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  Introduction

  Our lives have changed. Television. Drugs. Computers. All in the second half of this century. Sports have changed, too, and I don’t mean money, money, money, though this seems like the most important thing of our time.

  The games have changed, but so have the athletes and even the fans. Sports have grown so large that (1) it is impossible to keep up with everything anymore and (2) those who try don’t seem to have time for any other life.

  I am 69 years old and sports editor of The Detroit News (really, a columnist) and I come from a time when there were six teams in hockey, 16 in baseball, 12 in football and 12 in basketball. No trouble keeping up at all. Baseball ended the first week of October, football was finished with the bowl games on January 1, hockey ran until the first week of April and basketball to the middle of April. Very orderly. I liked it because the seasons were clearly defined—and I mean winter, spring, summer and autumn.

  Now, there are so many games in so many parts of the continent that all the sports lap over into the others and it can get very confusing. They play full schedules—longer than ever—and when it is over, they tell us that that didn’t count—here come the playoffs. We fall for it every year.

  I used to know every player on the Montreal Canadiens—what they looked like, how they skated, how they shot, how they did everything on the ice. I even knew if they were losing their hair, not that it mattered, except it created an intimacy that added to my pleasure of watching them perform. I knew all these things because I saw the Canadiens seven times a year—more in the playoffs—and this helped in the enjoyment of these games. I could tell whether they were playing well or having an off night, and you could build up some real hatreds against the likes of Dickie (Ding Dong) Moore, Butch Bouchard and even Maurice Richard, who tried to tell us he was better than Gordie Howe. No way, my man. Never in history.

  Expansion was inevitable because so much money was there to be made, and television made it all possible. But more hasn’t been better. Only more confusing. The Montreal Canadiens now visit Detroit only once a year—they are here and they are gone. I have no idea who plays on the first line, second line or third line, and how I long for the days when it was Elmer Lach at center, The Rocket on right wing and The Blake on left wing.

  I just asked one of my colleagues at The Detroit News—an avowed hockey fan and much younger than myself—if he could name five coaches in the National Hockey League. He named four, including Scotty Bowman of the Detroit Red Wings.

  I still enjoy the games, but I wonder what’s going on when they play baseball almost until Halloween, football into February, hockey into the middle of June and basketball near the end of June. Is there no letup? How much money do they need anyway? I know I couldn’t afford to take my family to many games, and I have a pretty good job and make a nice salary. Two playoff games in Maple Leaf Gardens cost me $60 a ticket, or $240 for my two grandchildren, and the only reason I was able to buy them is that I happen to be in the sports writing business.

  I know my feelings are not too popular. Our fans of today can’t get enough of these sports—in person or on the tube. I think the NFL could play pro football the year round and still do well at the gate, and certainly in the TV ratings. So, I am a voice in the wilderness.

  The thing that bothers me more than anything else is the way the fans are intruding on the games. TV has done this, but you can’t blame TV. It is not their fault they are so good at what they do. They make all these games seem glorious beyond belief, and people with little else in life want to get in on the action.

  And how do they do it? By misbehaving.

  When I was a kid, I was a big Yankee fan. When Joe DiMaggio smacked a home run, everyone stood up and applauded and then they sat down. Today, the fans don’t like to sit down. That’s because you can’t see them too well. At this last World Series between the Yankees and Braves, I had to move out of my seat in the auxiliary press box in Yankee Stadium because I couldn’t see. The fans wouldn’t sit down. It is vogue to stand when a pitcher has two strikes on a batter. The fans are trying to force a third strike. But the ones in front of me—not all, but enough—never sat down, and if you said anything to them all, they’d turn and give you some awful glares and terrible words. Who needs it?

  Drinking is behind much of this behavior. Most teams will tell you they are concerned with the consumption of alcohol at their games and will point out that they shut down sales of beer at a certain time in the game—say, the eighth inning or the middle of the final period or quarter. Fine. What they don’t say is that when they are dispensing beer, they put it into cups as large as barrels, and it doesn’t take long for the consumers—the fans—to start getting tanked up.

  And this, of course, helps the fans to lose control of themselves. They start yelling obscenities, throwing things or fighting with each other. They drink so much beer at the Red Wings’ games in Joe Louis Arena that the lines to the men’s room are especially long and many —anxious to get back to the action—urinate in the sink.

  Once these people come through the turnstiles, they feel they have the right to act in any manner they wish—in ways they would never do at home or on their jobs. Bob Probert used to play hockey in Detroit and the fans went wild over him. The fact he was arrested so many times for drunken driving, and, finally, for possession of drugs, didn’t matter. He may have been endangering the lives of others but it meant nothing to the fans as long as he could beat up somebody on the other team. And then the arena was filled with cries of “Probie! Probie! Probie!”

  So you wonder where the class and the sportsmanship has gone. Forget it. It’s not there anymore. It has been replaced by people who take these games very personally, as if they are part of them and believe they can have a direct effect on the ultimate outcome.

  When the Baltimore Orioles met the Yankees in the playoffs, the fans got on Roberto Alomar for the way he spit at Umpire John Hirshbeck. They vilified him in ways that were shocking. They filled the air with their obscene chants—one dirtier than the next—and threw flashlight batteries at him on the field. (What kind of person would fill his pockets with flashlight batteries on the way to a ball game and know what he was going to do with them?)

  I believe, like many others, that Alomar should have been suspended for the season, but the fans felt like they wanted to take the matter into their own hands. They cheered him in Baltimore, as if he was some kind of hero, and cussed him in places like Cleveland and New York, as if he was the devil incarnate.

  So it didn’t matter what he had done; just who he belonged to.

  The saddest part of this episode was even though the fans in Yankee Stadium were all over the Baltimore second baseman with their filthy cries, the New York papers wrote the next day that Alomar was booed. Oh, really?

  It is amazing how the fans look at these athletes. They are heroes to them and little else matters. The players make the fans feel good—instant gratification—and that’s all that counts. When Keith Hernandez, first baseman of the New York Mets, came back from a drug trial in Pittsburgh where he admitted he broke the law for eight years by taking drugs, he was given a standing ovation by the fans in Shea Stadium. Knock one into the rightfield corner, Keith, and make us feel good. That was the extent of their values. I believe everyone should get a second chance but don’t turn them into heroes; let them earn their way back.

  The thing that’s always asked of me, as a sports writer of more than 50 years, is: “Has the money spoiled the athletes?”

  At first, I held out against this theory. I felt a man was a man was a man. No matter what he did—how much money he made—he would always revert to who he truly was; so I felt the money had no real effect on them. The good guys would still be the good guys, the bad guys still the bad guys. I’ve always felt that no matter how much you make—even millions—it doesn’t change your personality. You are who you are and this will come out in time.

  Besides, I felt no athlete wanted to look bad in public, so they always put their best efforts forward when they were playing.

  Then I started changing my mind, and now I believe the money has had a terrible effect on the athletes. And I blame the agents. When they came on the scene, they told their clients to be wary of management. Management could not be trusted. So this created a very damaging gap. From the days when the players on the Tigers would drop in to see General Manager Jim Campbell and shoot the breeze with him before going to work, no player goes near the front office anymore—and the only time they see the officials of the Tigers is when they might be hanging around the edges of spring training.

  All business goes through the agents, and you can only wonder what the players are thinking about when they carry cellular phones around with them and are talking into them when they’re in the dressing rooms, on team busses and at the hotels.

  The agents then told the players to be careful of the media. You can’t trust those guys in the press. Then, it was the fans. Be careful around them, too, because we can make money out of them by selling them things, like autographs. Finally, the players were cautioned to be careful of each other.

  So, an atmosphere of distrust has been created. From the days when the Tigers (Norm Cash, Al Kaline, Bill Freehan, Denny McLain, Willie Horton, Gates Brown) would hang out with each other, drinking, going to dinner, having family picnics and playing golf on off days, to the players of today going separate ways. If there are 25 players on the Tigers, 25 players go their own way after the games and don’t see each other until the next day.

  A nice way to create teamwork.

  I can remember walking into the Tigers’ dressing room years ago and sitting down and chatting with the players. They were always telling stories what happened at Elmira, what happened the last time a certain umpire worked one of their games, or even what happened last night in their personal lives. They held nothing back in my presence. They knew I knew the difference between what I could write—what I was privileged to—and what was off limits to me. It’s not that I protected them; it was simply if what they were saying was personal, I had no right to it unless the ball club took some action against them and then would it become a story for me. Today, when I go into the Tigers’ dressing room, the only way I can get anything from the players is if I have questions for them. Some days my questions aren’t so good and some days their answers aren’t so good. Gone are the days when I could capture the romance of this sport through the anecdotes of the players—the stories they told about themselves and their profession.

  Yet, I still love my job, even if I don’t love the games, the athletes or the travel as much as I used to. I have never socialized with the athletes I’ve had to write about. I don’t go to their houses, and they don’t come to mine. We don’t play golf or go to dinner together. I like many of them, but I believe a professional relationship is the best way to go. I can be friendly, but I can’t be their friend. This has been difficult to do because I have great admiration for men like Gordie Howe, Ted Lindsay, Dave Bing, Lern Barney and many, many others. It is a price you must pay to retain your integrity.

  What I like most about my job is the writing, and how fortunate I have been to go to places like Wimbledon, The Masters, the British Open, Olympics in Mexico City, Montreal, Munich, Lake Placid, Sarajevo, Calgary and Albertville. I have covered 40 World Series, 15 Super Bowls, 20-25 Kentucky Derbies and Indy 500s. What has surprised me is that I thought I was a four-sport man (baseball, football, basketball and hockey) but I have liked the “events” better than the team games. I have loved the U.S. Open in ways that even I don’t fully understand, and I’m talking about the U.S. Open in golf and U.S. Open in tennis.

  I admit my interests have changed. I am not very interested in all the games, only the ones which concern us in Detroit. I don’t care who the cornerbacks are for the Denver Broncos, or the small forward for the Utah Jazz. I keep up with the Green Bay Packers, Chicago Bears and Minnesota Vikings because those are the teams the Lions have to play. In hockey, I follow Toronto, Chicago and St. Louis because they are in the Red Wings’ division—and it’s the same in baseball: I keep track of the Yankees, Red Sox, Blue Jays and Orioles because they are the teams the Tigers must beat out, but, oddly, the only team I follow avidly in pro basketball is the Chicago Bulls of Michael Jordan. He is the finest athlete of our time and I am confounded when people in my town don’t know this and get on his case because he was the one who stopped the Detroit Pistons’ streak at two straight NBA titles.

  What makes my job so fulfilling is I can write about all the things I see, hear, touch and feel. The guys on the city side go in after the crime or after the fire. I see everything as it is happening, and this, I believe, creates the best forum for writing (even if the guys on the city desk always laugh at us and think we work in the toy department).

  Writing is like playing golf. No matter how well you play a round, you could have done it better. There is always a shot in there that could have been made better. The same with writing. No matter how well you may have written something, you could have written it better.

  What’s so marvelous is the next day you get that chance. You can never achieve perfection, but it sure is fun trying.

  I have worked for The Associated Press in New York and Detroit and also for The Detroit Times, Detroit Free Press and Detroit News. My wife says all I have left is the Shopping News and I am out of here. I live In Clarkston, Michigan, about 45 miles north of Detroit, and treasure my home, my dog, Meka, and our four cats, Mena, the mother, and her three children, Boomer, Kugel and Kiki. I like college football the best—going to Ann Arbor and East Lansing for the games—but my favorite assignment has been the Kentucky Derby, and I still don’t know what a furlong is. I have seen many sports in many places but still must make it to Monte Carlo for the Monaco Grand Prix and Hanover, New Hampshire, for a Dartmouth football game, when there is snow on the ground next to those red brick buildings and, even though I don’t drink, a hot buttered rum by the fireplace at the local tavern.

  I have never been bored one day in my job. Who could ask for more? (Well, an interview with Kim Novak wouldn’t be bad, but then, that’s another sport.)
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  Chapter 1:

  The Kid

  The first time I met Ted Williams he was screaming at me. It was just the two of us, The Ogre and me, in the Boston Red Sox’s clubhouse in Fenway Park. Everyone else had gone home except Johnny Orlando, the clubhouse man and long-time friend of Williams. He kept glaring at me with that he-ain’t-gonna-talk-to-you look on his face. Frankly, I was scared stiff.

  It was 1956, my rookie year as a baseball writer, my first trip to Boston. It had been a wild day. Jim Bunning, a young righthander who threw from the side, pitched for the Tigers and, incredibly, struck Williams out three times. Nobody could ever remember that happening before.

  But what did I know? I thought it would be a good idea to talk to Williams because he seemed to be the story of the day.

  This was in the days when Williams was warring with the Boston press. Some of the writers—especially Col. Egan of the Boston American, a tabloid—were all over him, criticizing him at every turn, nailing him every chance they could get. Tempestuous Ted was an easy mark. He played his part by not talking to them, or snarling at them—even spitting at them. Not very nice but very compelling reading.

  So I sat there in the Boston clubhouse, waiting, waiting, waiting for The Great Man to make an appearance. He was in a back room somewhere, maybe the trainer’s room or the shower room—I didn’t know. I just knew he wasn’t there and was probably fuming over what had happened, but I kept on waiting. Soon, all the players were dressed and gone and it was just me and the ever-threatening Johnny Orlando, who was making all kinds of noises—grunts mostly, aimed at me—as he went about his chores, picking up laundry from the floor, putting shoes away and hanging up some of the shirts and pants.

  Anyway, here he was—finally—coming out from the back of the clubhouse. Williams took one look at me and yelled: “WHO THE HELL ARE YOU? WHAT DO YOU WANT IN HERE?” He liked to talk in capital letters.

  I identified myself, saying I was from The Detroit Times, and before I could go any further, he boomed, “Who cares? You’re not supposed to be in here!”

  “I just want to talk to you for a few minutes.”

  “Yeah! About what?”

  “I wanted to ask you about Jim Bunning, the kind of pitcher he is.”

  Williams got a curious look on his face. “Oh,” he said. “Sure. Sit down. Let me get another towel and we’ll talk.”

  Talk? He talked for a half hour, maybe 40 minutes. He was charming and delightful, and I was stunned. I did not know my job yet but I knew something very special was happening. The Great Man was—in this instance—being a great man.

  And now it is a lifetime later. Ted is in his 70s and I am in my 60s and while I have never socialized with the people I write about— the old professional bit—I still feel greatly honored that he has been very friendly for the past 40 years, and I am still awed in his presence.

  Only a few athletes have ever done this to me. Ted Williams. Mickey Mantle. Joe DiMaggio. Three ball players, come to think of it. I have come to know the likes of Jack Nicklaus and Arnold Palmer, Gordie Howe and Magic Johnson, and while I have admired these men (I think every athlete should take “polite lessons” from them), I have never felt around them the things I have felt with Williams, Mantle and DiMaggio. I guess that makes me a baseball guy.

  I am not dropping names here. But when you write sports for 50 years, you go to a lot of places and meet a lot of people. Some seem greater than life itself. Ted Williams has been one of these people.

  When the Red Sox trained in Winter Haven, which was about 20 miles from Lakeland, home of the Tigers, I would visit him every spring and write a column. It got to be a joke in my sports department: “Falls do his Ted Williams column yet?” I couldn’t help myself. I was drawn to this man as I have never been drawn to anyone, and it’s probably my ego at work, but I just loved talking to him. Because of my age, I could talk about Phil Marchildon, the Philadelphia A’s pitcher, or Stan Spence, the Washington outfielder who became a member of the Red Sox—or Johnny Pesky, who batted ahead of Williams and was always on base because they never wanted to walk anyone ahead of The Great Man. Williams loved these sessions, too, because not many were around who remembered him hitting that loudspeaker in Shibe Park on the final day of the 1941 season when he got all those hits and finished up with a .406 batting average.

  Now, Williams was 76 and ailing. He had had a stroke and all kinds of stories were going around about his illness. I knew I had to see him again and so I drove from Lakeland to his home in Hernando, Florida, which is on the western side of the state.

  The dalmation came bounding to the back door to greet me.

  “Easy, Slugger! Easy!”

  The voice came from the living room. It was a soft voice, but filled with command. The dog stopped in his tracks.

  Slugger.

  Who else would own such a dog but Ted Williams?

  The Kid.

  The Splendid Splinter.

  The Slugger.

  “I love this old guy,” said Williams as the dog leaped into his lap as he sat on the sofa. “When I first got him eight years ago, I said, ‘What do I need something like this for?’ Now, every night before I go to sleep, I pray to God that he takes me before he takes Slugger because there is no way I could live without him. Right, boy?”

  The dog looked up at him, his eyes shining. He licked Williams on the bottom of his chin.

  So you don’t think this has been a pretty good life, eh? I have grown tired of some of the games, and certainly the travel. I figured it out the other day. I’ve been to Baltimore, on assignment, more than 100 times. That means landing at Friendship Airport more than 100 times. Minneapolis, 60 times. Boston, 80 times. (Did you know the wall in Fenway Park is 37 feet, 2 inches high? Some guys get the 37 feet but they miss the two inches.) I have literally been all over the world, and what’s been so amazing is that I grew up with the four major sports—baseball, football, basketball and hockey—but I also learned to love golf, tennis, auto racing, horse racing, the Olympics, even sailing. I don’t know the first thing about sailing but I do know it is a very special sport because the only way the boat can go fast is if everyone cooperates; I’ve been in two Port Huron-to-Mackinac races and they have been the two most exciting events of my life. I sailed with eight men each time and not once— not once, mind you—did anyone use a four-letter word or even a six-letter word. We all knew what they were and what they meant, but out there, with nothing but water and sky around you, they were not necessary. All that mattered was moving the boat forward and this was done with great diligence, understanding, passion and love. And, naturally, when it was all over, I wrote what a much better world it would be if all of us could conduct ourselves as those guys did out on the water. But, of course, it can’t be. Once back on land, we tend to return to what we are—often selfish, caught up in nothing more than trying to climb as high as we can in life.

  Fifty years of writing sports is not a record. It’s not bad, but it pales next to someone like Shirley Povich of the Washington Post. He is in his 90s and still writes an occasional column. That means he has been at it for 70 years or more. Shirley has been married as long as he has been writing and I asked him how any marriage could last that long. He said, “It’s simple. We’ve just taken it one decade at a time.”

  You can have your heroes and I can have mine. Do you know what it means to sit next to Jim Murray at a World Series and talk to him for three hours? I mention this not to drop names again, but you should know that this is a very special man. Jim has had more than his share of physical problems, including poor eyesight. For a while, he was all but blind. But now we’re in the Oakland Coliseum for the World Series and they have us stuck behind the rightfield foul pole, trying to peer through the screen to see what was going on. I, of course, am bellyaching all over the place. Why hold writer card No. 5 in the Baseball Writers’ Association of America if this is the kind of treatment they are going to give you? I could not see the ball and could not figure out what was going on. When someone made contact, I had to look at all the fielders at once to figure out where the ball was going, by which time the play was over and I lost the rhyme and reason for everything.

  Mr. Murray never uttered a word of complaint. He simply sat there (sometimes with a radio in his lap) and seemed happy to be part of the scene, even though he could see very little at all, including the rightfielder just below us. He simply waited until the game ended and then outwrote us all.

  So, I am really a sports writing guy, not so much a fan, and my heroes are numerous. No. 1 of all time was Dick Young of the New York Daily News. I kept my distance from him because I felt he was on a much loftier plane than I could ever achieve. He was a great reporter and a masterful writer and could dispense more information, as well as opinions, than anyone who ever took part in our profession. He was so good, the other writers did not like him. No matter how hard they worked, they could not match him, in style or substance, and so they would sit in their little groups in press boxes and shoot their arrows at him. Young never cared. He didn’t even duck. He’d just clobber them in the next day’s paper.

  Whenever you’d ask someone who was their favorite sports writer, they’d invariably say, “Red Smith.” I never bought it. Red was a bright man, an elegant man, a man who could handle the English language better than anyone. But I never felt he wrote for the people. Guys would name him because, somehow, if you named Red Smith, it would bring you honor and elevate you in ways you could not do on your own. Young wrote directly for the people, the subway riders of New York City. He understood his readers better than anyone else. He did not write down to them but wrote for them, at their level, and no one ever had trouble understanding what he was saying. I never knew him to write a dull story or column, and we’re talking about 40 years of journalism.

  As Dick got older, his politics changed. He became narrow in his thinking. He could not abide young people and favored bosses over workers. This gave his critics a chance to get at him. It didn’t matter. He still spoke his mind. When Dick Young wrote it, you read it. You may not have liked it, but you could not stay away from his work.

  Young wrote some terrific stuff. Probably his finest lead came at a time when the Brooklyn Dodgers were blowing the National League pennant and he wrote, “The tree that grows in Brooklyn is an apple tree.”

  Another time, outfielder Sandy Amoros dropped two fly balls to hurt the Dodgers and all the writers came down on him. The next day or so, Amoros cracked two home runs in Ebbets Field and Young wrote, “Sandy Amoros dropped two more fly balls today—both into Bedford Avenue.”

  When Don Larsen, a man of loose-living habits, pitched his perfect game for the Yankees against the Dodgers in the 1956 World Series, Joe Trimble of the New York Daily News wrote one of the great leads of all time: “Don Larsen maybe alcoholic but he’ll never be anonymous.”

  Wonderful. But unprintable.

  By the time the desk at the Daily News looked at Trimble’s lead, Trimble had gone home. Young was still around working on his column. They called and asked if he could write a sub lead. No one could match what Trimble had done but Young came close: “The imperfect man pitched the perfect game.”

  I have other heroes, some of whom you probably don’t know, but all were great men in my mind and did much to shape my life: Ted Smits, Will Grimsley, Murray Rose and Jack Hand of The Associated Press (where I broke into the business), Sam Greene and Hal Middlesworth, my rival writers when I started covering the Tigers in Detroit (both taught me how to behave myself on and off the field), Ed Hayes, Hal Schräm, Jim Eathorne, Bill Brennan, all Detroit newspapermen.

  Tom Gage, our baseball writer at The Detroit News, said to me one day in the press box: “How many ball games have you seen in your life?”

  “Come on, Tom.”

  “No, really. How many?”

  How could I count them all? I grew up in New York City when there were three teams—the Yankees, Giants and Dodgers. I was a nut. I went to a game every day in the summer. One of the teams was always at home, sometimes two, and if they played day and night, I’d see both games. The bleachers used to be 55 cents. I could come up with the dough very easily. My brothers taught me to go into Calvary Cemetery at the end of our street with a watering can, a trowel, a rake and pair of clippers. The cemetery would open at 9 a.m. and someone was always there visiting the graves. My brothers figured out they wouldn’t be there at that hour unless they truly cared to be there and so when you approached them and offered to water their grave, they would always say yes. You’d put the trowel, rake and clippers on the ground and start hustling the water from out on the road, sometimes two or three blocks away. It didn’t matter. As you raced back and forth, they would pick up the tools and start fixing the grave. They always gave you a dime, sometimes 15 cents, occasionally a quarter, and you had 65 cents in about an hour’s time—55 for the bleachers and a dime for the subway, a nickel each way. Your mom always had two salami and tomato sandwiches ready to go in a brown bag and you were off and running, catching all the batting practice as well as the games in Yankee Stadium, the Polo Grounds and Ebbets Field.

  “I’ve seen 5,000 ball games,” I told Gage, counting my youth as well as my career as baseball writer and columnist.

  He was holding a calculator in his hand and pressed some of the buttons.

  “What are you up to?” I said.

  “How many football games?” he asked.

  My first game was at the Polo Grounds in 1937, the Green Bay Packers of Cecil Isbell and Don Hutson against the New York Giants of Mel Hein and Tuffy Leemans.

  Tom asked how many basketball games, hockey games, Olympics, golf, tennis, horse racing, car racing—the works. He kept pressing the buttons.

  “What the hell are you up to?”

  He held up his hand for a moment, then looked at his calculator. He said, “Do you realize you’ve spent nine days of your life standing for the national anthem!”

  Then there was the day in Fenway Park, going through the press gate, when the guard on duty said: “Writer number?”

  I always said mine very loud so I could embarrass Tom, who is much younger and has a higher card.

  “THIRTEEN!” I said.

  The guard said, “Geez, that’s a low number.”

  “Just think about it,” I said. “If 12 guys die this year, I'll be No. 1.”

  The guard looked at me and replied, “Well, good luck to you!’
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  Chapter 2:

  Thank You, Mr. Sheary

  If you are in the newspaper business, is there anything more exciting than your first byline? Answer: No.

  Mine happened when I worked for The Associated Press’ sports department in New York City around 1950. I’d just been put on the staff and given a brand new title: Sports Clerk. More about this later. I was still a copy boy but now I could write and even put my name on stories.

  The AP is a wire service which provides news to newspapers. The New York sports staff had 17 members. I was No. 17, the kid on the block. I didn’t know very much—hadn’t had much experience or even been to college. The boss was Ted Smits, the greatest boss I ever had—not a big sports fan but who made it all happen for me. He saw something in me that even I didn’t see. Maybe it was my enthusiasm. Maybe my joy of sports. Or, maybe, because I could name the entire Philadelphia As infield—Ferris Fain at first, Pete Suder at second, Eddie Joost at short and Hank Majeski at third (stuff he didn’t know) plus the fact I was not afraid to use a broom to keep the sports department clean and ran coffee at an instant’s notice, fetching it as quickly as possible, bringing it back the way each guy wanted it: black, black with sugar, sugar and cream, only cream. I memorized it all.

  Anyway, he gave me my chance when I wasn’t even ready to get a chance.

  The AP had a weekly basketball poll, ranking the best college teams in the land. We would poll the writers on Monday, count the votes, and put the story on the wire for the Tuesday papers.

  We served both morning and afternoon papers. The morning papers were called AMs, the afternoons PMs. We would alternate this story between the two cycles—first AMs, then PMs. Each cycle got a follow-up story.

  Smits said one day: “I want you to do the follow-up story on the basketball poll for PMs.”

  He was very casual about it, but his words sounded like thunder in the skies, for this would be my first byline. Smart guy, Mr. Smits. He was not going to put any extra pressure on me.

  The way it worked was this—whoever wrote the first story on the poll would start out this way: “Holy Cross, with a perfect 8-0 record, today was named the No. 1 college basketball team in the country by The Associated Press poll of sports writers.”

  Whoever did the follow-up story would say: “Holy Cross, voted the No. 1 college basketball team in the country by The Associated Press poll, will play Providence and Boston College this week.”

  My job was to do the second story.

  From the very start, I did not know how to write. At the very, very start I could not link enough words together to make a simple sentence. More on this later, too. But I knew one thing: I did not want to do it the way it had always been done. I wanted to do it differently. Not to catch the boss’s eye but because the one thing I always had, right from the start, even when I couldn’t write, was ideas. My mind, for whatever the reason, was working all the time. Then, and even now. It is the one gift given to me.

  I decided I would call the Holy Cross coach (whoever he was) and ask how it felt to be No. 1 in the country. Nobody had ever done this before and I thought it might make a nice story. At least a different story.

  One problem: I didn’t know how to do it and was scared stiff.

  I knew I would have to find out where Holy Cross was and then find out the coach’s name and get his phone number. I sure didn’t want to do this in the office, because what if I failed? The other guys would look at me and see all my inexperience.

  So I went home and asked my mom if I could make one long-distance telephone call. She, of course, said yes.

  But I was still uptight. I didn’t want her to hear what I was up to because, again, I might make myself look bad. I looked in a basketball book and found out that Holy Cross was located in Worcester, Massachusetts, wherever that was, and got the phone number from the long-distance operator.

  I pulled the phone out onto our small front porch, yanking at the cord to make it reach, which it barely did, and then pulling the door closed on the cord until the door stuck on the cord. Later, I had trouble re-opening the door. But, finally, I felt safe enough to make the call.

  I dialed the school and, speaking very softly, asked the woman who answered the name of the basketball coach and could I please speak to him.

  “Yes,” she said. “His name is Lester Sheary, but most people call him Buster. I'll connect you.”

  My breath was all but gone at this point and it didn’t help when someone—a guy-™-picked up the phone and said, “Basketball office.”

  “Could I, uh, please speak to Mr. Sheary?”

  “Speaking.”

  Now, my breath was gone, and along with it, my voice.

  He said “hello” several times, wondering if anyone was on the line, when I managed to say, “Excuse me, but… I’m … very nervous.”

  He said, “Well, why don’t you calm down. Take it easy. I’m in no hurry. Who am I talking to?”

  I managed to tell him who I was and what I was up to and added, “Maybe I should call back later.”

  This man—whoever he was—was as kind as anyone I had ever encountered. He got me settled down, and then we spoke.

  I said, “What does it feel like to be the No. 1 team in the land?” And, God bless him, he spoke for almost 15 minutes, teasing me along the way, getting me to laugh, getting me to relax.

  I scribbled the notes and thanked him, and he said, “Hey, Joe, if you need anything else, you’ve got my number. Call again.”

  Well, I wrote the story, putting his quotes at the top, and the next day (I was told) Mr. Smits read the story and said, “I’ll be damned … we’ve got all these big writers around here and this kid has the presence to call up the coach and talk to him.”

  That night, when I went to work, there was a note of congratulations from Mr. Smits in my mail box, with a paragraph that said, “Why don’t you try a ‘Sunday Special’ this week? We’d like it by Thursday so we can move it on the wire by Friday.”

  More panic.

  What was a “Sunday Special?”

  I went to Will Grimsley, who ran the night desk, and showed him the note. He said, “Ted wants you to write a feature story for the Sunday editions, where they have a lot of room. You can let the story run.”

  “What should I write about?”

  “Anything you want. I’ll help you if you want.”

  I couldn’t enjoy my moment of fame because now I had to produce another story. But, about what?

  I went home and did not sleep very well. It hit me in the middle of the night. The baseball salaries were just starting to take off—Joe DiMaggio had received a $100,000 contract from the Yankees and Ted Williams got $125,000 from the Red Sox. That was it. I would pick an all-star team of the players making the most money at each position. This has been done many, many times in recent years but nobody—at least to my knowledge—had ever done anything like it before.

  I knew my sports, even if I didn’t know how to put it down on paper, and I spent the rest of the night coming up with my list. I had an old Remington typewriter at home and tried to put the story together but it was pretty much of a jumble.

  That night I showed Will what I had done and he said: “Here, let me see what I can do with It.” He wrote the most glorious first paragraph I had ever read in my life, especially since my name—”By Joe Falls, Associated Press Sports Writer” was at the top of it:

  NEW YORK, Dec. 17 (AP)-It would cost $545,000 to field baseball’s “Gold Dust” team, composed of the nine highest salaried players at each position.”

  He handed the paper back to me and said, “Now you finish it.”

  Finish it? It was easy after that. He got me into it and I just wrote down everything I knew. His phrase—”Gold Dust” team—was golden. It seemed as if every paper in the country picked up on it and used it in their headlines, mostly at the top of a page, eight columns wide. When these papers came into the office and Smits saw they all used the story with that headline, he said again, “I’ll be damned.”

  Another note of congratulations. I never told him the phrase was Will’s idea.

  So, how does all this sports writing stuff get started? I’m not sure because I wasn’t trained for it. It just happened.

  Hockey tickets were at the bottom of it all.

  I went to an all-boys Catholic School in lower Manhattan, just on the edge of the Bowery section. We lived in Queens and I went to LaSalle Academy because my father was a policeman in that district and knew something about the school. The tuition, as I recall, was $10 a month.

  I got terrible marks. Not because I was dumb; I just wasn’t interested in school. I was caught up with sports—playing in the streets and going to all the games—and I never studied or paid attention in class. I kept writing out lineups of the various teams and drawing pictures of old ball parks.

  They graded you 0 to 100, with 65 a passing grade. In my junior year I failed three of six subjects: algebra, physics and history. I failed history because I put the correct answers on the wrong page and Brother George, the history teacher, gave me a 55. That was bad enough, but I got 19 in algebra and 47 in physics. I had to go to summer school, where I passed history easily enough but could only bump my physics grade to 49.

  I was so far behind that in my senior year they had to put me into a special class with four or five other guys and give us two snap subjects—bookkeeping and typing—so we could earn our degrees. You needed 16 points to graduate. I got 16 1/4, so I was prepared for exactly nothing when I got my degree.
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