picture at the end of the show, I put my hand on his back and his body was vibrating like a shivering Chihuahua. It was sad.

	Of all the interviews we’ve ever done, my least favorite was Dennis Quaid’s. He was promoting the movie The Rookie, and he simply didn’t want to be there. He was having personal issues with his then wife, Meg Ryan, and he didn’t want to sit for an hour answering questions. For the first two segments of the show he answered everything with yes or no. During a break I leaned in to him and said, “Hey, listen, the show is an hour no matter how many questions you answer with one word. I’ve got a thousand questions to ask, so you’re the one who is going to look bad if this goes on.” He was startled that I’d spoken to him like that, but was better the rest of the way.

	Academy Award–winning actor Kevin Costner was on the show, and after we were done, he leaned over to me and said, “You’d be a fun guy to hang out with.” This was a big deal for a shy kid out of the Bronx.

	In the history of CenterStage I didn’t host only two shows. One was with Lawrence Frank, then Nets coach, and the other with Michael Imperioli of Sopranos fame. We were scheduled to tape both shows in one day, and my mom passed away the night before. I was in no condition to work, so my colleague Bob Lorenz filled in. To my shock, Imperioli, whom I’d never met, sent a floral bouquet to the funeral home the next day, forever entering my personal Hall of Fame for good guys.

	The legendary chef Emeril Lagassé learned from my coworkers that I’m a picky eater and made me a roast beef panini to eat during the show. I’ve never willingly eaten a condiment in my life, but I took a bite and thought the panini was good but a bit wet. Lagassé burst out in laughter and pointed out that I’d just eaten aioli mayonnaise. It was okay, but I never had it again.

	Steve Van Zandt, the guitarist from Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band, was in horrible back pain but insisted on doing the show anyway. His one modification to the format was that, instead of sitting in the comfy chair we have for guests, he sat backward in a small school chair leaning forward the entire hour to take stress off his back. His stories and good humor were particularly gratifying when you consider the pain he was in.

	Wrestler John Cena was engaging and funny in his hour-long interview, but particularly striking was what he’d do during commercial breaks. He’d stand up and take a picture and shake hands with every kid in the audience. Usually, we don’t allow children under eighteen into the shows, but with Cena we made an exception because of his dedication to children’s causes and because he’d granted the most wishes in the history of the Make-A-Wish Foundation.



Again, these are just some of the interviews that didn’t make it. We’ve chosen the best of the best, and take my word that every cut was agonizing—except for Dennis Quaid. I hope you enjoy meeting in depth these thirty-five men and women who have been a major part of our popular culture.






PART ONE THEY DID IT THEIR WAY







A-Rod

Alex Rodriguez was a member of the Texas Rangers when we interviewed him in August of 2003. Always savvy, Alex was well aware of the power of the YES Network, and I think he already had thoughts of being in the media postcareer. He quickly agreed to do the show when asked. To intimate that he foresaw eventually ending up with the Yankees the very next year would be false. How could he have known that Aaron Boone, then the Yankees’ third baseman, would tear up his knee in January of 2004 and clear a road from Texas to the Bronx that might have previously seemed impossible? After Boone’s injury, it was certainly convenient that the Rangers decided to get out from under Rodriguez’s record-breaking contract, which the player had signed three years prior, and that the Yankees were interested in bringing him over and asking him to shift his position from shortstop, where he was a Gold Glove winner, to third, just to the right of Derek Jeter. But that’s how it came down.

This interview is fascinating when you consider all that has taken place in the years since. No one knew that A-Rod would be embroiled in scandal after scandal, eventually serving a shocking full-season suspension for using performance-enhancing drugs. Try to read between the lines of this interview with the young A-Rod for clues of what was to come. When you read his answers, can you picture a man who had it all, lost it, and then ultimately grabbed a shot at redemption and engineered one of the great resurrections in sports history? Many years later I made A-Rod laugh when I dubbed him “Lazarod” for how insanely he’d risen from all of his missteps.

But at the time of this interview, he was the golden boy, putting together his third straight amazing season with the Rangers and making more money than any other pro athlete had ever earned. He had it all. Prodigious talent, matinee-idol good looks, and a glittery future that seemed certain to take him to the Hall of Fame.

But a funny thing happened on the way to Cooperstown: A-Rod’s incredibly bad judgment almost brought him down to a place from which it seemed impossible to get up.

Incredibly, the only bad judgment on Alex’s part back then was what he’d chosen to wear to the show. Although he knew of CenterStage, he likely didn’t realize that most every guest wore a suit and tie. Alex showed up in jeans and a T-shirt. All these years later he laughs at his sartorial choice.

Here is the conversation we had with A-Rod, an hour of mostly sunny optimism that preceded the nightmare his life eventually became. His answers from that day are illuminating when read through the prism of what was to come.

The Interview

MICHAEL KAY: Alex Rodriguez came from humble beginnings to sit atop the world of baseball. With the rare combination of size, speed, and power, the man they call A-Rod may be the greatest player who ever played the shortstop position. Alex achieved success early with the Seattle Mariners, playing in the shadow of Ken Griffey Jr. and Randy Johnson. But Alex persevered and emerged as a true star. As one of the youngest and most accomplished free agents in baseball, A-Rod signed the largest contract in sports history with the Texas Rangers, and that’s where he currently plies his trade. Talented, charitable—and well-dressed [laughter]—we welcome superstar shortstop Alex Rodriguez to CenterStage. [Applause]

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Thank you.

MICHAEL KAY: I always feel a little awkward saying this, but Alex Rodriguez playing in Arlington, Texas, is like hanging the Mona Lisa in a garage. And that’s not knocking Texas. I like Texas. [Laughs] But it’s not New York, it’s not LA.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: [Laughs] Well, Dallas is a big town, it’s a great town, I’m comfortable there. I love the heat. I love where I am. I love our neighborhood. And the only thing missing in Texas is winning. And I think that’s gonna come shortly. We have an incredible core of young players, as good as anyone, and I think we’ll win. We still have room for growth.

MICHAEL KAY: We’ll get back to that in a moment. Now, you were born in New York, and then you moved to the Dominican Republic. Is that where you learned how to play baseball?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: I think I started here in New York early on. Ever since I was two or three years old I can remember my father having the Yankees games on and even the Mets. And my father had a baseball background. But when I was four, we moved down there, and I started playing with kids that were about two or three years older, so as a young man I was always overmatched.

MICHAEL KAY: At what age did you think, “I’m pretty good at this, I can make a living at this”?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: It’s funny, because between the ages of twelve and fourteen [after his family moved to Miami] I quit baseball completely. I was a big NBA fan, I wanted to be the next Larry Bird or Michael Jordan. But then my mom bought an NBA roster, and she said, “Okay, pick out how many Dominican or Latino players you have in the roster.” So I looked for about twenty minutes and I found none. [Laughs] So then she pulled out a Major League Baseball roster and she says, “Now do the same.” And of course about thirty or thirty-five percent were Latinos, and she said, “Well, there’s your answer. You need to start playing baseball again.”

MICHAEL KAY: So she actually thought that you could be a professional baseball player?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Well, she thought because my father almost made it to the big leagues [when he played baseball in the Dominican Republic], she felt my talents were in baseball.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, when you were nine, your father left you. But your mom was the rock.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: [Pauses, clears throat] She was a great role model. I remember her leaving for work at six in the morning and coming back at midnight, working hard to support me and my [half] brother and [half] sister. She was a secretary during the day and then she was a waitress at night. It was very tough. I would go right from school to the Boys and Girls Club and stay there until midnight until my mom could pick me up. It was tough, but the Boys and Girls Club was an incredible avenue for me, and that’s why I’m the spokesman for the Boys and Girls Club today.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, from what I hear, you were like a rail. Really skinny. But before you were a junior in high school, you started to lift weights, and eventually you could bench-press three hundred pounds.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Yeah, which benefited my baseball game. Because I got stronger. I got more confident. I started hitting the ball out of the park.

MICHAEL KAY: [With you as the star shortstop, your high school, Westminster Christian School, in Palmetto Bay, a suburb of Miami, wins the high school national championship, you bat .505 as a senior, you’re voted USA Baseball Junior Player of the Year, among other honors.] You’re the object of every scout’s desire, people are calling you the next Cal Ripken Jr. You’re in high school, and you’re signing autographs. How does a sixteen- and seventeen-year-old kid process all that?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Obviously it was an exciting time in my life. It was crazy. We had fifteen scouts just kind of hanging around, not in the locker room but the hallways. I just felt that was bizarre. But the most exciting time I’ve ever had in high school was when one of my teachers called me out of class and said, “Hey, Cal Ripken is on the phone in the coach’s office, he wants to talk to you.” And he was my all-time favorite player. So I said, “Yeah, Cal Ripken, right,” and the teacher said, “No, it’s for real. And if you don’t hurry up, he might hang up.” So I had to run about two hundred yards to my coach’s office, and I almost pulled a hamstring. [Laughter] And I got on the phone, and sure enough, it was Cal, and we spoke for about five or ten minutes.

MICHAEL KAY: Why did he call you?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Well, he knew he was my favorite player, and he was just kind of calling me to give me some words of encouragement. Kind of like LeBron James was called by a few NBA guys. It was very nice of him, something that I’ll never forget.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, you were going to go to the University of Miami [on a baseball scholarship], but you were the first pick in the 1993 draft by the Mariners, and you end up not going to the university. But it was a close call, right?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Well, I wanted to go pro. I felt like with the Mariners, here’s my chance to be in the major leagues, and obviously being the number one pick, you can’t go any higher than that. But my mother was really into me going to the University of Miami—and you know, she’s my mother. So I bought all my textbooks, and I’m walking toward my first class—

MICHAEL KAY: And once you go in the class you can’t be signed for at least three years.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Right. So it was a very slow walk for me. [Laughs] And then one of the Mariners’ scouts, one of the guys who had scouted me locally, caught up to me and said, “Alex, the Mariners brass is here and they want to meet with you one last time.” So I called my mom and we go to a nearby hotel, and [finally she came around and] we signed a [three-year] deal for $1.3 million.

MICHAEL KAY: Did you ever regret not going to school?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Not at all. I figured that $1.3 million would be enough for me to go back to school someday. And I promised my mother I would go back and get my college degree.

MICHAEL KAY: How much pressure was it to be the number one draft pick? That’s a lot of heat.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: I was always under a lot of pressure, even in high school. And I always felt like that was great motivation to not let people down.

MICHAEL KAY: [So you played briefly for the Appleton Foxes of the Class A Midwest League and then the Jacksonville Suns of the Class AA Southern League] and then you were sent up to the Mariners as a starting shortstop [and the youngest position player in team history]. Did it happen quicker for you than you thought?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: [Mariners manager] Lou Piniella, who I love like a father, gave me an opportunity very early on, at age eighteen. I was just a few months removed from high school and I wasn’t ready—emotionally and physically and mentally I wasn’t ready. [So I struggled a little bit.] But it was a great experience and it got me ready. The next year I won the batting title, so it was a good preparation.

MICHAEL KAY: Was it tough being on a team with two not-just-stars-but-megastars in Ken Griffey Jr. and Randy Johnson? Was that a benefit or a detriment?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: It was an incredible benefit for me. Because I had an opportunity to see how major superstars handle their business, on the field, off the field, behind the cameras, on the cameras. And I had an opportunity to learn from both of them. As a young man, to learn from these guys was great.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, Seattle is a great city, with a great ballpark, but a lot of people felt that it was a waste for Alex Rodriguez to be playing in the Pacific Northwest three hours after everybody [on the East Coast] has gone to sleep. Did you feel that way?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: [Laughs] I love Seattle, but let’s just say I felt that seven, eight years was a long time for me in Seattle. I was born in New York, I live in Miami, I’m an East Coast person, and in my heart of hearts I knew that I wanted to come closer to home.

MICHAEL KAY: Okay, you’re in Seattle, and you become a free agent. [After a lot of back-and-forth with various teams] you sign with the Texas Rangers for $252 million for ten years [at the time the most lucrative contract in sports history]. What’s that like?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: So once I got it, I was like, “Thank God that’s over, now let’s continue to play good baseball and go on to the next stage of my career.” I mean, when I signed for $1.3 million in 1993 I felt like, “My God, I won the lottery.” And that was probably a more joyous moment for me than even when I got two fifty-two. The thing the money gives you is a great opportunity to help out a lot of people. I’m able to help with the Boys and Girls Club and the Alexander Rodriguez scholarship fund and other things. But let me just say this: there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t realize that I’m the luckiest man in Major League Baseball, and maybe in the whole world.

MICHAEL KAY: April 2003. You hit your three hundredth home run. You’re the youngest player ever to get to that point. Is that something you were keenly aware of and is it important to you?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: It is important because it’s a testament to all my hard work and my dedication and my love for the game of baseball. It was a special day, but it’s also something that motivates me to keep getting better every year.

MICHAEL KAY: Do you think of Hank Aaron’s [career record of 755 home runs] because you got there sooner than anybody else?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: I kind of see that as a long ways away still. I mean, when I’m thirty-three, thirty-four, I want to sit down and see where I am and hopefully, uh, I might make a good run at some of those things.

MICHAEL KAY: In 2001 People magazine named you one of the fifty most beautiful people in the world. How did that go over in the clubhouse?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Not good. [Laughter] Considering I’m not really one of them. I get teased all the time about stuff like that.

MICHAEL KAY: Did you go look in the mirror and go, “Yeah!”

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: No, I looked in the mirror and said, “No, they got that wrong.” [Laughter]

MICHAEL KAY: Can you go out in public? Do you get besieged by fans?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Sometimes, but usually in a nice way, though. People are very friendly. They come up, they always have nice things to say. And I’ve been very lucky my whole career as far as that goes.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: Hi. Guys like you, Piazza, Jeter, you’re constantly under the media microscope. How on earth do you tune it out, how do you stay focused?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Well, that’s a good question. It’s tough at times. But I think the number one thing is the love of the game of baseball. I mean, that’s the thing I think about when I wake up and when I go to bed at night. I understand fully that that’s what I do for a living. And that’s what I want to continue to do, to hone my craft every day. Everything else is kind of like a bonus. Like being here today with Mike is a bonus.

MICHAEL KAY: Some bonus. [Laughter]

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Everything else kind of surrounds my game. Baseball comes first, and I try to do my best at it.

MICHAEL KAY: Who was the first one to ever call you A-Rod?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: I think it was [Mariners play-by-play announcer] Dave Niehaus.

MICHAEL KAY: Cool nickname.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Yeah, and it stuck. Especially in the Northwest, the kids absolutely loved it. I went two years and no one knew who Alex Rodriguez was. But they all knew A-Rod. That was cool.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: Who is the toughest pitcher you’ve ever faced?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: You know, that’s a funny question. When you’re struggling, they’re all tough. And when you’re locked in, they all look like they’re throwing beach balls. The toughest pitcher that I’ve ever seen for one game was Roger Clemens in the postseason in 2000. I mean, it was unbelievable. I went into the game thinking I was locked in. I felt like everybody was throwing beach balls that postseason. And then when Roger pitched, it looked like a golf ball! [Laughter] It was unbelievable.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: I want to ask about your life after baseball. Do you see yourself staying involved with baseball like your idol Cal Ripken?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: I don’t know. I don’t see myself coaching or managing after baseball. But if I can take some of the things I’ve learned in baseball and put my philosophies to work, whether it’s being a president of an organization, or perhaps owning a small portion of a team, that’s something I might consider at some point. More than anything I’d like to get into the business world a little bit. And like I said, I promised my mother I would finish school, so that’s something I want to do at some point.

MICHAEL KAY: I heard you can get a scholarship at the University of Miami. [Laughter] How about being an announcer? I don’t know if you realize this, but I have a similar contract to yours, so there’s good money in this. [Laughter] And you have all the tools.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: [Laughs] I would consider that, probably years after I retire. I enjoy the game. I love analyzing the game, I really do enjoy breaking down the game. A lot of athletes nowadays, they don’t like watching the games, they just like playing. But it’s just fun for me.

MICHAEL KAY: Final thing. Is your life as perfect as it seems?

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: No, I don’t think so. I mean, we’re all human beings and we go through ups and downs. You go through struggles, and I think that’s what in general makes life good. You go through peaks and valleys. And I always say the mark of any true man, any true person, is, how do you react when the bad times are here? But I am very thankful to be in the position I’m in right now, and every day I count my blessings.

MICHAEL KAY: Alex, it’s been a pleasure.

ALEX RODRIGUEZ: Thank you.






Bill Parcells

When Bill Parcells appeared on CenterStage he was three years removed from his job with the New York Jets. He’d settled into retirement, was doing some broadcasting and dabbling in the ponies. His wanderlust of going from one job to the next seemed to have been satisfied. No way would he ever go back to calling plays on the sidelines.

Parcells, a tough-talking, wisecracking product of New Jersey, showed up at the show tanned and seemingly comfortable in his skin. He had two Super Bowl rings with the Giants, brought the historically lousy New England Patriots to the big game, and even managed to get the New York Jets to within thirty minutes of the Super Bowl. There wasn’t anything else to accomplish—or, at least, that’s what he led us to believe.

When Parcells sat down in the comfortable brown leather chair, you immediately got a sense of why he was so successful. He commanded a room with his personality, while trying to steer the conversation to a place he felt more comfortable. In a fun game of interview chess, after a while he settled in and we had an illuminating conversation that illustrated all that made him successful.

In the week leading up to the taping we also got a glimpse of the power that Parcells liked to wield. In all our interviews of people prior to his and in the countless ones that followed, only Parcells asked our producer for the questions. He liked to be in control, leaving little to chance, and he didn’t want to be surprised at anything he might be asked. We refused to give him the questions and explained that the show was essentially about the arc of his life. Although uncomfortable, Parcells agreed to do the show despite not knowing what was coming, but perhaps secure in the knowledge that he’d never been overwhelmed by anything life had thrown his way, so an hour interview show wouldn’t sink him.

Maybe this interview whet his appetite for more intellectual combat, as he took his final coaching gig a year later, signing to coach the Dallas Cowboys. If so, Jerry Jones has yet to thank me.

The Interview

MICHAEL KAY: Welcome, everybody. My guest has almost single-handedly turned around three separate football franchises. He won two Super Bowls with the New York Giants, he got to one with the Patriots, and he brought the Jets within one win of the big game. He’s won countless coaching awards, and there are a lot of people who believe he should have been named to the football Hall of Fame in 2002. Today we’ve reeled in “the Big Tuna”—Bill Parcells. [Applause]

BILL PARCELLS: Thank you.

MICHAEL KAY: Coach, you’ve coached three professional teams, the Giants, the Patriots, and the Jets. Right here and now, which one are you?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, the Giants gave me a chance, so I’ll be forever grateful. But my allegiance would be more to the coaches who coached for me and the players who played for me [more than for any particular team].

MICHAEL KAY: So on a Sunday when you watch a game, you’re not rooting for the Giants deep down?

BILL PARCELLS: I would like for all of the teams that I worked for to be successful.

MICHAEL KAY: So why don’t we just start at the beginning? You grew up on the same street as the Lombardis, you played football with the Lombardi kids. How much did Vince Lombardi mean to your coaching philosophy?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, when I first got interested in professional football, I was eleven or twelve years old, and Vince Jr. just happened to be a playmate. His dad was an assistant coach with the Giants, and so occasionally I’d go to the games. And I can remember my first game, 1954, the Giants played the Steelers, and that was kind of my first experience with pro football.

MICHAEL KAY: Did you read up on his philosophies? Did you employ some of them?

BILL PARCELLS: I was aspiring as a young coach to be a head coach in college, and so it was the Bud Wilkinsons and the Bear Bryants and the Woody Hayeses and the guys that were at the top of the profession in the collegiate level that I was really watching. But as I grew older and kind of changed my direction toward pro football, I followed the Lombardis and the Landrys and the Chuck Nolls and the guys that preceded me.

MICHAEL KAY: How do you motivate a team? Do you motivate by fear? Because you have a very tough aura about you, and the things that we’ve read about you that you don’t take anything from anybody. Is it fear that motivates?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, first of all, I think that motivation is overrated. If a player doesn’t really want to be successful, then there’s nothing I can do. But if we operate on the premise that it’s in the player’s best interest that he succeed, and it’s in my best interest that he succeed, and I can provide the proper direction to enhance that possibility, then I think we start off on level ground. And that’s the way I basically try to approach new players and players that maybe had had difficulty somewhere. Because we both want the same thing.

MICHAEL KAY: Let me read a quote to you from [former New York Giants quarterback] Phil Simms. He said, “When we were playing real well as a team, Bill Parcells was miserable because he needs friction. He lives on that friction, he needs adversity, and he’s got to have a spat going with a player. If there’s no adversity, he’ll create it.” True or false?

BILL PARCELLS: True.

MICHAEL KAY: Really?

BILL PARCELLS: I don’t like complacency. I like people coming to work alert, not just cruising along. We’re trying to get better all the time. Even though it’s going well, that doesn’t mean we can’t go a little further down the line.

MICHAEL KAY: Were you ever happy coaching, though?

BILL PARCELLS: Sure. But it can be a killer. The schedule that National Football League coaches are on nowadays is quite a bit different than what it was when I first started. With the free agency and the year-round effort necessary to coach on a professional level, we’ve made it a twelve-month job, and it used to be a ten-month job. And those eight weeks were pretty valuable as a time to recharge. It’s difficult now.

MICHAEL KAY: Coach, you left the Patriots [after disagreements with owner Robert Kraft over personnel decisions], and you famously said, “If I’m going to cook the dinner, I wanna buy the groceries.” Now, you bought the groceries with the Jets. Was it a tough job doing both [coaching and handling player acquisitions]?

BILL PARCELLS: Oh, sure, but I think it can be done if you’re qualified to do it, and I think I had enough experience over my time in professional football. You have to have a good support staff, and you have to have someone there who’s astute in the workings of professional football, and a guy that you can kind of bounce things off and who knows what he’s doing. And when I was with the Jets, I had that in a guy named Dick Haley, who was our personnel guy. I could always go to him and say, “Hey, am I off base here?” And he’d tell me yes or no.

MICHAEL KAY: You had a lot of what you wanted with the Jets. [In 1998 the Jets went to the playoffs with a 12-4 record, but then they went 8-8 in 1999 and didn’t make the playoffs.] Obviously when [Jets owner Leon] Hess died, that took a big proponent away from you. But the fans wanted you back, the players wanted you back, the media seemed like they wanted you back, and still you left. Why did you leave?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, when I came down, Mr. Hess said, “I want you to coach at least two years. After that, you just do what you want, but give me two years to kind of get this thing together as best you can.” I just kind of felt like I’d had my time.

MICHAEL KAY: Is it just that you can only coach one team for so long?

BILL PARCELLS: No, it’s not the coaching any particular team, it’s just coaching itself. I was head coach in the NFL fifteen years, and you know, the last five are like dog years, you know? One year feels like seven. And I had had some physical problems, and I just didn’t wanna be one of those guys that coached and coached and coached. It’s a young man’s game. I don’t wanna be coaching when I’m seventy.

MICHAEL KAY: Okay, you left the Jets, and that was it. You said, “I’m not coming back.” Do you still love coaching, though? Do you miss the actual being on the sidelines?

BILL PARCELLS: Of course, it was my whole life. It was my life, it’s what I did, and I’d do it all again. So it was heart-wrenching sometimes.

MICHAEL KAY: The world would be changed if you had signed with the Phillies as a catcher [when you were a college freshman]. Were you a really good baseball player?

BILL PARCELLS: I don’t know that, I was too young to judge it, but I had the opportunity. But in those days it was hard to get to the big leagues, there were only eight clubs in each league, and my dad told me, “Look, you can play baseball if you want to, but you’re going to wait until you’re out of college.” There wasn’t any discussion. [Laughs] It was “This is what you’re doing.”

MICHAEL KAY: You almost became a football player as well. You played in college, and after that you were in the Lions training camp. What happened there?

BILL PARCELLS: I wasn’t good enough. And in those days [players weren’t paid very much], so the economics of the business wasn’t that enticing. I had an opportunity to go coach, which is what I really wanted to do, and I’m glad I did it.

MICHAEL KAY: All right, you end up coaching at Army and later as a head coach at the Air Force Academy. Did the military background affect the way you coached?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, I think you’re a product of your environment. At West Point I was in my formative years as a young coach. The emphasis on the kicking game was very, very strong there, and that influenced me a great deal.

MICHAEL KAY: I guess one of the offshoots of coaching is sometimes health problems, and with you it manifested itself in heart problems. Was that because of the coaching?

BILL PARCELLS: No. It was because of dumb decisions on my part. Smoking, eating wrong foods. But smoking was the thing that put me down.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, in ’91 it was very serious, right? You had heart bypass surgery. Were you scared of dying?

BILL PARCELLS: They didn’t want to operate, but there was no choice. I was resigned to the fact I was doing it, and I had the attitude, well, if it happens [if I die in surgery], I’m not going to know it. But I didn’t really think it was going to happen. So I would say, yes, maybe I was a little bit scared, but I wasn’t anticipating that. So I had a little bit better outlook. Funny thing, this was in Philadelphia, and there was this young football player, a junior linebacker from Temple who worked part-time in the hospital. And he was wheeling me on the gurney, I had already been kind of sedated, and we were wheeling down to the operating room, and he says, “Coach, I just got to ask you for a favor. Could you sign a couple autographs before you…?” So I signed them, and then I said, “So if this doesn’t work, you’ve got my last autograph, right? That should be worth a couple of hundred bucks.” [Laughter] And he said—he was a nice kid—“No, I’m going to be here when you come out.” And the next day, he was. And now my heart’s healthy.

MICHAEL KAY: You coached a lot of players over a lot of years on three teams. So I’m going to put you on the spot. Who’s your favorite?

BILL PARCELLS: Favorite? I wish you’d have asked me best instead of favorite. Lawrence Taylor was the best. And it’s not too close for second. He was the best.

MICHAEL KAY: Isn’t it true that in a lot of sports you have to treat your stars a little bit differently? They have to have some different rules? Did you have different rules for Lawrence Taylor than you would for another player?

BILL PARCELLS: That was publicized, and he had some situations that were different than some other players. But I was trying to be right with the treatment of each guy that I dealt with. But by and large, they all had to be on time and they all had to pay attention and they all had to try to play hard, or they were getting fined or cut or whatever it was.

MICHAEL KAY: All right, who was your favorite player? Where does Phil Simms fit in?

BILL PARCELLS: Phil was right up there, you know. We needed each other.

MICHAEL KAY: Was that love/hate?

BILL PARCELLS: No, it was love. It was love with similar personalities. More like brothers, you know? We’d fight, but don’t you say anything bad about my quarterback, because I like him.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, you went with another quarterback before Phil Simms the first year that you coached.

BILL PARCELLS: Yeah, it was a mistake. Don’t coaches do dumb things?

MICHAEL KAY: Was there ever animosity? Did Phil hold that against you?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, Phil got mad at the time, but, no, he never held it against me. He was mad, and I said, “Just be quiet and sit down and relax, it’s going to work out.” That didn’t satisfy him at the time, but like I said, we needed each other. And he turned into a championship quarterback, and I think I helped him, in some ways. I’m not taking credit for it, but if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be where I was.

MICHAEL KAY: All right, Gatorade baths. I think you were the first one that ever got one. What was that like? Did it annoy you? Did you like it?

BILL PARCELLS: It was a surprise. It always surprised me. You know, you’re so attentive to what’s going on, they can sneak up on you and you don’t know it’s coming. But I didn’t mind it. You know, I busted them pretty good, and it was their way of getting back at me. If you’re going to give it, you got to take a little back. So every once in a while I took it.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: Hey, Coach. Which of the three teams that you’ve coached did you feel the most pressure from fans and management to win the championship?

BILL PARCELLS: The Jets. Because Mr. Hess was elderly at the time and I felt like I was trying as hard as I could to get him there as quick as I could. He was the best. He was a tremendous individual. I’m really glad that I had the opportunity to get to know him and to deal with him on a one-to-one basis.

MICHAEL KAY: Was that disappointing not getting to the Super Bowl?

BILL PARCELLS: It was the worst. We just made some really stupid mistakes.

MICHAEL KAY: Growing up as a Giants fan, I always identify you with the Giants. How weird was it to coach at Giants Stadium wearing Jet colors? I mean, did that ever come into play with you?

BILL PARCELLS: No, I coached there with the Patriots, too, and played against the Giants. No, your allegiance is to what you’re doing, and the players that are with you on that sideline, whatever jersey they have. They’re the ones that paid the price in summer camp. They’re the ones that deserve your best at that time.

MICHAEL KAY: But don’t you realize that Giant fans still adore you? I mean, you gave them the championship they could never have.

BILL PARCELLS: I’m very grateful to have had the opportunity. I love the organization. It’s the flagship franchise of the NFL. So obviously I’m indebted and will always be forever grateful for that opportunity.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: Hi, Coach. With your great success of taking losing teams and transforming them into winning teams, like our Jets and Giants and those New England Patriots, can you tell us which you consider to be your greatest accomplishment?

BILL PARCELLS: The biggest mess was the Patriots, because the ownership was in turmoil, the economics of the situation was prohibitive, and they only had five or six young and good players out of the fifty-three on the team. So it was the biggest undertaking because there was not much money, there was no quarterback, there was nothing there. And I just had to kind of start completely from scratch. That’s not really the way it was at the Jets. The Jets, there was more on hand when I first got there.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: As coach of many players with egos the size of Manhattan, how do you rein in the players to take direction from the coaching staff?

BILL PARCELLS: Again, the basic premise I operate on is that the player wants to do well. Now, if a player doesn’t want to do well, then I’m going to try to do everything I can to get rid of him. My job is to try to give them direction and maybe a little kick if they need it, to get them headed where they tell me they want to go.

MICHAEL KAY: Tell me something that would surprise people about Bill Parcells.

BILL PARCELLS: I’m a futuristic-looking person. I’m not sentimental and I don’t look back very often. I’m a guy that looks ahead.

MICHAEL KAY: So you don’t enjoy successes in the past? You don’t fixate on them?

BILL PARCELLS: Not at all. I’m more like, “What are we doing today? Who are we playing today? I’m ready. Let’s go.”

MICHAEL KAY: And what do you see in the future for yourself, since you’re a futuristic guy?

BILL PARCELLS: Well, I’m going to be doing a radio show this fall, and I’m probably going to be doing some television work, so I’ll be keeping close to football in a small way.

MICHAEL KAY: You’re never coaching again?

BILL PARCELLS: No.

MICHAEL KAY: Really?

BILL PARCELLS: No, never coaching again.

MICHAEL KAY: You sure of that?

BILL PARCELLS: I’m sure.

MICHAEL KAY: You’re the best, thanks. It was such a pleasure.

BILL PARCELLS: Thank you, Mike, I enjoyed it very much. Thank you.






Sly Stallone

When Sylvester Stallone joined us in July of 2003, his career had hit a bit of a dry patch. He was there to promote Spy Kids 3: Game Over, and some movie fans at the time were wondering if it might already be game over for this genius behind the Rocky franchise. The movie Rocky took the world by storm in 1976, and Stallone became a box-office warrior, racking up hit after moneymaking hit. But in the late nineties things began to get stale, and here he was in New York City hawking what was essentially a kids’ movie.

But there was no sadness about Stallone. He came to the studio, was gracious with everyone, and looked great. His energy was contagious, and he told the story of his life in crisp, vivid detail. He certainly wasn’t the slow-witted Rocky Balboa, but rather, razor-sharp, funny, and totally engaging. The audience loved him.

In the first ten years of CenterStage, audience members could step up to a microphone and ask the guests a question. We’d set up the microphone at the end of one segment and ready it for the middle of the next segment as five audience members lined up for their chance to fire away.

As this was happening during a break, I saw Stallone lose all color in his face. On the line behind the microphone was Chuck Wepner. Wepner was a former heavyweight fighter from Bayonne, New Jersey, who’d once taken Muhammad Ali to the limit in a heavyweight title bout. Stallone had frequently said that Wepner’s unlikely showing against Ali was the inspiration for his character Rocky taking Apollo Creed to the fifteenth round. Well, Wepner had long thought he deserved some of the massive profits that Stallone had earned through all the Rocky movies. The two men reached an out-of-court settlement for an undisclosed sum three years after this taping, but at this time, it was all pretty raw.

A shaken Stallone leaned over to me and said, “Did you guys set me up by bringing that guy here?” I told him we had nothing to do with it, and that anyone could be a member of the audience by going online and getting a ticket. I assured Stallone we had no knowledge that Wepner would be here. Stallone then whispered, “This guy could charge the stage, so I want to know if you got my back.” I looked at him with incredulity and said, “Got your back?!? You’re Rocky.” We got counted down to the next segment. Wepner ended up asking a harmless question about boxing, but he seemed to take some joy in having obviously emotionally staggered Stallone.

But Stallone never stays down for the count. Three years after this interview, he rocketed back to box-office gold with Rocky Balboa, another Rambo movie, the start of the Expendables franchise, as well as two Creed movies.

All without me having his back.

The Interview

MICHAEL KAY: Sylvester Stallone took the age-old story of an underdog fighting against the odds and turned Rocky into a timeless classic. He made his name tackling physical roles in films like Rambo, Cliffhanger, and Driven. He’s also taken on more serious roles like the one of a small-town sheriff in Cop Land. And audiences have seen the lighter side of Sly with starring roles in Antz and Spy Kids 3. And off-screen, no matter how busy Stallone is in Hollywood, he still finds time to be a big sports fan. So let’s welcome to CenterStage actor, writer, director, and producer Sylvester Stallone. [Applause]

MICHAEL KAY: Welcome to the show.

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Thank you very much.

MICHAEL KAY: A good place to start would be your childhood. I heard you really liked comic books. Is it true that you tried to fly like Commando Cody?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Doesn’t everyone? [Laughter] Don’t tell me that children are not influenced by the media. Yes, I did that, or I tried to, and I landed in a half-finished barbecue pit and broke my collarbone.

MICHAEL KAY: You were teased as a kid because you were a little bit different. And you went to a lot of different schools. What was that about?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Well, I had a bit of a speech impediment, and I was very, very thin. I had kind of an attention deficit disorder, and at the time that meant that you were just a bad kid, you were a rebellious kid. So I was moved around schools a lot.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, at one of these schools you learned how to play football, right?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Actually I learned at a place called Devereux [High School in Pennsylvania]. And then I played a little bit at Lincoln [High School in Philadelphia]. But I was a very late starter in athletics. I just didn’t have a lot of interaction with sports early on. As a matter of fact, in the third grade I lost the first baseball game I ever played in. I was playing catcher and someone hit a pop-up, and I just covered my head, like this. [Hides head with hands] To this day that haunts me. [Laughter]

MICHAEL KAY: You ended up going to Switzerland to go to school, too. And you’re the only guy there who didn’t ski.

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Exactly right. I thought, “What do I want to do—get a broken neck?” I had an inability to stand up in snow. [Laughter]

MICHAEL KAY: So you had some tough times [as a struggling actor] in New York. What else did you do?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: See, the trouble with acting is you need to do a lot of other things to do it. If you just stand on the corner acting, you’re gone. So I took a lot of jobs that no one else wanted. I would deliver fish. I would clean lion cages at the zoo—which is horrific. I mean, there’s a smell that comes out of that. And one thing after another. And then finally I got a job, after four years of college, as a movie-theater usher. Which I thought was great, except you had to use the same tux as the guy before you, and he’s been sweating for six hours and everyone thinks it’s your BO. [Laughter] But it gave me a chance. Doing that job actually is when I started to focus on writing. Because you start watching a film six times and you can start to break it down. So good things came out of it.

MICHAEL KAY: And then you end up moving to Hollywood and you’re writing a screenplay. While you’re writing it, you actually go to a closed-circuit showing of the Muhammad Ali and Chuck Wepner fight [which Ali won, but in which the long-shot Wepner scored a knockdown]. And that gave you Rocky?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Well, it gave me the idea that here’s an interesting character who everyone underrated. I needed a story about redemption and how you can rise above the odds and so on and so forth. But it wasn’t based on anything that actually happened in reality.

MICHAEL KAY: At the time you wrote the script you were dead broke. Then some producers wanted to buy the script [for $350,000], but they wanted somebody else to play the lead. But you didn’t take all the money because you wanted to play the Rocky character.

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Well, I wrote [the part] for myself, and I knew it was the right thing. In life you can do a thousand things wrong. But if you just do one thing right, sometimes it makes up for the other nine hundred and ninety-nine mistakes.

MICHAEL KAY: Now, how real were the fight scenes and how much did you have to get into shape in those movies?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: A lot. A real fight is incredibly grueling, and you know you face life and death [but it doesn’t last long]. But a movie fight will go on for months. You have to be able to do fight scenes over and over and over and over again, so you’ll be in the ring for maybe sixty, seventy hours altogether, and then you piece it down to fifteen minutes or eight minutes.

MICHAEL KAY: Did you get hurt at all?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Oh, man! Dolph Lundgren put me in the hospital for nine days [when filming Rocky IV]. Nine days! But it was an accident. I told Dolph, “I want you to get up there and just try to clock me, knock me out. For the first minute of the fight it’s gonna be a free-for-all.” So he comes out there, and I’m, like, five-ten, and he’s, like, six-twelve. [Laughter] And he was also the world champion kickboxer so he knows how to fight. Boom! I get it in the chest. And then that night I started feeling palpitations, and they said, “Oh my God,” they put me on a low-altitude flight [from location in Canada] back to Saint John’s Hospital in California. I knew I was in trouble when I showed up at the hospital and the nuns greeted me. [Laughter] I was in the ICU for nine days.

MICHAEL KAY: You were so convincing as Rocky. At the height of your training, do you think you could have beaten a professional fighter?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: [Laughs] Probably not. Actually I had a few reality checks. In Rocky I I was just so awkward. But in Rocky III we brought Joe Frazier in, and he was in the ring for maybe eleven seconds and I had to get four stitches.

MICHAEL KAY: Get out!

SYLVESTER STALLONE: I swear to God, four stitches. Then I brought in Earnie Shavers. He never hit me in the jaw, he just started to move around, so I figured I’ll outrun him, no problem. They’ve always said Earnie was kind of slow. The bell rings, he starts moving at halfback speed, and the next thing I know I’m in the corner, he starts to unload, and he’s hitting me in the arms. It was like being hit by a Buick, and I started to squeal this new kind of sound—it was like my feminine side coming out. [Laughter] And then I did one with Roberto Durán, and he was extraordinary. And I thought, “I really shouldn’t be in the ring with this guy.”

MICHAEL KAY: Your dog [a bullmastiff named Butkus] appeared in Rocky. Why Butkus?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Well, I named him after [Chicago Bears linebacker] Dick Butkus. It was a facial thing, because [Dick Butkus] had a very large head, like the dog. But he wasn’t very pleased. I ran into Dick Butkus and [NFL fullback] Larry Csonka one night, and Dick Butkus says, “So why do you call your dog Butkus?” And I said it’s an homage, and he had no idea what that was. He thought I said it was an omelet. [Laughter] Then Larry Csonka goes, “Yeah, he doesn’t like that.” So now two of the biggest heads in the world were coming at me in stereo. And of course I did what every brave guy would do, I completely backed off. I said, “That dog is a proud, powerful animal. If you were gonna take a dog and make him a linebacker, it would be that dog.”

MICHAEL KAY: Let’s go to another action-driven movie that you did. Driven.

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Well, Driven kind of like missed, but it was about the extraordinary world of motor racing. Two things that people do are, they fight against the odds and they race against time. Fighting, racing, fighting, racing. And that’s why we race everything, from jets to cars to turtles to hamsters to Jack Russell terriers. And I thought there’s an extraordinary story in here somewhere. It didn’t quite all come together, but that is an amazing sport.

MICHAEL KAY: Did you ever go two hundred miles an hour [during the filming]?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Yeah, I went about two oh five, two oh eight.

MICHAEL KAY: Why do you do these things?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Because I’m stupid. [Laughter] I mean, I could try to give you a dramatic answer, like “Well, I decided I wanted to push the limits of myself.” But it was because I’m a moron.

MICHAEL KAY: You’re a star. You can’t be doing that stuff. You did some of your own stunts in Cliffhanger?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Oh my God, yes. I think mountain climbing is insane. Truly. Because not only do you risk your life getting up to the top, now you gotta go back down. [Laughter] The first day there [for filming in the Italian Alps], I swear to you, I got on my hands and knees and I crawled to the edge [of a cliff], and I’m probably about twenty-five hundred feet up. There’s a [safety] wire, but it’s a little thin thing, like this. And then, after about three weeks, I’m standing there with my back to the edge, eating lunch.

MICHAEL KAY: You know what I always thought about when you do all these movies? I mean, Cliffhanger, Driven, and all that. How do you get insurance? Do the producers in Hollywood go, “Oh no, he’s doing this again.”

SYLVESTER STALLONE: There’s a lot of insurance involved. [Laughs]

MICHAEL KAY: Now, I heard that when you were watching Miami Heat games at the American Airlines Arena, they actually played the Rocky song and they showed you on the screen. And you were a really good sport about it. Does it ever bother you, like, “Oh, stop, man, I’m trying to watch the game”?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Not with Rocky. If they were showing Stop! Or My Mom Will Shoot, I would get upset. [Laughs] Or Rhinestone. Then I’d be really upset, yeah. But Rocky, it’s okay, it’s nice.

MICHAEL KAY: So you’re really cool about that. You’re okay with being Rocky?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Totally. Are you kidding? I mean, I wish I was Rocky. Because he’s not a bad guy, he’s okay, you know? He’s such an ethical guy and he maintains his childlike enthusiasm and he basically puts other people first. But that’s not me at all.

MICHAEL KAY: I loved the Rocky movies, all of them. But Rocky V [in which Rocky retires after losing all his money] got me because I did not want to see Rocky go out a bum again. It broke my heart. It killed me.

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Killed you? You didn’t get the reviews. I got buried alive. [Laughter] But, yeah, that was a big mistake on my part. Nobody wants to see the overweight Elvis. Nobody wants to see Frank Sinatra inebriated or the Judy Garland character taking pills. Fighters do have curves in their lives, it’s up and down, peaks and valleys. But when they’ve gone up for ten years, you don’t want to see the valley. It was shortsighted on my part. I thought, “Okay, this is dramatic,” and it was dramatically right, but it was philosophically wrong to the audience. That’s why there’s a nagging part of me that wants to end it on another beat.

MICHAEL KAY: Good. Now, you’re in such great shape. I wondered about that Cop Land role [in which you play an out-of-shape small-town sheriff].

SYLVESTER STALLONE: I loved that film. But, yeah, I put on about forty pounds. Pizza, pancakes, fries, cheesecake, you eat before you go to bed and you sleep with French toast [laughter], then you wake up and eat some more. You just pound food. Then the movie opens up with a shot of my stomach, and the audience went, “Whoa!” It was, like, a shock. I think with certain actors there’s an expectation from the audience. The audience expects a certain kind of behavior. If John Wayne wants to do the Nutcracker Suite, even if he has the ability to do it, we’re not watching it, okay? You don’t want to see people vacillate. If a guy’s a great pitcher, I don’t want to see him play catcher. But maybe the guy wants to play catcher, he wants to prove he can do it.

MICHAEL KAY: You were great in that movie, but were you trying to separate yourself from Rocky and Rambo?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: I was, and I think it was self-defeating because even though that character was physically the antithesis of Rocky, he’s still Rocky-esque. I think heroes come in all sizes and shapes. It’s not about muscles or whatever. A real hero knows that he can’t possibly survive but he’ll still do it anyway. That’s a hero.

QUESTION FROM AUDIENCE: After the movie, how hard was it for you to lose all the weight that you gained and get back to great physical condition?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: So afterwards I thought it would be easy to take it off, but it wasn’t. It was not that easy. The body chemistry has to go through a whole process. So I started going on a very, very heavy-protein diet, but then again that can also make you a little tired. It took about two months. But it’s an ego thing, you know, flabs to abs. [Laughter]

MICHAEL KAY: You’ll always be remembered for Rocky and Rambo. But take that part out, what would you like your legacy to be?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: You know, someone sent me a pillow once, and on it they had embroidered this message. It said, “You fought many wars, you lost a few battles, but you never quit.” So that’s basically it. I just want to be a guy who is a raging optimist and wants to hang in until the final bell.

MICHAEL KAY: You seem pretty happy with yourself and your life and comfortable in your skin. Are you that way?

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Yeah, but it took a while to get there. I went through that whole period of being pensive and petulant and, you know, bitter about some things. Like, “How come somebody else gets something and I don’t?” I try to drill it into my children early on, get rid of envy, it will only kill you. Get rid of envy and then everything starts to come to you. It’s like what they say with the Lakers: don’t keep chasing the game. It’ll come around, don’t chase it. You know, I just turned fifty-seven, and I realize that it’s blink, blink, and suddenly your life is over. But I’m still here—and I’m incredibly grateful.

MICHAEL KAY: It was really nice to meet you.

SYLVESTER STALLONE: Yeah, thank you.



OEBPS/e9781982152055/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982152055/fonts/PTSansNarrow-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982152055/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982152055/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		A Note to the Reader


		Introduction


		Part One: They Did It Their Way

		1. A-Rod (2003)


		2. Bill Parcells (2002)


		3. Sly Stallone (2003)


		4. Joe Namath (2006)


		5. Red Auerbach (2004)


		6. Jerry Jones (2008)


		7. George Foreman (2004)


		8. Andre Agassi (2009)


		9. Mike Tyson (2010)


		10. Bob Costas (2002 and 2017)







		Part Two: They Showed Us What is Possible

		11. Bill Russell (2009)


		12. Joe Montana (2006)


		13. Bobby Orr (2013)


		14. Paul Simon (2009)


		15. Jon Bon Jovi (2004)


		16. Steve Young (2002)


		17. Chris Evert (2002)


		18. Lindsey Vonn (2010)


		19. David Halberstam (2005)







		Part Three: They Made Us Laugh

		20. Lorne Michaels (2008)


		21. Billy Crystal (2002 and 2012)


		22. Adam Sandler (2011)


		23. Yogi Berra (2005)


		24. Charles Barkley (2006)


		25. Seth Meyers (2015)


		26. Alan Alda (2015)


		27. Larry David (2007)


		28. Rob Reiner (2014)







		Part Four: They Pushed the Boundaries

		29. Quentin Tarantino (2007)


		30. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar (2004)


		31. Serena Williams (2004)


		32. Lawrence Taylor (2009)


		33. John McEnroe (2010)


		34. Snoop Dogg (2008)


		35. Jay-Z (2006)







		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Introduction


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Index


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364








OEBPS/e9781982152055/images/9781982152055.jpg
A-Rod . Billy Crystal . Adam Sandler - Quentin Tarantino
Steve Young . Charles Barkley . Seth Meyers . Alan Alda
Joe Montana . Joe Namath . Chris Evert . Sly Stallone

Bill Parcells . Jerry Jones . Paul Simon . Bill Russell

Jon Bon Jovi . George Foreman . Red Auerbach

My Most Fascinating Interviews—
from A-Rod to Jay-Z

ENTERN b

Michael Kay
Foreword by Bob Costas
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar . Yogi Berra - Rob Reiner
Bob Costas . Serena Williams . Larry David
Lorne Michaels - Lawrence Taylor - Andre Agassi
Snoop Dogg - Lindsey Vonn . John McEnroe
Bobby Orr . David Halberstam . Mike Tyson - Jay-Z





OEBPS/e9781982152055/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982152055/images/title.jpg
PINTERSTAGE

My Most Fascinating Interviews—
from A-Rod to Jay-Z

Michael Kay

SCRIBNER
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982152055/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


