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Introduction

“We’ll Begin After A Word From Our Sponsor”

AT AN EARLY age, I was addicted to sports—reading about them and playing them.

My parents didn’t watch me play very often. Dad was working in New York City and couldn’t return home in time for afternoon games. Mom seemed to have more concern for my safety than for who won or lost. At dinnertime they plied me with questions about the games and were thrilled with every accomplishment I relayed.

My folks always made sure we lived close to a schoolyard, and I spent hours competing on, or against, all of the teams that practiced there, with age making no difference.

I was fast, shifty, and gifted with good hands. Because I was thin, in football I played safety or cornerback on defense, quarterback on offense. I made headlines in high school with long touchdown runs and interception returns.

With his long working hours, my dad never had a chance to watch me play a high school football game, but he got a big kick out of reading about my exploits. My mom never watched me play either, but because she knew I didn’t have much weight to protect me, she spent football game days worrying about my safety. “Mom,” I said, “I keep running away from tacklers, so please don’t be concerned.” But Mom didn’t want to take a first-hand look. She revealed later that she spent game time driving near the school, listening to the roar of the crowd. If she didn’t hear the siren of an ambulance, that was a winning game for her. Fortunately, I finished my senior season in good shape physically, and was an All-Star selection in the New York City suburban schools. Except for a few aches and pains sustained while making an occasional tackle as safety man, I enjoyed the fun of scoring touchdowns and winning football games.
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I captained the school basketball team but baseball was my passion. I was selected as one of the city’s top young baseball prospects by the New York World-Telegram and Sun. I owe a lot to my high school baseball coach at Woodmere Academy, “Pop” LaRue, who every day after practice, would spend hours of his personal time hitting fly balls to me and pitching me extra batting practice. I became his project to succeed in the game.

My folks enjoyed reading about me in the papers, but the only games Mom watched were some night basketball games. After one game, I asked Mom what she liked most about basketball. “The ceremony before the game,” was her answer.

Not being aware of any ceremony, I mentally reconstructed what took place. I shook hands with my opponent, then leaned forward to view the number on his back so I’d always keep him in sight. Then we were ready for the center tip.

“The ceremony, Mom?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “When you bow forward as a courtesy to your opponent before play begins. That’s sportsmanship at its finest.” I showed my sportsmanship by not changing her view.

This book is a real bow to my parents. I’m thankful for the genes they bestowed. Mom’s grace as a singer and dancer, her love of words, and her storytelling ability all have aided my sportscasting. So has Dad’s work ethic. He was a relentless perfectionist and I admired the intensity he always demonstrated as a three-sport athlete. Dad’s engineering firm, Wolff and Munier, provided the heating and ventilation for many of New York’s landmark buildings. Dad concluded his career as deputy commissioner for air pollution in New York City. I told Dad that some of my early broadcasts may have contributed to the air pollution, but Dad assured me that eliminating smokestacks was a greater problem.

My wife, Jane, is more than a partner—she’s a one-woman team. Sportscasting is a rather one-dimensional job. To succeed, one has to stay with it every day and night. In addition to providing love and encouragement, Jane’s also our chief operating officer and runs the show. She’s an amazing woman. You’re right, I’m lucky. Our family is a vital part of our life. We bask in their love and accomplishments. We’re grateful also to the doctors and dentists who take pride in our longevity. The show goes on and they make sure we’re in it.

This book is also a bow to my sportscasting colleagues. I’m proud to be part of this upbeat group. Like all of you, I’m indebted to the hirers—the stations, networks, and sponsors who make this fun job possible. And I’m thankful to all those behind the scenes—the producers, directors, technical crews, stat men, spotters, sales people, agents, publicity people, and all the rest who play such important roles in this business. Above all, a hearty thanks to all the fans who have been our audience, and to the athletes who make our jobs possible.

The athletes provide the stories. Sportscasters add information and identification, sometimes entertainment, and aim at enhancing the viewing or listening pleasure for our electronic friends at the other end. It’s nice work if you can get it.





PREFACE

Defining Talent

TALENT IS ONE of those all-encompassing words that has many definitions. In the television business, the performers are referred to as “the talent.” I find the upgrade flattering.

One of the definitions that I subscribe to describes a talented person as someone with a “special or creative aptitude.” What’s not defined is how special or creative that aptitude has to be to graduate from being good at something to being great. You know that TV show, America’s Got Talent? Frankly, I don’t think I’d win that award in my own family.

Like acting, sportscasting requires reading and speaking lines—or ad-libbing them. Sportscasters have some ability or else wouldn’t be hired. For most, that ability is to describe or analyze what others are doing athletically. Many of those they talk about are the real stars. Just a small percentage of sportscasters can hold an audience all by themselves. A few have the magnetic quality, content, and presentation to do so. They rate the word “talent” because they are specially gifted. All great sportscasters can make a winning season sound even more exciting, and just as important, or maybe more so, many can make a losing season entertaining. How many can take over a two-hour rain delay and single-handedly make it an entertaining experience? They enhance the product skillfully while maintaining objectivity.
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In show business, two names come to mind. Billy Crystal is an excellent comedian, a brilliant impressionist, an entertaining singer, graceful dancer, expert show producer, wonderful writer, and unsurpassed host of awards shows. He’s also a serious actor, a devoted sports enthusiast, and has worn well over a long period of stardom. That versatility should put him in a special category. He’s a talented man.

For instant energy, it’s difficult to top Robin Williams. On talk shows his quick ad-libs delivered in frenetic style, his one-liners, and the general bedlam he creates, provide instant comedic exhilaration. That’s talent, too. Some people have great appeal, but no specific talents. One can win with appeal. Regis Philbin wins with his.

There are many good ballplayers, musicians, singers, dancers, and sportscasters—all with a degree of talent. But if they all have talent, what’s the designation for those who cause you to shout, “Wow, that’s talent!” because their talent stands out?

And sportscasters can be taught. It’s an acquired art. As with any other occupation, some have a better knack for it than others.

I won’t quibble, though. How about, “one can make it in sportscasting with or without outstanding talent?” Sometimes one just likes the performer, you know. Some who get to the top may exhibit more talent than others, some get there with a combination of abilities that appeal to the hirer. Strong points in many categories.

But I am haunted by this thought. There are well over a hundred sportscasters, writers, actors, and performers whom I enjoy. They do their jobs well as team members, but do not bear the label of artist. They’re specialists in what they do and many prove their appeal with longevity. They’ve contributed to our lives. I appreciate and am thankful for their, should I say, “talent” or “work”? Is their work talent or are they talented in their work? Certainly one can be a popular performer but not be a journalist. One can be an excellent journalist with little electronic appeal. It helps to have journalistic ability, but that’s only one phase of the job.

A word or phrase is needed to characterize outstanding sportscasting. In playing sports, it’s a “clutch player” or a “game-winner”; in medical praise, a “life-saver”; in the military, a “hero”; in business, a “financial wizard”; in entertainment, a “show-stopper.” Some sportscasters enhance more than others. Most do it with talent in a specific way, but others do it without. In the TV and radio business, one survives by being hired.

In 2009, when sportscaster Bruce Beck introduced me as an Emmy presenter with some kind words at a formal dinner in New York City, I walked on stage to a standing ovation. I was touched by this tribute; but in my heart I wasn’t sure whether it was for my talent or that, at age 88, I was able to make it unassisted to the microphone. Regardless, I was grateful. So let me be realistic about this fun job of sportscasting. To be a sportscaster, no qualifying tests are required. And if the public believes some have talent, let’s not quibble. It beats the alternative. We wouldn’t have jobs unless the viewers believed that’s what we bring to our work.

One doesn’t have to prove himself or herself with grades or entrance exams. Being hired is the key. That can take some enterprise. Doing something that will attract a hirer’s attention or selling yourself to a hirer may take a creative approach and plenty of energy. The most talented may not get the job. The job may go to the person who makes the strongest impression. Nice guys have a good chance, but those who aren’t nice may also attract an audience. They, too, may be hired.

Remember, this is a business. And once hired, success is measured financially by the size and type of audience one attracts and holds.

There are a lot of sportscasters’ names mentioned in this book. There are just as many whose aren’t. Most of those I mentioned are those I have worked with or spent time with, hired, taught, listened to, or watched. They all qualify the same way: they were hired.

I can guarantee that I’ve personally pre-tested my recommendations for how one can succeed in the business.

This book details: “How to make it in sportscasting with or without talent.” Fortunately, the end result can be reached either way.





PART ONE

Getting The Job





1: Understanding The Sportscaster’s Role

Myth: One succeeds on the airwaves by being accepted as a sports journalist. Truth: One succeeds by personal appeal with the proper mix of theatrics, sports journalism, and entertainment.



 TO SURVIVE IN this glamorous business called sportscasting, one should first understand what the job is all about.

Forget all the myths about what it takes: voice, looks, a degree in journalism, athletic ability, or any of the other popular attributes many believe are so essential. One can possess all of these but still have only limited appeal. Conversely, one can have an average voice, a plain look, limited education, and non-varsity status and still be a headline performer. There is something extra that makes the difference. It’s called appeal. In show business, people say they’ve got “it.”

Baseball historian and author Curt Smith told me how much he enjoyed hearing Hall of Fame pitcher Dizzy Dean calling ball games. Dean offered a breezy rendition, didn’t concern himself with all the players’ names, laughed a lot, and, lacking an extensive vocabulary, made up his own words. When this irreverent fun caused educators to rise up in protest, Dean laughed even harder and said, “But they don’t know pitching like I do.” Diz was a Hall of Fame pitcher with personal appeal. That was enough to draw an audience.

I liked “Old Diz.” He and his partner Pee Wee Reese were on CBS-TV, competing on the Game of the Week against Joe Garagiola and myself on NBC-TV. Reese was a straightforward, excellent broadcaster but Dean was the star. His good humor, the way he poked fun at his own shortcomings, appealed to listeners. He was, in his own words, a “good ol’ country boy.”

Joe, my partner, was a quick-witted analyst with great one-liners and a tremendous sense of timing. He stood out among baseball humorists as a natural talent. Versatile and enthusiastic, he also appeared on NBC-TV’s Today Show. Joe wasn’t selling his voice or looks—he had content. He still does. He’s an outstanding performer, perceptive and analytical. Joe and I took a more strictly-baseball approach to broadcasting. It was a treat for me to work by his side.

Curt Smith has two books out at present—one about Mel Allen, the other about Vin Scully. With both broadcasters, their voices and their styles made them all-time greats. Their sound was their power. Mel used a rich, warm Southern drawl; Vin has a poetic quality, imparting a musical sound to routine calls.

On the other hand, one of New York’s most popular broadcasters was Phil Rizzuto, not because of his voice but because of his emotion and enthusiasm. Phil’s excitement at great plays, home runs, and pitching feats delighted his many followers. Fans lined up at the ballpark to shake his hand or to get an autograph. Phil didn’t worry about words—or his delivery—five or six “Holy Cows” would be his scream of delight. Phil was the ultimate fan and former Yankee great, cheerleading at the microphone. Homerism in the broadcast booth is frowned on today, but with Phil it was fun.

All of these sportscasters are winners, each in their own way. Being different is an asset in sportscasting as long as you don’t stray from accuracy. The viewer or listener has to have faith in the information being imparted.
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There are no written standards in sportscasting. It’s a wide-open field. If you get a sportscasting job—any job—you’re in the fraternity. There is an art to succeeding, though. Getting on the air, if one has that desire, is not that difficult. Whether it be through internships at college, working the public address system at high school games, or putting one’s own high school or college shows on cable stations, there are many ways to get started when, in essence, you’re helping out. For experience, nothing beats practicing game-calling on your own audio or video recorder.

The biggest step is getting hired to do a job. That may be the biggest obstacle and it demands perseverance. To get hired, you have to appeal to the hirer, who must believe you’ll appeal to the listeners or viewers. You’re being hired as an electronic friend to the audience. Whether you’re in the studio or at the game, your mission is to enhance the viewers’ sports entertainment .

A sportscaster is a sports enhancer. That can include a variety of tasks on TV. For play-by-play you need to identify the players quickly and accurately, provide notes about the games and the players, and add insights, strategies, newsworthy stories, and some humor. You’ll also need vocal emotion. That’s a primary ingredient for excitement.

Is this a performing art? Yes. I teach this in my sportscasting classes. One can’t be inhibited behind the microphone. One has to be able to shout “home run” or “touchdown.” One more time now, a little louder please.

Is this show business? In a sports way it is, although I prefer the term “natural reaction.” As an electronic friend, you’re shouting “what a play” along with your pal in the living room watching the TV set. If you’re his friend you’re both getting excited, yelling with the same reaction.
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Do you bristle at the term “show business”? Well, consider how your zest—your natural outburst at a ball game or any sports event—is triggered by the emotion of the moment, the artistry of the play, and the roar of the crowd. It happens naturally, the same way one laughs at a joke or applauds in a theater. I get excited all the time by things I like. My emotions just erupt naturally. This helps on TV, but it just amplifies the way I feel. The key word is “naturally.” It’s not planned. It’s certainly not scripted like Hollywood movies or Broadway shows. It’s a sports reaction, far different than the common perception of “show business.” In the studio, however, with no crowd roar to shout above, one has to speak as if he or she were at the game, in a more excited tone than that used in normal conversation. But there’s no way to escape the word “entertainment.” That’s what it is, too.
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Let me explain the term “sports journalist.” Sportswriters who are outstanding in their craft are frequently referred to as “journalists.” But it’s sort of an honorary title. Those who write from time to time for community papers or school newsletters often refer to themselves as journalists, too. It sounds more distinctive, and maybe they write well. If one has graduated from a journalism school, one should have the right to use the word.

Most sportscasters don’t have journalism degrees, but they do know what makes good stories, which ones appeal to viewers, and how to present them in the time allotted. This is their art. Content is their material. Some are better than others. The word “journalist” is now a generic term used by the qualified and unqualified alike.

In the early days of radio and TV, gathering information, making phone calls, and meeting with others were important and time-consuming parts of a broadcaster’s preparation.

Today, with the Internet, the bulk of information is already gathered for you. What’s important, though, is to quickly sift through the deluge of background material to focus on what is relevant, what will hold the attention of your viewers or listeners. Journalism is knowing what is important and how to present it.





2: How Does One Qualify?

Myth: The best method is to take college courses in the art.

Truth: Formal education can be helpful, but most achievers are self-taught.



 SO YOU WANT to be a sportscaster? Well, do you give scores at school in the morning on the public address system? You qualify. Report late-night scores in Montana with high school results? You’re in. Do sports talk radio in Kalamazoo? Of course that counts. Soccer games on campus radio? Join the club.

How do you qualify? By doing it.

It’s like being a salesman, a musician, a singer, or a president. There are no prerequisite courses to complete, no tests to pass, no degrees to attain.

How do a few sportscasters get to do the big events and get rewarded so well financially? Because someone hired them. How did the hirers get their jobs? Chances are they had a plan, too. One doesn’t go to a school to become a hirer. Some have the knack, some don’t.

Here’s one key for job-getting when starting out: have a plan of how you can fulfill a need for a station, sponsor, or network.

Of course, once hired, a sportscaster, musician, or singer has to perform well to progress. Same goes for a pro athlete or a comedian. Presidents are elected, not hired, but they have to be in a position to get the job.

That’s where it all begins.

Getting the job is fifty percent of the battle. Of course, then you have to do it. Fundamentals can be taught—that’s thirty percent. Then you’ve got to hold the job, which is the remaining twenty percent.

So how does one begin?

The first step in the plan is learning about yourself. You have to know your strong points and your weak points. This is vital because you have to sell yourself to the hirer on your strong points.

How do you know what your strong points are? Well, you’ve heard countless TV and radio play-by-play announcers, analysts, studio anchors, reporters, and talk show hosts do what they do. So ask yourself this: if you knew the necessary preparation techniques, could you qualify to work in any one category or perhaps all of them?

Most young sportscasters starting out believe they can top a lot of these veterans in knowledge, speaking ability, presentation, and appeal and can’t wait to give it a try. The ability may be there, as well as the desire, but first they have to learn the mechanics.

For the vast majority, they’re self-taught.

Some colleges and universities have TV or radio stations. One can learn the engineering tools, the editing process, writing, on-camera techniques, the importance of being newsworthy and accurate, and how to produce shows as well as perform on them. Just as important, these stations offer students a feel for the job, and an indication of what’s required. Hopefully, the students also meet some guest lecturers who can serve as future contacts in the business.

That’s all helpful, but remember, these are skills. There are not many newscasters or sportscasters with journalism degrees. A degree is helpful, but it isn’t necessary. All the practice and training one can get at any level, particularly on the technical side in college, adds to one’s knowledge; but there are few schools or colleges designed strictly to graduate major league players—or comedians, or congressmen, or talk-show hosts, or sports anchors, or play-by-play callers. Nor those who hire them.

If the networks want learned men to report the news, why don’t they hire college professors with their many degrees? The answer is that they want performers.

Throughout the country, there are stations in cities large and small which have nightly sports segments in their newscasts. Each also has a sports anchor for TV or radio. These segments are usually three or four minutes in length.

For radio, one has to assemble the sports news—mainly scores and highlights—and read it on the air with a pleasant, animated style. It should sound conversational. On TV, it can be read off the teleprompter. The trick is sounding as if you’re not reading. You have to look pleasant and smile along with your co-anchors on the news side. A few add more than that with an engaging personality and friendly banter. This small group with extra appeal or energy, or better comments, can aim for jobs at a higher level. That extra bit of quick-witted amiability is enough to advance. What need are you fulfilling? In a sea of sameness, your style may draw more viewers, and that’s what stations are looking for. That’s the winning edge—being different with appeal. A good teacher can help one learn this. Some may find they have a natural knack for it.

One learns by doing. Make videos of yourself and critique them. Be honest with yourself. Most top-flighters can evaluate their own performances. If you’re not sure, call in a trusted friend, preferably in the business to get an opinion. Employers spend more time looking at tapes than they do résumés.

The words one uses and the manner of enunciating them should have appeal. Any deviation from sameness can leave an impression. Done repeatedly, it becomes one’s style.

Along with your audition, many other factors will play a role. One’s reputation as a person, ability to get along with others, education, friends in the business, willingness to work hard and work extra hours without grumbling, being likable—these are all part of selling oneself. Does your tape stand out from the crowd? Will it be remembered? Above all, if there’s a job available, try to strike a responsive chord with the hirer and discuss your ideas. That’s the most important part.

In preparing to climb the ladder, once you feel you’re at a professional level, use your best tape as an audition entry. (Make sure you have extra copies, as they are rarely returned.)

When you send an audition entry, if that’s needed, aim to do more than just compete favorably. Instead, send one designed to win. It’s not enough to duplicate the sameness that will characterize most of the other contenders. Sameness is the formula for most studio sports shows. Performing differently can often be enough to stand out. Performing is the art. Skills are vital. Content is mandatory. Add an appealing personality and getting along with others. That’s what’s needed.

If auditioning for a sports anchor position, understand what most of the others will send. They’ll introduce themselves on camera, go to highlights of one sport, then another, give the other sports news of the day with video highlights, and sign off. Most compete, but can’t win. To be remembered, the challenge is to eliminate the sameness and create a quick, strong impression. A distinctive four-minute piece might include a humorous bit either to lead or to close—a short but strong editorial, a quick interview with a probing question, a couple of game highlights (one with excitement at the end), and closing banter with the news anchors. Being remembered puts one in the competition.

If competing for a play-by-play position, conclude that all the others will put in their most hysterical calls: game-winning shots, walk-off homers, and eighty-yard touchdowns. Your tape should also exhibit how you cover the less exciting moments in a broadcast—with strategy, insights, and compelling stories. That complete mixture is more revealing of one’s full abilities. High-level excitement is only a small part of any game.

When I was hiring people, I wanted to hear how creative they were, how they held the audience when play was one-sided. That’s the true test of a sportscaster. How does the play-by-play man call the game when there is little excitement on the field or in the arena? This tape may run five or six minutes. Some teams lose more than they win. How does the sportscaster hold the listener’s interest when the crowd roar is low? Does his personality have appeal? That can override all else. Humor can also be a big plus. A good analyst has to be perceptive and point out things happening in the game that others may not have noticed. Comments have to add extra dimension to the telecast. They should be brief and accurate.

In your cover letter, write that you’ll call the station in about a week or so to make sure the entry was received. If possible, also try to arrange an appointment for an interview if there seems to be interest. Don’t be pushy—just mention the possibility. Nobody wants to sit around waiting for the phone to ring, so take the initiative by writing that you’ll call.

In 2004 I was on a committee to select a new sports anchor and sports director for News 12 Long Island. I held both positions for eighteen years; but in my present contract I received permission from Pat Dolan, the news director and president of the News 12 Network, to give up my daily scoreboard routine in order to concentrate on covering major sports events, running their scholar-athlete program and presenting my on-camera “Point of View” sports editorials.

Under Pat’s leadership, News 12 Long Island has had a remarkable record for its journalism production, earning numerous Emmy awards and nominations. The News 12 Network always fares well. Pat started out as a reporter and has the knack for selecting talented journalists to join his team. But if a story demands personal attention, particularly if lives are at stake, Pat will leave his office and join the news team himself.

Pat disdains personal publicity for himself; but when Haiti suffered a catastrophic loss of lives and property in the massive earthquake of 2010, Pat left his office for four days and flew to Haiti two or three times a day in his personal plane to bring medical supplies and food and assist in the emergency response effort. He’s a boss who cares about people.

For my vacated position, we looked at over fifty submitted tapes from all over the country. Most possessed the same standard formula; many were good, but they didn’t stand out. One had an extra edge. Michael Coleman, working at a small station in Texas, showed such natural rapport with his news anchors that he made a strong impression on us all. His light, humorous banter made the difference. That’s what stood out.
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Michael has excellent news sense and other strong qualities, and proved to be a fine choice; but the personable touch he displayed on his audition made him the winner. In 2010, Michael, who has a strong football background, accepted a sports anchor position in Kansas City, where he’ll also be involved in NFL shows.
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Our new sports director, Kevin Maher, and anchor-reporter, Jamie Stuart, are both popular on-air personalities who received college experience at Syracuse University. We have friendly debates about how much talent is needed. Learning what to do is vital, they agree; but Jamie says, “It looks easy only when you do it well, and some people have that gift from the start.” I agree with that but; as a former college professor as well as a current sportscaster, I know the art can also be taught.

People make friends with people who appeal to them. In business, people hire people who appeal to them. A four-minute tape and a five-minute in-person interview is sufficient time to make a strong impression.

Women have made amazing strides in sportscasting. They present themselves well and forcefully. They come to an interview prepared to win. Samantha Ryan, who went on to become a CBS Network sideline reporter for major sports events, came to me at News 12 Long Island seeking her first TV job. Her manner, her desire, and her enthusiasm impressed me. She exuded confidence and poise. I hired her as a reporter. Sam now continues nightly sportscasting on CBS-TV, New York, balancing family duties as well.

Tracy Wolfson followed Sam as a sideline football reporter for CBS. The short cover letter she sent me was so humorous, so creative, that I hired her, impressed by her creativity. A couple of paragraphs were enough to open the door. She stressed her sports knowledge, but it was her humor that struck a responsive chord. In 2010, Tracy was the sideline reporter for CBS’s coverage of the NCAA Basketball Tournament.

Linda Cohn and Donna Fox were also on my team at News 12 Long Island. Linda had some major assignments around the country before she joined us and then went on to fame with ESPN. Donna was on air at News 12 before moving to the West Coast when her husband was stationed there in the service. He and her children became top priority. Donna has added book authorship to her talents.

Tina Cervasio, who took my sportscasting course at St. John’s University, has a ready smile and an inquiring mind. Recruited from the New England Sports Network, she proves her versatility covering various sports events at Madison Square Garden.

An outstanding Hall of Fame basketball player, Nancy Lieberman took my sportscasting class at Pace University before joining ESPN and becoming a valuable addition to their sports team. She had an excellent understanding of the game, and it came through in her analysis. All of these women gained the experience they needed and then moved quickly to the big time. Nancy is a determined competitor who flew in from out of town just to take my course.

Dan Jiggetts, a former offensive lineman for Chicago Bears, came in from Chicago every weekend to become my student at Pace. His style, manner, and comments were all impressive. He’s now starring on Chicago television.

All of these people went out of their way to get their jobs. They traveled to do so, made themselves known. That’s the important lesson. They went after the jobs and got them.

I called the game at Madison Square Garden when Carol Blazejowski set a Garden scoring record, since broken, putting in 52 points for Montclair State. After graduation she made her TV debut with me as an analyst for women’s college basketball and was outstanding. Her enthusiasm and knowledge were great assets. Her next big step was becoming the general manager of the New York Liberty, the Garden’s WNBA team. A few years ago we were inducted together into the Garden’s Walk of Fame.

When I began on TV in Washington as the city’s first sports TV personality, there was no one with more experience. I needed hard-working enthusiastic people to work with me on a variety of TV shows. Experience was not a factor because no one had TV experience. My hirees were bright teenagers eager for a chance. We grew together.

Among my early hirees were two bright high schoolers. Phil Hochberg went on to become a prominent lawyer who served as counsel for numerous major league sports organizations. He was also the public address announcer for the Washington Redskins for many years. Dick Heller became an outstanding sports columnist for the Washington Times and an excellent baseball historian. Another enthusiastic teenager, Maury Povich, was my statistician and show producer before becoming a news anchor and a major attraction on TV with his own national show. All three continue as lifelong friends.

A young fellow just out of college, Ned Martin, called me one day. He told me he was working in Washington and was turning to me for advice as to how to become a sportscaster, so I invited him to my home to discuss what I could do. He told me that his present job was trying to get drug stores and supermarkets to carry paperback books, but what he really wanted to do was test himself in sportscasting.

I had him read for me. He sounded pleasant, low key, smooth—good enough to get a start somewhere. I recommended he try WINX radio in Washington, where I had once worked, and to tell them he could work on weekends, fill in on vacations, and be on call if a bigger position opened up. Ned got the job, then landed some minor league play-by-play at his next stop, where he also met Curt Gowdy. Ned kept in touch with me but we never had baseball openings. Curt did, however, and Ned became the number two man with the Red Sox. When Curt left, Ned took over and established himself as one of the finest sportscasters in the country. Quite aside from his ability, he put himself in position to be hired.
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Ernie Harwell, Maury Povich, Bob, and Jack Guinan




Washington seemed to be a springboard to the top for other sportscasters as well. Jim Simpson, just starting out on radio in Hagerstown, Maryland, wrote to me seeking a TV job. I was impressed with Jim and used him to sub for me on some of my baseball pre-game TV shows when I was out of town. Later, when an anchor job opened in Washington, Jim took it and was on his way. A few years later he gave the scores and I gave the highlights on ABC’s national football pre- and post-game TV shows. Jim continued at the top for many years on network events. A good-looking guy with a pleasant, easygoing manner, Jim turned down movie opportunities to stay in sports.

Warner Wolf came by to chat with me about sportscasting when he was just starting out in Washington. When his first big TV opportunity came—the chance to anchor a show in New York—Warner called me for guidance. I remember suggesting to him that given the choice between the early sports show or the later show, he should take the later one, as that’s when the majority of scores and highlights are aired, with the night games ending. On air, Warner personified enthusiasm as his trademark. His catchphrase, “Let’s go to the video tape,” became familiar to New York viewers. Warner is particularly impressive delivering commercials. That’s an art, too. In person, he’s rather mild-mannered, but when that red light goes on, so does he.

Bill Malone, another Washington announcer, joined me at WPIX-TV in New York to do live commercials. He was one of the finest TV salesmen I’d ever seen. An auto racing enthusiast, this popular announcer died in an automobile accident far too young. He was a natural on the air, with a knack for delivering commercials in such an appealing manner that customers bought the products. He, too, had movie star appeal.
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Warner Wolf




I had a hard-working “A” student at St. John’s, Bernadette McDonald, who worked diligently to learn the business side of sports. She’s now vice president of broadcast operations for Major League Baseball.

All of these people had different qualities, but it was the drive to succeed that made them stand out.

Another of my St. John’s students demonstrated at a young age which characteristics would serve him best. Carl Reuter enjoyed giving his opinions on sport issues—loud enough without a microphone to attract a crowd. These were delivered with the passion of a bleacherite. Carl worked for me at News 12 Long Island as a reporter, but then moved on to give sports opinion pieces on FOX-TV, New York, before returning to play-by-play on the new MSG Varsity network.

Mike Francesa was also a student of mine at St. John’s. Mike’s research and conscientiousness put him at the scholar’s level. His early jobs came about because he made himself so knowledgeable about so many sports that he could provide valuable assistance to those who were at the microphones. His next step was to use the material for himself. Now at WFAN sports radio in New York, he does an amazing solo for five and a half hours a day, five days a week. His daily show is simulcast on cable’s YES Network, and he also does a weekend show on NBC-TV.

By teaming Francesa with excitable Chris Russo on WFAN, producer Mark Chernoff developed a pairing that helped make sports radio talk a national industry. The duo would reply to listeners’ questions with strong opinions, a practice that’s now a staple product on stations throughout the country. In 2008, Russo left WFAN to go to Sirius XM satellite radio and become a soloist. Apart, Russo and Francesa continue to prosper. While the two were together, they held a powerful position on the airwaves.

Everyone who has been hired has made an impression on the hirer. People remember little things. Sounding cheerful on a phone call, the words one uses, the opinions one expresses, an enthusiastic manner, a happy personality, one’s appearance, a strong handshake—they’re all part of the portrait. Are you making your points in a modest fashion? The winning edge is one’s appeal to the hirer.


[image: e9781616080815_i0011.jpg]

Bob Wolff on court at Madison Square Garden




When I was doing college basketball play-by-play at Madison Square Garden, I talked to players and coaches at practice and before games to pick up personal notes I could weave into the telecasts.

Whenever La Salle University was playing in a basketball tournament at the Garden, I always spent a few extra minutes with Bill Raftery, one of their stars. Bill always had a twinkle in his eye, a sharp sense of humor, and a joyful manner that made for lively talk. Quite simply, he was fun to be around.

“Bill,” I said one day, “what do you plan to do after you graduate?” When Bill said he hadn’t decided yet, I said, “Come work for me as my statistician on college and Knicks games. Pick up some dollars and learn the TV business.”

Bill did both, becoming one of the nation’s longest-running and best-liked analysts in the business. He has become a fixture on college basketball telecasts, including many of the most high-profile contests in the NCAA basketball tournament.

No résumé required, no audition necessary. I figured if he appealed to me, an average person, he’d appeal to the general public. I was right. Bill was hired because I enjoyed his company.





3: Selling An Idea You Control Bypasses Applying For A Job

Myth: The best way to get a job is to apply for it.

Truth: The best method is to sell an idea that you will personally sportscast.


 I ARRIVED AT DUKE University in 1939, all 150 pounds of me, ready to make the major leagues. I believed I had never met a fly ball I couldn’t catch if I could reach it. In fact, I played such a short center field that I was practically begging batters to try to hit one over me.

I got my biggest thrill by taking one quick look at a drive over my head, racing back, and mentally calculating when to turn around or look up for an over-the-shoulder catch. As a New York area high school All-Star, I had hit .583 my senior year and, in addition, possessed speed, range, and a strong throwing arm. Duke would be a wonderful launching pad, as I had heard that Duke had sent more players into the pros at that time than any other school. (As it developed, seven of my new teammates were eventually signed and two made it to the major leagues.) The coach, Jack Coombs, a standout pitcher with the Philadelphia Athletics, had been impressed with my school clippings, and told me I’d get a good chance to play. He added that there would be available paying jobs on the campus, if needed.

Duke is beautifully constructed. There’s a long road going through the center of what was then the men’s campus, culminating at the end with the Duke Chapel. Bisecting this road in the form of a cross, one finds dormitories, playing fields, and a gymnasium on the left, classrooms on the right. The women’s campus, dorms, and classrooms were about a mile or so away. Buses would go back and forth from campus to campus.

Crossing from dorms to classrooms every day, it didn’t take long before I began to know other students by name. A small university of about three thousand students when I was there, Duke had a homey quality with pep rallies and constant activities dispelling any chance of boredom. There were fraternities on campus but no fraternity houses, just spaces assigned in the various buildings. The buildings all looked the same, like small hotels. Meals were served in two large cafeteria halls, one on either campus.

The first jolt that things were a bit different was the big fuss about whether one was from the North or the South. That still seemed particularly important to those from the South, including many good-looking girls with enticing Southern drawls. I quickly learned the social code words. When I passed somebody on the campus and he or she said, “Hey, hah-you,” I was quick to learn the response: “Fon, hah-you?” I was now no longer a foreigner.

Quite aside from baseball, the name “Duke” had a nice ring to it. I like names that fit across uniform tops. By working an assortment of odd jobs on campus, I’d be all right financially.

It was the big band era when I began in 1939, and each campus had a top-notch band of undergraduate musicians that added to the festive atmosphere by playing for an hour at dinnertime just outside of each cafeteria. Each band member, including singers, got all of their meals free. That struck a chord with me for the future. The bands also played at frequent campus dance parties and made good money doing so, getting paid from the school’s social fund. They also played at other dances held around the state. In those days, big bands were heard on the radio, and band members were treated like movie or athletic stars. That was big time.

When America entered World War II, many bands were decimated by war service, and only a few “crooners” were left behind to appeal to young kids. The moneymakers quickly discovered that big bands were no longer needed to bring in the dollars. A singer like Frank Sinatra could draw record crowds all by himself. Orchestras led by Glen Miller, Benny Goodman, Dorsey Brothers, Duke Ellington, Charlie Spivak, and others gave way to those solo performers with small instrumental groups, and costly big bands began to disappear.

With the big bands came dances and, with them, floral corsages, sometimes orchids, which were ordered for each guy’s date. I became a “flower representative,” taking and fulfilling campus orders for the florists in town. At the dances there was more standing in front of the bandstand and listening to the music than there was dancing on the floor. The musicians, known by name, each took little solos to rousing applause.

I soon added the title “laundry representative,” carting dirty laundry to the cleaners and bringing it back fresh, before branching out and becoming a “stack man” in the library. This job defined the height of dullness, as all I did was take returned books from a big stack and return them to their designated spots on the shelves. I also had a meaningful stint as an in-uniform usher at the campus movie theater, Quadrangle Pictures, where even considering sitting down in a chair was tantamount to treason. A sharp crease in one’s pants was a thing of beauty. We did four-hour stand-ups. The job was boring, and we never saw the movies. Instead, we were stationed outside the aisle door.

The drudgery of these jobs—sandwiched in between classes, homework, and baseball practice—led me to a swift conclusion: the time had come for a creative approach. That was the only way to enjoy the daily work routine.

There was no Duke radio department or campus station. Television had not been born yet, although experiments were underway. I conceived a plan.

My first stop was WDNC, the popular CBS radio station in Durham, North Carolina, where Duke is located. I convinced the management at the station that I could write, produce, announce, and bring in guest stars for a sports program that would appeal to all Duke students and to young people in and around Durham. Even more important would be its appeal to the sponsors trying to sell Duke students suits and shirts and ties and shoes and anything else that these kids would need. Further, I told them, I could get publicity for the show with my connections on campus. I’d be the middleman, mating the station with the sponsors. I asked just to be paid a fee for each show. Above that, the station could keep whatever profits the show generated. They said yes so quickly I didn’t have a chance to gulp.

In this negotiation I discovered a valuable lesson that I’ve remembered all these years. At no time did they ask me to submit an audition tape so they could see how I sounded or whether I could write. This taught me that one can win with content. More important, if the sponsor wants it, the show goes on the air. A show business columnist, Ed Sullivan, was to prove this for twenty years on CBS television. Rather awkwardly, with as few words as possible, he gave the names of each variety act, pointed to them to begin—and emceed one of TV’s greatest hit shows. His knack wasn’t speaking, it was having a good eye for appealing performers and knowing how to slot them in his show. The friendships formed with stars through his Broadway gossip column made it easier to bring them aboard. Sullivan was a great businessman in show business and a likable fellow, and it didn’t hurt that he frequently mentioned his on-air guests in his column. His fumbling manner became impersonation material for comedians, but he was admired by the public and respected for his ratings success.

Some sportscasters have both outstanding physical and mental abilities. Those who think well, perform well, have appeal as personalities and have something interesting to say are the ones who become superstars. It’s the thinking part that makes the difference.

My big move at Duke was to scrap all my laborious jobs and start on the next step. With the radio job all set, I called on the university’s public relations folks, who kept putting out press releases regarding all events on campus. At a management meeting, I acknowledged how well their releases were written and then asked how many people read them. The answer was that they did get some space in the local papers, but not enough.

“How about radio?” I came back with.

“No, that’s been a problem.”

“Well,” I said, “that’s why I’m here. If you hire me, I’ll guarantee to get your release material on the radio. In fact I will even rewrite it for the air and announce it myself.”

“Can you guarantee it will be heard?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then if we can meet your price, you’ve got a deal.”

Now I had both a radio deal and a source of material—and two sources of income. Then came an unexpected occurrence. Playing baseball that freshman season, while caught in a rundown play between bases, my spikes got caught in the dirt. As I tumbled, I heard a sharp crack. I had broken my ankle. My leg was put in a long cast and my season was over.

WDNC was broadcasting the Duke games and others throughout the state. Folks at the station had heard my radio show, and I was asked to join their broadcast booth to comment on the baseball action. As I was already on the air doing well with my own program, moving into live sports action was an easy transition for me. My champion was WNDC’s talented sports director, Woody Woodhouse, a Durham legend, who had taken to using me as a replacement on his sports show when he was out of town. I became a regular on the broadcasts. When the basketball season arrived, I was working a full schedule of night games throughout the state.

When I had been ushering at Quadrangle Pictures, I noted how few people attended the movies on certain nights. Wednesday nights especially seemed to need bolstering, so I came up with an intriguing idea.

“Here’s the deal,” I told the theater manager. “Just tell me your average attendance on Wednesday nights. All that money is yours. Now add this. Without costing you a cent, I will write, produce, and emcee a program along with a campus band and guest stars that will fill your theater every week. We’ll split whatever money is taken in after you recoup your average Wednesday night attendance receipts. Let me repeat this,” I said. “We split the new profits and it doesn’t cost you a cent!” And so was born Bob Wolff’s Your Duke Parade. It played to a capacity audience every week.
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Sportscasting schedule while at Duke




It’s amazing how one step can lead to another. My next step was back to WDNC. I sold them the broadcast rights to Your Duke Parade.

Now for the music. I promised the two bands on campus I’d let them each appear on different dates. The number one band was Dutch MacMillan and the Duke Ambassadors. They performed on the debut show. The other band was Phil Messenkopf and his Blue Satans, a take-off on the Duke Blue Devils name. They didn’t get as many outside engagements as they would have liked, and came to me with a business proposition.
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Your Duke Parade flyer




Phil wanted his band to be a regular feature on the show, which was now being heard throughout the state. Phil suggested that I front the band while he was playing the piano. I accepted and soon I was getting calls from state organizations for dance bookings or to emcee functions bringing some of my Duke acts as a stage show. Phil suggested paying me to front his band on a regular basis and also handle its bookings. I told Phil I’d consider this, but first I wanted to speak to Dutch, who was a good friend. I didn’t want to intrude on his business.
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Bob emceeing Duke Parade show




I told Dutch I was proud of our association together but that I also wanted to give Phil some regular dates, too, if he didn’t mind. Dutch said “absolutely.” He then added, “Bob, just get me enough bookings so people know I’m still around. I’m so booked now that it’s difficult to go to all my classes, too, so don’t worry about the numbers.”

Dutch played a clarinet while leading his band and in that big band era was on his way to real music stardom.

I wrote and emceed the Duke Parade shows and one night worked out a skit with Dutch that had unusual repercussions. One of my show’s features was a quiz segment, in which I asked the audience questions for inexpensive gifts. It was designed more for laughs than prizes. I wrote some lines for Dutch in which he chided me for asking such easy quiz questions. “Do something tough,” Dutch cried.

“Such as what?”

“Step up to the microphone and sing the next song,” Dutch declared, “now that’s tough.”

“Okay, Dutch”, I replied, “but you have to ask the quiz questions.” He agreed.

I warbled a peppy rendition of “Hey, Look at Me Now,” and the audience was vigorous in its applause.

The next day, Phil Messenkopf increased his offer to me. In addition to leading and booking, he said he’d like me to sing his band’s scat rhythm songs.

“I heard you last night,” Phil said, “and it’s just what we need.”

“Phil,” I said, “I enjoy singing. I’ve done it for years, but I’ll do this for you only if you assure me you’re asking me because of my ability and not to increase your bookings with me.” Phil said it would be an entertainment plus for his band, urged me to take the job, and I agreed to do so. I decided that the two bands would share dates and that pleased them as well. It was exhausting to be a full-time student and to have another career as well, especially with the traveling involved. But it was exciting and rewarding.

And, oh yes! As a band member, I got free meals too, plus my band fees. But did I handle the money and the numbers with all this income coming in? Absolutely not, I hired Bill Smith, an accounting major at Duke, and let him take that responsibility. I also signed other Duke students: Tom Fletcher as show announcer (he went on to a fine professional career using his voice), Bruno Zirato Jr. as my producer (next step for him was CBS-TV producing their network shows in New York), and Harvey Pollock for publicity and promotion (next stop Hollywood, writing television shows).

At springtime the next year I yearned for baseball again and reported to Coach Coombs, who said he wanted to try me out at shortstop so he could fill a void there while adding more home run power in centerfield.

Coach’s assistant, Bill Jessup, was assigned to hit me grounders. One hit a pebble or something, and the ball popped up toward my face. I got my right hand up as quickly as possible to ward off injury. I saved my head, but the little finger on my throwing hand was broken. It still remains swollen.

A bigger scare came a few days later, when I passed out on campus. When I went to the hospital to fix my finger, doctors there had given me a tetanus injection that contained horse serum. After this return to the hospital, I was told by the doctor to never allow that serum to be injected into me again. I understand that horse serum is no longer used in tetanus shots.

I began to think about the possibility of getting to the majors as a baseball broadcaster and was encouraged when I told Coach Coombs that I planned to stay behind the microphone. Coombs liked my decision. “Bob,” he said, “you should make it to the majors that way. You’re off to a great start and your voice will keep you in the game a lot longer than your arms and legs will.” It worked out that way.

Another break was that the Durham papers owned the radio station. The Durham Morning Herald and Durham Sun gave extensive coverage to my programs. Hugo Germino, the sports editor, ran pictures of me interviewing sports stars and would quote my interviews. Shortly after that, WPTF in Raleigh, North Carolina, wrote to me asking if I had time to be their late night disc jockey. I was flattered, but my sleeping hours had already been cut drastically.

In addition to a prized diploma and a Phi Beta Kappa key, I also had a Duke scrapbook filled with pictures and stories of my professional radio work when I graduated. This was essential to my next big step.

When I graduated in 1942, I applied for a commission in the Naval Reserves as a supply officer and listed my experience at Duke as a show producer and host, as well as an “A” student. I received acceptance as an ensign, still needing to pass a physical and a training course at the Harvard Business School. Before I began Harvard, however, the Navy sent me to the Naval Submarine Base at New London, Connecticut, to emcee a big war bond show.
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Bob Wolff with Babe Ruth
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War Bond Rally 1942




The program featured one of Hollywood’s greatest actors, Charles Laughton, as well as comedian Joe Laurie Jr., and a group of Hollywood screen beauties including Ann Rutherford and Virginia Gilmore. I guess my entertainment activities in college captured the Navy’s attention. I felt so much at ease during the show that I sat on the steps leading to the stage while introducing the Hollywood stars, chatting with the audience, and I was thrilled to receive Laughton’s praise after the show. He predicted a bright future for me after the war if I stayed in the entertainment field.
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Admiral Nimitz




I never pursued a singing career, but used singing as a fun outlet. While overseas with the Navy in the Solomon Islands, I put together a band of SeaBee musicians and sang with them to entertain the troops.

Post-war, at Madison Square Garden, combining humor with lyrics, for years I composed and sang tributes to dogs on telecasts of the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show. Famed organist Eddie Layton accompanied me, and sometimes I added my ukulele. There were no critics in this audience. No dogs ever spoke an unkind word about me.

Eddie suggested one year that we put out a dog show album, but I was concerned how many dogs would buy it, so that idea was left at the post.
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Bob and the SeaBees




I did once sing and play the uke, though, before a crowd estimated at over 40,000 and a national TV audience. That came in 1995 at Cooperstown, New York, during my induction into the broadcast wing of the Baseball Hall of Fame. There was no clowning on this one. I sang “Take Me Out to the Ball Game”—enthusiastically.

That rendition was heard nationwide, but it was not my first national singing experience. While broadcasting the Washington Senators’ games, I organized a group of players called the Singing Senators. All had musical talent. Our highlight was a long session on NBC-TV’s morning show, hosted by Dave Garroway. I provided harmony and my uke, and added a professional accordionist, Howie Devron. Joining me on the NBC songfest were Roy Sievers, Jim Lemon, Russ Kemmerer, Truman “Tex” Clevenger, and our lead vocalist, Albie Pearson. All had excellent singing ability. On an earlier Singing Senators group, I was joined by Julio Moreno, Frank Shea, Bob Porterfield, Len Okrie and at times Milt Bolling, and Bob Usher. They, too, were well received.
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Singing Senators Howie Devron accordionist, Truman Clevenger, Jim Lemon, Russ Kemmerer, Roy Sievers, Albie Pearson
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Julio Moreno, Frank Shea, Bob Porterfield, Len Okrie




Times were different then. Can you imagine trying to make that happen today? Asking players to join my singing group?

Incidentally, that uke, somewhat battered, like myself, still survives, and still appears at family parties and station outings.

Going to Duke was both fun and profitable for me. It also was a valuable learning experience. It certainly was a springboard to my future career on the airwaves.

The big lesson I learned in those days was that selling an idea in which you’re included keeps you in charge and bypasses the process of applying for a job, where you no longer control your fate. Wrapping oneself in salable ideas was, and is, a faster way of working up the ladder.
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Bob on uke and Stan Musial on harmonica




Putting the idea first is the system I try to use as often as possible. The singing and emceeing, plus thinking, in entertainment terms, have been valuable assets in sportscasting as well as personal pleasure. I felt ready to perform if the game were held up because of rain.
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War Bond Rally

PALMER AUDITORIUM

Saturday Evening, September 5, 1942

PROGRAM
MASTERS OF CEREMONIES
JOE LAURIE, Jr.
ENSIGN ROBERT A. WOLFF, United States Navy

COAST GUARD ACADEMY BAND

Under direction of CHARLES W. MESSER
COAST GUARD ACADEMY BAND — “Any Bonds Today”
LEWIS B. DOANE, Mayor of New London

ARTHUR L. HJORTLAND, General Chairman of Sales of War Bonds
and Stamps

JOE LAURIE, Jr.
MADGE EVANS
COBURN GOODWIN
CHARLES LAUGHTON
VIRGINIA GILMORE

ANN RUTHERFORD
INTERMISSION
BOND RAFFLE

“"AMERICA” — Frederick Weld, leading

JIMMY ALEXANDER, Electricians’ Mate 3/c, United States Navy
KALUA ISLANDERS

MARTIN BRANNER anp DON FRASER

JITTER BUGS

STAR-SPANGLED BANNER — Frederick Weld, leading
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OFFICES AND STUDIOS ASSOCIATE STATION C. B. s.
138 EAST CHAPEL HILL STREET MEMBER N. A. B.

BROADCASTING STATION

WDNC

THE HERALD-SUN STATION

DURHAM, N. C.
J. F. JARMAN, Jr.
MANAGER

February 5, 1940

Dear Bobs

This is the lineup, beyond what I have
previously advised you,..

Tuesday, February 13, VPI at Chapel Hi11, 8:30
/\fednesday, 14, State at iake Forest, 8330

hursday, 15, Duke at Wake Forest, 8330

riday, 16, Cerolina at Releigh, 8330

Saturday, 17, we take the air from Duke at

93145,
nday, 19, either Carolina-Clemson or Duke~State,

/meeday, 20, Clemson at Wake Forest
&ursday 22, Carolina at Duke, 8330

)

oS

s

Regards,
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Topping off a perfect entertainment program is this
zestful comedy starring Deanna Durbin in a new
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