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  Dedication

  To my wife, Louise, who has put up with a lot. I love you.

  To my children and their spouses: Chris and Jim, Dan and Christine, Jayne and Joe, you make me so proud. I realize more with each passing day that my family is everything.

  To my grandchildren: Carly, Kendall, Shayne, Quinn, Jenna, and Jordan. Someday you may read this and know how Papa spent most of his life. I hope the book will bring you as much joy as this life has brought me. God bless.


  Introduction

  One of the most difficult decisions a person has to make is when to quit. After more than thirty years of broadcasting play-by-play for the University of Illinois football and basketball teams, I still feel quite capable of performing my duties at a very high level. Obviously, others’ opinions may differ.

  Ron Guenther, University of Illinois athletic director, called a meeting in his office to discuss my future as Illinois’ play-by-play announcer. Present at the meeting were John Foreman and I. Foreman is editor and general manager of The Champaign-Urbana News-Gazette and was overseeing the operation of radio stations WD WS and WHMS in Champaign. I have been employed by those stations, in various capacities, since 1980.

  At that meeting, Guenther asked me how much longer I intended to do the play-by-play. He explained that he is always planning ahead, always looking down the road a few years, particularly with regard to personnel.

  I wanted to reply, “For as long as I’m healthy and capable,” but I knew that wouldn’t fly. He wanted me to be a little more specific. Having never been fired from a job and being uncertain as to what Guenther had in mind, I picked “three more years” out of the air. He agreed to that. Guenther, Foreman and I shook hands on the deal, and that was that. My play-by-play duties would end at the conclusion of the 2001-2002 basketball season.

  I don’t know why I said “three more years” and not “five more years,” or “ten more years,” but deep down I knew that three was about the maximum the AD would permit. I would be seventy years old by then, and, I hoped, still able to do a good job. Being remembered as one who retired at the top of his game and not as one who stayed around too long was important to me.

  As the final year approached, the management of WDWS and WHMS (primarily General Manager Steve Khachaturian) set out to make sure that my replacement came from the WD WS staff and not from Chicago or some other market. He selected Brian Barnhart, who had just recently moved back to the area after a stint broadcasting baseball for the Anaheim Angels.

  Barnhart had impressive “pipes,” and several members of Guenther’s staff liked the way he sounded on the air. Khachaturian and Foreman structured a deal for Barnhart that would ensure he would still be on board when my three years were up. This included doing the early morning news on WD WS, plus some play-by-play for other Illini sports, including baseball. As it turned out, Brian was able to fill in for me on some Illini football and basketball broadcasts during the 2001-2002 season when I had conflicts or was ill.

  Dave Loane, who had been waiting in the wings for thirteen years in hopes of being my successor, was able to make alternate plans, which included doing volleyball and women’s basketball broadcasts for Fox TV as well as Illini women’s games and Illini baseball on WDWS.

  So everyone was happy. Sort of.

  In part, this book is about that final year. It contains, in some detail, what happened on and off the field and court to Ron Turner’s football team and Bill Self’s basketball team.

  In addition, the book contains flashbacks—my recollections of things that happened in the past as I covered the Illini for more than thirty years. A bus ride, a shoot-around, a practice session, a hotel, an airport, a plane ride, a restaurant, a hospital, a conversation, a game, a face in the crowd often reminded me of games and seasons past. And more importantly, they were reminders of the coaches and players who took part.

  It has been a wonderful ride. I shall be eternally grateful to Mrs. Marajen Stevick Chinigo, the owner of The News-Gazette and WDWS/WHMS, who hired me in 1980 and let me do my job. She takes great pride in being the sole local owner of a newspaper and two radio stations in this era of mergers and out-of-town ownership. I take great pride in working for her.


  Chapter 1

  How It All Began

  It was the summer of 1938. The University of Illinois and Notre Dame had battled to an epic 0-0 tie the previous October. Pitcher Ray Poat compiled a perfect 10-0 record with the Illini baseball team. Pick Dehner tied the Big Ten basketball scoring record with twenty-nine points against the University of Chicago. Hek Kenney, who would later have a gym named after him, compiled amazing records in wrestling. And on a dusty street where ramshackle houses teetered side by side and working men and women sought front porches to escape the scorching heat, a play-by-play announcer’s career began. I was six years old.

  The address was 127 East Lafayette in Olney, Illinois, the home of the white squirrels. In the side yard, my cousin Ronnie Hoekman and I recreated some of the greatest baseball games ever played. Just the two of us. A broomstick for a bat. A tennis ball to hit. And an elaborate spiral-bound notebook where we kept the box scores and the records.

  One of us would pitch; the other would bat. I might be the Cardinals and he the Yankees. Or the Cubs and the Tigers. Anything hit on the ground was an out. A ball hit to the edge of the street was a single; to the middle of the street was a double.

  A shot off the house of our neighbor across the street was a triple. Over the house was a home run. The neighbor’s name was Mrs. Miller: if she had a first name, I never knew it. She was a fortune teller.

  So far, nothing special. Just two kids playing ball. Two barefooted kids wearing bib overalls and smacking the heck out of an old tennis ball with a dilapidated broomstick. But I did the play-by-play of every pitch of every game, whether I was pitching or batting.

  I’d pitch and talk at the same time. I’d wind up: “Here’s the windup, here’s the pitch on the way.” Ronnie would swing. If he missed, I’d shout, “Swung on and missed, he’s outta there on strikes. That’s three up and three down. Going into the bottom of the ninth, the Cards still lead five to two with the Yankees coming to bat.” Then I’d take the broom and he’d pitch. And I would continue the play-by-play. It just about drove our parents and the neighbors nuts. Years later my Aunt John (Ronnie’s mother) found the spiral notebook, and we all had a good laugh.

  Could it be possible that a six-year-old boy knew at that age what he wanted to do as a profession? I’ve heard of young men and women knowing early on that they wanted to be doctors or lawyers, but play-by-play announcers? Relatively speaking, there aren’t many play-by-play announcers out there. When Dick Vitale named me as one of sixteen play-by-play announcers on his “Sweet Sixteen All-Radio Team” in 2000,1 felt honored. In college basketball there were more than 300 play-by-play announcers who didn’t make Vitale s team, so it was nice to be included.

  After we quit playing and announcing in the side yard, my play-by-play career went on hold for a number of years as I grew up and went through the Olney school system playing football, basketball, baseball, Softball, and tennis. In smaller schools, most athletes played a number of sports. I did a little trash-talking as a high school athlete, but no play-by-play. In Junior Legion baseball I pitched back-to-back no-hitters against mighty St. Francisville and Oblong, but any play-by-play was under my breath.

  In 1952 I was drafted into the U.S. Army, but a recent knee operation resulted in a nine-month deferment. I went back to Olney and got a part-time job at radio station WVLN. It was there that I first began doing play-by-play for real. I did high school football and basketball games live and on tape.

  I was also able to do some news broadcasting, along with market reports, weather, DJ work, and emptying the waste cans. There is no substitute for working at a small station if a person is hoping to get into the radio business. One day, the sports director, Bert DeBarr, asked me if I wanted to help him broadcast the state high school basketball tournament. I almost fainted with joy. We were off to Huff Gym at the U of I!

  When we began the broadcast of our first game of the tournament, I was so happy that I almost cried. Bert let me do every other game, and it was an exhausting and exciting experience. It would prove to be a launching pad for my career in broadcasting. I have always been grateful to Marshall Poole, the WVLN owner and manager who gave me a chance. He once said to me, “I could see it in your eyes. You really wanted this job. You really wanted to get into radio.” Over the years I have interviewed dozens and dozens of young radio applicants: I have always remembered to look into their eyes. If its there, you can see it. If a job was available, it didn’t necessarily go to the one with the most talent at that point; it went to the one with that look. Hiring people that way is not very scientific, but it sure has worked for me.

  When the nine-month deferment was up, Uncle Sam did not forget me. I went back into the draft and wound up as a dot-and-dash man. That’s the Army term for a Morse code operator. After basic training and radio operator’s school at Fort Riley, Kansas, I was assigned to Korea, where surprisingly enough, my play-by-play career would get another boost.

  One day, while hunkered down in a tent amidst the snow and cold of the area around the demilitarized zone, I heard an announcer on the Armed Forces Korea Network say that the network was looking for announcers with radio experience to join the network.

  “Radio experience? Hey, that’s me! Surely you guys have heard of that blockbuster station in Olney, Illinois, WVLN!” I applied, and just a few weeks later I was on my way to the southernmost part of Korea, Pusan, to join Radio Station Homesteader. Homesteader was one of four stations on the AFKN. We fed stories to the Far East Network in Tokyo. The staff consisted of eight to ten enlisted men and one officer.

  My main duty at Homesteader during the fifteen months I was there was to host an early morning show. Typical stuff: news, weather, sports, talk, and lots of music. I was a Robin Williams sort-Good Morning, Korea! I also wrote, produced, and narrated a weekly show called “This Is Jazz.” A friend, Bill Brackett, and I put together a weird show called “The Purple Eye,” which consisted of eerie music and some off-the-wall poetry that we wrote. GIs didn’t quite know what to make of this show. Nor did we. But it was popular, and we liked doing it.

  I was also part of a special events team that traveled around Korea interviewing visiting celebrities, members of USO shows, governmental officials, and interesting GIs. I did an interview with General James Van Fleet, who came to look for his son who was missing in action. I also did a pretty good one-on-one with Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson. But the most famous person I talked to was Marilyn Monroe. Marilyn had come to Korea to entertain the troops, and she was a smashing success! My interview with her lasted almost ten minutes. Up close, attired in army fatigues and boots, she was just about the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Of course, I had been away from home for more than a year. Marilyn kept calling me “John” during the interview, but I didn’t mind.

  My big break came when the station decided to begin broadcasting several of the football, basketball, and baseball games that the GIs were playing all over Korea.

  Luckily, I was the only person on staff who had any play-by-play experience. The brief stint at WVLN not only enabled me to get transferred to AFKN, but also allowed me to do dozens of games and get paid for it by Uncle Sam. What a country!

  I came back to the United States in May of 1955 and enrolled at the University of Illinois. The GI Bill helped, but my wife Louise and I still needed to work. She worked in the office of Veteran’s Housing under a wonderful man named Cal Shull, and I applied at WDWS in Champaign where Larry Stewart was the manager. My work at WVLN and AFKN made me one of the more experienced announcers walking in off the street, so Stewart hired me. The pay was $1 an hour, but Stewart promised I could work 35 hours a week. We were rich!

  Part of my duties at WDWS consisted of doing play-by-play of high school football and basketball games. We broadcasted Urbana High School football games by looking out the window of the gymnasium. I developed a relationship with Champaign coach Tommy Stewart and Urbana coach Warren Smith-two great coaches and gentlemen. In all my years I have never met a better pair. I loved them.

  Doing high school games was a great experience for me, but I always envied Stewart who did play-by-play for the Illlini. He also did a two-hour talk show in the morning called “Penny for Your Thoughts.” And, of course, he was in charge of everything as vice president and general manager of both the AM and FM stations. My goal was to someday have that job. I wanted to do all the things that he was doing. I thought that would be ideal; who could want more? That was in 1955. It took a while, but in November 1980, I reached my goal.


  
    Section 1

    FOOTBALL

  


  Chapter 2

  The Sugar Bowl

  The rain continued to fall, as it had for the past forty-eight hours.

  Across the street from the Superdome, a dozen yellow-slickered cops sat on their motorcycles. Some were to be a part of the police escort that would accompany the team buses back to the Hilton. Others stared straight ahead, hoping that the post-Sugar Bowl traffic jam would somehow clear up. Then they could go home. After all, it was past midnight. The game had been very long.

  One bus, filled with friends and families of the coaches and players, began to roll. Several women, some with children in their arms, ran alongside the bus and pounded on the door, hoping to be let in. They too were anxious to get some place warm and dry so that the young kids could sleep. The game had indeed been very long.

  But the bus driver ignored them, and they trudged back to where the rest of us were waiting, under the Superdome overhang. It was relatively dry there, but the fumes from the team buses were so strong that some of us were gagging.

  The players began to file out of the Superdome and boarded the three team buses.

  They looked so sad. Some were limping. A couple held ice packs on sore spots. They looked down as they walked, their dress shoes splashing through the puddles. They were hurting now, but not all the hurt was physical.

  Greg McMahon, the Illini special teams coach, and I stood in the steady drizzle. We had watched the friends and families bus episode. Now we looked at the couple dozen people hugging the Superdome wall, hoping that another bus would arrive soon.

  “This is what happens when you get beat,” Greg said with a slight smile.

  I smiled back at him. I wanted to say something. But as always, words are hard to come by after a defeat. Especially a defeat like this one. Later, when enough time has passed, it will be easier to talk about. And we will look back on the 2001 season with great joy and pride: an undisputed Big Ten championship and a trip to one of the four prized BCS games. But not tonight.

  Harry Hiestand, the Illini offensive line coach, joined us.

  “Your last football broadcast, right? Sorry we couldn’t have made it better. But thanks for all that you have done for us over the years. We really appreciate it,” he said.

  I was stunned that Coach Hiestand would remember something like that just an hour or so after a hard defeat. He must have had a million things on his mind at that moment, but he was classy enough to congratulate me. I wont ever forget that. “Thank you, Coach,” I said.

  Minutes later, Harry led a charge of several of us out into the street where he commanded a bus driver to open the door and let us in. You don’t mess with a tough offensive line coach. The door opened, and we poured in. We were finally on our way back to the hotel.

  When we arrived at the Hilton about forty-five minutes later, a few people were waiting in the lobby. They applauded and yelled, “ILL - INI!” as the players walked by towards the elevators. It was a gallant effort on the part of the Illini fans, but a far cry from the enthusiastic, loud and energetic throng that had been there for the pregame pep rally several hours ago.

  At 2 a.m. my wife and I were packing. Our bags needed to be ready for pickup by 6 a.m. for the flight back to Champaign. Once the bags were packed and the lights were out, I felt totally exhausted, yet I was unable to fall asleep.

  Earlier that evening, Bob Asmussen, the Illini football writer for The Champaign-Urbana News-Gazette, had asked me to describe how I felt getting ready to do my last football broadcast. I told him truthfully that I didn’t feel anything. I really hadn’t given it much thought. And I had a basketball broadcast to do the next night back at the Assembly Hall. My only concern was to do a good broadcast and bring home a victory.

  My broadcast colleagues, Brian Barnhart and Ed Bond, and I had taxied to the Superdome at 4:15 p.m. Brian was to take part in our local pregame show on WDWS/WHMS, called “Illini Game Day,” which began at 5 p.m.

  When we arrived, we found that the booth next to ours was to be occupied by the Illinois coaches. They had taped ugly gray towels to the side windows of their booth, presumably to keep us from stealing their secrets. We couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see us, and our engineer couldn’t see the entire field because of the towels. We thought it was very funny. Once the game began, the coaches had to put up with LSU fans who were seated right in front of their booth; the Tiger fans turned around time after time to shout at the Illini coaches, especially when something went very right for LSU or very wrong for Illinois. That happened a lot during the first half.

  Our booth had two levels. To get from the upper level, where the engineer and equipment were, to the lower level, where the broadcasters were, you had to climb down a steel-rung ladder. It reminded me of going into a submarine. Some of us were better at it than others. Our halftime guest, Big Ten Commissioner Jim Delaney, was undisputedly the most nimble. We were all quite surprised that there would be a booth of this sort in the grand Superdome.

  Our broadcast team’s expert analyst, Jim Grabowski, and I talked about the game prior to the beginning of the broadcast: what to look for, which LSU players we should be aware of, keys to winning, the topics we should cover in the pregame, that sort of thing. I asked him what his major concern was, and he said, “LSU’s speed. They may be too fast for us to cover them.” Bingo!

  We had to stretch the pregame. The ABC folks decided to delay the start of the game by fifteen minutes. More than 70,000 fans in the Superdome, the players and coaches on both teams, plus the radio and television audiences simply had to wait until TV said it was time to play ball. This was no big surprise. For years, television has run the show. Their gigantic contracts with the NCAA and the various conferences enable them to dictate matchups of teams, when and where games will be played, and at what time. Not to mention the long television commercial breaks, which often extend the length of the game by several minutes. It’s a fact of life. We’ve all gotten used to it.

  It was great fun watching and listening to the fans and bands before the game. The Superdome’s reputation for being loud is well-deserved.

  Illini fans were outnumbered. Estimates were that 20,000 orange and blue faithfuls were matched against 50,000-plus LSU fans. The taunting, cheering, booing, pom-pom waving, and band playing began at least ninety minutes before kickoff and never stopped. It was a terrific collegiate football atmosphere.

  At long last, they tossed the coin. Illinois won the toss and elected to defer, thus giving LSU the ball to start the game. We wondered on the broadcast why a team would defer inside a dome, where there was no wind or weather conditions to think about. Obviously, Ron Turner hoped that the Illini could kick off deep, hold them, force a punt, and get the ball in excellent field position. That’s exactly what happened, but the Illini weren’t able to move the ball any more than the Tigers were.

  Then LSU began to roll. As Grabowski had predicted, it was impossible for Illinois to handle the LSU speed. Their quarterback, Rohan Davey, was on target, and his corps of receivers, led by the nation’s best pass receiver, Josh Reed, were beating Illini defenders on nearly every pass play. Illinois’ vaunted blitz was being picked up, thus giving Davey plenty of time to find his targets.

  On the Illinois side, quarterback Kurt Kittner was missing receivers, receivers were dropping passes, passes were being batted down at the line of scrimmage, and the offensive line was giving Kurt very little protection. It was one of the least productive halves that Illinois played all year. When the half was over, LSU led 34-7. For all intents and purposes, the game seemed to be over. Illinois had mounted some great second-half comebacks during the year, but this lead seemed insurmountable, especially against a team that seemed so superior.

  The Illini did rally in the second half and showed some of the offensive and defensive skills that had propelled them to a 10-1 season record. But LSU continued to score as well. When it was finally over-and what a long game it was!-LSU had won 47-34. Amazingly, that thirteen-point margin turned out to be the closest of all the BCS games.

  During the last quarter of the broadcast, Grabowski turned to me and said, “Since this is your last football broadcast, let’s talk about your retirement a little bit.”

  “I don’t think so,” I replied. It was the last thing I wanted to do on the air, especially with half of the basketball season remaining to be covered. I wasn’t trying to avoid the topic, but I just didn’t feel it was appropriate at that time. I still think it was a good call on my part.

  During our postgame show, Ron Turner was surprisingly upbeat. He was disappointed with how the team played, especially during the first half. But he said this game would show his team what it is like at the next level and that they had a good chance of making a move toward that level during the 2002 season.

  Later, Turner would receive a substantial raise and a contract extension from Illinois to reward him for a fantastic season in 2001 and to keep the wolves from the door; several teams inquired about his availability as the annual coaching carousel spun round and round for several weeks following the end of the season.

  Turner said “no” to Stanford and perhaps some others. The season was now over, but what a season it had been. Looking back, it began on a rocky note.


  Chapter 3

  Preseason

  Heading into his fifth season as head coach of the Fighting Illini, Ron Turner thought he had everything and everyone in place to launch into the preseason schedule in early August. But there were at least three stumbling blocks to overcome before practice could begin.

  The coach had made some personnel changes. He had to; the Illini defense gave up sixty-one points to Northwestern in the 2000 season finale. Previously against Illinois, Michigan scored thirty-five, Minnesota forty-four, Penn State thirty-nine, Indiana thirty-five, and Ohio State twenty-four. It was obvious that the Illini needed some better defenders and that some defensive coaches had to go. A fresh start was needed.

  Turner brought in Mike Cassity from Oklahoma State to be the defensive coordinator and cornerbacks coach. OSU had held national champion Oklahoma to twelve points during the 2000 season, and Cassity's team ranked ninth in the nation in total defense in 1999.

  Mike Mallory, a former Ail-American linebacker and a member of the storied Mallory football coaching family, was hired to coach the safeties. Donnie Thompson, who coached the North Carolina defensive line in 2000, was designated to do the same job for the Illini in 2001.

  Three new coaches, all on the defensive side, were an indication that Turner was serious. Turner was confident that the new guys would install an attacking defense to complement the teams solid offensive unit.

  Greg Carlson, the long-time head football coach at Wabash College, was hired as Director of Football Operations. Turner was sure that a former head coach would be a natural for DFO, a demanding twenty-four-hour, seven-days-a-week job.

  So as Turner and his family took their annual July vacation in Arkansas, everything seemed to be in readiness for the opening of Camp Rantoul and the start of the preseason workouts. But then it hit the fan.

  First, Carlson quit. He walked into the football office in late July, turned in his keys and credit cards, and said, “I’m outta here.” Although no official reasons are ever given in such personnel matters, it is generally thought that Carlson and Turner didn’t get along very well. Carlson, a head coach for such a long time, was used to calling the shots and handing out orders, and he evidently had trouble being on the receiving end. Several people close to the football program reported hearing shouting matches between Turner and Carlson, some of them quite profane.

  Turner was able to persuade Doug Green to come back and take over the DFO slot on an interim basis. Green, who came to Illinois with Turner from the Chicago Bears, had resigned to finish law school. With Green in the fold, Turner was able to mark off DFO from his “to-do” list.

  The second preseason setback was a shocker. Camp Rantoul would not be available because the groundskeepers had sprayed all the football fields with a chemical that was supposed to fertilize the grass. Instead, all the grass died.

  The practice fields turned brown, ugly, and hard as bricks. Turner had no choice but to stay on campus for the preseason. Camp Rantoul was now Camp Champaign. The team would be housed at a local hotel, and the task of keeping everyone together became a little more difficult than it was in isolated Camp Rantoul. There were more distractions (girlfriends, family, etc.) in Champaign.

  The third stumbling block was not so much a problem as it was a concern. With the deaths of Minnesota lineman Korey Stringer and Northwestern safety Rashidi Wheeler (occurring within a week of each other during football workouts), national media focus was on all teams working in the heat. Turner and his medical staff were on the spot, as were all coaches and medical staffs, when preseason practice began in early August. Concerns about players’ health became big news stories.
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