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My Dream Team: Nancy, Tyler, Brody, Jesse, and Sienna





Foreword

THE WAY THAT ROD CARRIED himself, I thought of him as the Bob Costas of Canada. To me, Bob Costas was the premier, eminent play-by-play guy. Not just for baseball, but for every sport. Costas was heavily involved, from the Olympics, to football, to baseball and everything else. I looked at Rod as that type of broadcaster in Canada. Rod did figure skating, football, basketball, baseball, the Olympics. Rod was a jack-of-all-trades.

I first met Rod when I was playing for the Blue Jays. I remember him interviewing me in 1992 and 1993. Those were the times I remember him the most; Rod was always on the scene at all the big sporting events.

It wasn’t until after I retired, and Sportsnet came to us with the idea of Rod and me calling Blue Jays games, that we became friends. During my playing career, we knew each other on a professional level. When we worked together, I really got a chance to sit down and get to know Rod.

Rod and I played golf almost every day on the road. We would golf in the morning, then call the games in the evening. It was fine to do back then, because after we golfed, I didn’t have to go back and play a baseball game—I just had to talk about the game. It was a lot of fun for me, and I didn’t have to exert too much energy on the telecast.

Rod and I are basically the same type of person. One, we enjoy being around people. Two, we love to have fun. And three, what we do, hopefully, pleases a lot of other people. We just get along. When we are together, we talk baseball, we talk sports, we talk family.

I loved that his son Tyler got drafted by the Milwaukee Brewers. The night before Tyler was born, Rod stayed at my hotel because he couldn’t go back to his place that night. We did so much on the road. We were two people who both love sports. We hit it off, right from the first time we started working together.

When Tyler was called up to the big leagues, one of the first people Rod called was me. You talk about a proud dad—he was so excited that day. It is great to share those dreams and moments with your family and your friends, and Rod does that.

When I started my annual charity golf tournament, I called up Rod and said, “Hey, buddy, you got to do this.” The thing is, I can call Rod in a split second and say to him, “I need this,” and he is right on it. And then Rod will call me up at the last minute and tell me that he needs me to tape a video. Usually when Rod calls me for something, he needs it yesterday. But for Rod, I put everything aside and I get it done. Because Rod is that type of guy, and he has helped us out tremendously.

Rod has hosted my golf tournament for over sixteen years. Rod always comes up with great questions and great stories and videos on each celebrity. The way that Rod interviews these athletes at the tournament is phenomenal. One of the hardest things you can do, as I found out as a broadcaster, is interviews. You don’t want to sound stupid with the questions that you ask. I watch sports all the time, and I see sideline reporters’ questions and I know that it is tough. But Rod always had some interesting questions for the athletes at the golf tournament. He always came up with these questions and stories that nobody else had talked about before. Rod is clever and quick on his feet when he is talking to these athletes.

Rod is also a dedicated family man. When I worked with him, Rod and Nancy had a dog named Barkley, after Charles Barkley. It is a perfect reflection of his love of family and sports.

One thing you have to understand: Rod Black is always on the go. I don’t think I have ever seen him sit and be still. I have seen him five minutes before the opening broadcast of a Blue Jays game and he is sitting there, figuring out the intro. During those five minutes, Rod’s mind would be going a thousand miles a minute as he worked out what he was going to say. Then, when the broadcast started, he would come up with these awesome openings. I still don’t know how he did it. It was a pleasure to watch him work. The only thing that he liked about working with me is that I was able to get restaurants to bring us free food for the seventh-inning stretch. The Chicago Cubs have their seventh-inning stretch; well, Rod and I had our seventh-inning meal break.

Usually when I call Rod, his number will come up as “unavailable.” I’ll leave a message: “Rod, I don’t know how to get in touch with you. I don’t know which phone to call. Is this your work phone? Is this your personal phone?” I always tell him, “Rod, you are not that important that you have to hide your phone number.” It isn’t like he is the prime minister or the president. But other than that, Rod is one of the most down-to-earth guys I know.

Rod and his wife, Nancy, and their kids, they are a great family. Rod is one of the best people—not only on the air, but off the air as well—that you could ever meet. I can’t say enough kind words about Rod Black. I am proud to call him a friend.

Joe Carter, November 2025





Introduction

I HAVE A CONFESSION TO make: I’m obsessed. Yes, totally obsessed.

For those who know me, this may come as a shocking admission, but the truth is, I’ve learned to deal with this condition. That’s because I’ve been living with it for as long as I can remember. It’s an unrelenting, powerful obsession that has bounced around in my brain and pounded away at my heart for over six decades.

No, it’s not booze. It’s not drugs. It’s not sex or gambling. But it’s definitely an obsession. It’s in my blood. It is untreatable and it is incurable.

And I love it that way.

That’s because I’m obsessed with sports.

That is why I am writing this book. I want to share the great stories from all of my experiences. I have been lucky enough to be around the greatest in the game at their respective sports, and I want to share those moments with everyone. To this day, I learn something from these legends.

Even now, I get excited to call sports. Whether it is an NCAA game down south, the Allan Cup—the national championship for senior hockey—or the Canadian Elite Basketball League, I love it all. People ask me what my favourite event is that I have done, and I always tell them, “The next one.” Whatever tomorrow brings make me excited. I pride myself on being as excited for a high school game as I am for the Olympics.

For me, the key is to match the moment—don’t be too big on something that is small, and don’t be too small on something that is big. But no matter what sport or event I am calling or hosting, it all means something special to me. I am doing what I love, and I am getting paid for it. It doesn’t get much better than that. In the end, I’ve learned it’s never really about where you’re going; it’s about the ride. The people you meet, the moments that catch you off guard, and the lessons you only understand once you’ve already lived them.

Thank you for hopping onboard this wild broadcast journey. But fair warning: There are going to be some highs and lows along the way, a number of twists and turns, more than a few bumps, a ton of laughs, and yes, even a few beers.

So, buckle up.

Let’s go.





1 THE TRANSCONA KID

I AM SERIOUS WHEN I say that sports is an obsession. To some, being obsessed with something can be viewed as being unhealthy. However, to me, sports has been my life for as long as I can remember. I have been hooked on sports since I was a young kid growing up on the cold Canadian prairie in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

How did this love affair with sports begin? Was it was somehow embedded in my DNA, or passed along at a young age? I would probably say that neither was the case. The more likely reality is that I didn’t find sports—sports found me in the 1960s in a sleepy, yet quirky little suburb in the east end of Winnipeg called Transcona. Known as the Park City because of the abundance of green space, it had a bigger reputation because of its history with the national railways, including the National Transcontinental Railway, which gave the town its name. Everyone, it seemed, worked for the railway or at least knew someone who did. Transconians worked hard and they played even harder.

For whatever reason, Transcona was also endlessly suburb-shamed by people who lived in other regions of the city. Some mockingly referred to it as “Trash-cona,” as it wasn’t exactly high on the economic scale, or they called it “Flamingo City,” since a lot of houses in the area displayed plastic pink flamingos on their front lawns. That flamingo lingo has been part of Transcona lore for decades. Despite all the trash talk, Transcona was and always will be one thing to me: home.

It was my neighbourhood. It’s where I grew up, made friends, went to school, played games, got my first job—and, more than anything, learned to dream.

Like many kids, I dreamed of being a pro athlete. The goal was to become a hockey player like my father, who was born with the given names Henry John, but to everyone he met was forever known as Jack. Yep, that’s right, Jack Black, who, decades before a Hollywood actor made that name famous, was a junior hockey star in Flin Flon, Manitoba, and earned a tryout with the New York Rangers.

Unfortunately, debilitating knee injuries and bad timing ended his pro career before it started, but he never looked back with regret. He did keep some scrapbooks of his hockey memories, but he hid them in the bottom drawer of a dusty dresser and rarely, if ever, brought them out. He wasn’t someone who bragged about his playing days, but it was clear from the pictures, old newspaper articles, and write-ups that “BlackJack,” as he was nicknamed, was a big deal and had a legitimate shot to make the NHL. And while he didn’t get an opportunity to live out that dream, my dad never lost his love of the game and passed that passion down to me and my younger brothers, Derrick, Sean, and Ryan. He never made it to the big leagues, but make no mistake: Jack Black was my first true sports hero.

My dad was my coach growing up. He did the typical parent thing and drove us all around to rinks. My dad coached me for a couple of years, then he moved on and coached my younger brothers. He was big on volunteering, and he did a lot of stuff in the community. My dad wasn’t one of these parents who pushed sports on you. When we were growing up in Winnipeg in the 1960s and 1970s, playing sports was just part of the culture. Everybody was outside all the time, playing some sort of sport, and we mainly learned how to play on our own. Growing up, we were outside playing, morning, noon, and night. I was lucky enough to be in a neighbourhood that had so many kids. We would arrange games every day and we even kept stats! Invariably, there would be some fight that would happen, mainly brothers against brothers. But the next day, we would all be there, and we would all get back to playing.

Dad was an everyday hero, too. A friend to anyone he met. The only issue he had: The dude just loved to talk—to everyone, everywhere, anytime. He talked and talked and talked (I guess the apple doesn’t fall far). He even talked in his sleep, but he never, ever talked about himself, and what I admired most was how much he listened and how much he cared.

He cared mostly about his family and then his community. He became a local coach, a volunteer for charities, and a champion of first aid, where he saved lives and received a Governor General’s Medal.

Before my dad became the safety coordinator for the Manitoba Highways, he worked down the street from our house at a construction company called BACM, which in the early 1970s had an ownership stake in the Winnipeg Jets of the new World Hockey Association.

That wasn’t my dad’s favourite job, but it soon became mine—as in gold mine. As a valued employee, he got tickets to almost every single Jets game, and we in turn got great seats to see so many of hockey’s biggest names who had made the jump over to the WHA.

I was too young to know the impact that this new rebel league would have, and at the time, I honestly didn’t care. All I wanted to do was see all those familiar stars that I had watched on Hockey Night in Canada. That’s where my dream began. Every Saturday night, I was transfixed by the black-and-white TV set in our living room, cheering and hoping that someday I might be the next Jean Béliveau, Gordie Howe, Bobby Orr, or Bobby Hull, who just happened to be my favourite.

Yep, to me, Bobby Hull was a hockey god. So, you can imagine my nine-year-old excitement when my dad, at the dinner table on June 26, 1972, told me that he had heard a rumour in his workplace that the man nicknamed “The Golden Jet” was about to leave the NHL’s Chicago Blackhawks to sign with the Winnipeg Jets. My dad looked at me and said, “Apparently, Bobby Hull is flying in tomorrow and then coming to BACM before he heads over to Portage and Main [the most famous intersection in Winnipeg] to sign the richest deal in hockey history.”

I remember that moment just like yesterday. My dad looked at me sternly with his dark eyes squinting, and then, breaking into a little grin, added, “Whatever you do, keep it a secret.”

I didn’t know what to think. At first, I thought he was joking, but why would he joke about that? I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. I wanted to jump out of my chair and scream to the moon, but I held it together because I suddenly had a plan.

I quietly nodded to my dad, scoffed down my Kraft Dinner, left the table, and then sprinted to my younger brother Derrick’s room, shut the door, and put a finger to my mouth.

“Shh… listen, I got some big news,” I breathlessly whispered to Derrick, who was only seven years old at the time and, like me, was absolutely infatuated with hockey. “You are not going to believe this. Dad just told me that Bobby Hull is coming… to Winnipeg… tomorrow… to sign with the Jets… and he’s going… to Dad’s work.”

Derrick looked at me like I was an alien… but then, in unison, we started jumping up and down like we had just won the Stanley Cup—or at least the Bobby Hull Cup. When we stopped celebrating, I grabbed him with both hands and said, “Listen, we can’t tell anyone. Put your pyjamas on. Go to bed and I will wake you up bright and early.”

He looked at me quizzically. “Why?”

I looked back towards the door, and, in an even lower whisper, told him, “Why? Because we are going to see Bobby Hull.”

I slowly crept back to my room, where I set my alarm clock for 6 a.m.—but that really didn’t matter because I don’t think I even went to sleep. I was so jacked.

When morning came, I tiptoed back to Derrick’s room to wake him up. I made sure that our parents and baby brother, Sean, were still sleeping as we quickly got some clothes together, grabbed our baseball gloves, and made some peanut butter sandwiches to take with us. I threw all our supplies for the “Bobby Hull Mission” into a bag I attached to the end of a stick, like Tom Sawyer, and out the door we went.

The sun was just peeking over the horizon as we made our way down the back lane of our street—Ravelston Avenue West. There we were, two cute but nervous little hockey fan fugitives, hand in hand, big brother trying to console his little brother, who had tears in his eyes because he thought we were “running away from home.”

“No,” I assured him. “We are ‘walking away from home’—to meet Bobby Hull.”

When we got to my dad’s work, the parking lot was empty and the doors to reception were locked, since we had arrived a few hours before the offices opened. It was early, but it was already smoking hot outside, and I was starting to sweat even more when I realized that I might have screwed up the timing of our adventure.

I wouldn’t have worried if I had been by myself, but I had Derrick with me, and he was getting more and more distressed knowing that we were going to be in big trouble when our parents woke up and found out we weren’t in our beds.

So, I did what any good big brother would do. I played the distraction game. I took him on a tour around the office buildings to see the trucks and machinery. We got our ball gloves out and played catch. We sang songs. We played rock paper scissors. We looked for four-leaf clovers. We had a picnic and ate our sandwiches.

Then, around eight thirty, just when we had run out of food and I was running out of games to play, cars started to pull into the parking lot and people started arriving for work. Quickly, we both lunged into surveillance mode, finding a perfect hiding spot just outside the reception area.

Our operation was twofold: First, to keep our eyes out for any Golden Jet sightings, and second—and maybe more importantly—make sure we didn’t bump into our dad, who we knew would go ballistic, derail our mission, and likely send us home with sore butts.

So, we both ducked down and waited… and waited. One hour became two, two became three, and as the sun kept beating down on us, I was starting to seriously worry. Still no luck, still no Bobby, and Derrick at this point was losing it.

“Please, I just wanna go home,” he cried.

Finally, just after noon, I decided to listen to him and abort the mission. Holding back tears, I picked up the backpack and started to head home. I don’t know what made me more upset: the fact that we didn’t get a chance to see one of my hockey heroes or the fact that my dad had let us down—and, even worse, lied to me.

That’s when the big corporate doors suddenly opened, and a very nice receptionist beckoned us to come inside out of the heat and grab some water. Unbeknownst to us, she had been watching us all morning, making certain that we were staying out of trouble.

Hesitantly, we walked inside, sat down on the lobby couch, and grabbed our glasses of water. Then—whoosh—a side door burst open and in walked a couple of older gentleman in suits, followed right behind by…

My hockey god—Bobby Hull, right there in front of me, and I absolutely couldn’t believe it.

(Now, I would be overdramatizing it if I said there was a bright light and some heavenly entrance music, but back in 1972, in a nine-year-old’s impressionable mind, it certainly seemed like that was the case.)

I don’t remember exactly what happened next, since I was frozen in shock, but I do recall that he came over, shook our hands, sat down, and talked with us for about twenty minutes. I couldn’t stop staring at him. His blond hair, blue eyes, and big smile framing the battle scars over his chiselled face. He looked exactly like his hockey card.

That’s when another door opened from the employee side of the lobby and in walked… my dad, who looked like he was ready to kill someone until he realized who we were sitting with.

My dad’s face brightened as he walked over, shook Bobby’s hand, told him that we were his sons and that we had been waiting all day long to meet him. Bobby laughed and signed some autographs, including a four-by-six-foot piece of plywood that he inscribed to our whole family.

I was so nervous meeting Bobby Hull. I asked him, “How do I improve my slapshot?” He looked at me, and in his gravelly voice he said, “You don’t! You want a great wrist shot, kid. Make sure you have a great wrist shot.” Then he said, “I hope to see you at the Jets games and see you at the arena.”

Years later, when I was in broadcasting, I had a chance to work with him. I wore the number 9 in hockey because of him. I thought Bobby Hull was the ultimate hockey hero. He lit up every room he was in. And he never shied away from an autograph seeker, and he never denied anyone an autograph. Bobby had his faults, and he had his demons off the ice. Near the end of his life, even after all of the negative stories that had come out, I would watch Bobby Hull walk into a room at an event and people would line up to see him.

Looking back, I really wish the cellphone had been invented at that time, because Bobby and I would have taken the best selfie ever, but the next-best thing was that piece of plywood that would end up hanging on a garage wall fifty years later.

That day was so memorable for so many reasons.

I’ll never forget that feeling of fulfillment from seeing a plan come together, the thrill of meeting someone you idolized and realizing that that person is as human as you are—a fact that was really crystallized for me a few years later, when I got a chance to work alongside Bobby and started to discover his shortcomings. Yes, he lit up every room he entered—but he also had a serious dark side, including some anger management and domestic abuse issues that made headlines everywhere and tarnished his so-called golden image. To this day, I’ve had a difficult time processing how my boyhood hero could be so seriously flawed, but the best lesson learned was that even those you worship can disappoint you.

I’ll also never forget how Derrick and I got into so much trouble when we finally got home and had to face the music. It wasn’t pretty for both of us, especially when we found out that the police had been called and there was an APB out for two runaway boys in West Transcona. Oops.

But the biggest memory I cherish of that day is the look on my father’s face when he saw us in that lobby. In one moment, he was steamed, absolutely infuriated with us, but then, only a moment later, his mood had changed completely—not because Bobby Hull was sitting there, but because he was so proud that his boys would have the balls to do something so crazy, yet so cool.

I knew right then that my dad would always be my true hero, but I also came to the realization that the guy who talked too much would never tell me a secret again. Dad took me to a lot of Jets games during their WHA days. One of the proudest moments I had with my dad took place during this era. I knew he was a good hockey player, and we had a scrapbook at the house. One time, BACM had a charity game against the police all-stars. Bobby Hull had practised earlier and then joined Dad and the BACM team for the game. My dad was playing with Bobby Hull! I was never so proud of him.



While my father was the goal scorer and captain of “Team Black,” it was our mother, Bonnie, who was the stay-at-home defenceman. She was an amazing mom. She was a beautiful lady, incredibly compassionate, with an infectiously boisterous giggle that set decibel records.

Bonnie was kind and she had a heart of gold, but she was also stubborn, feisty, and fiercely loyal. If you pissed her off, or if anyone said something about one of her boys or someone in her family, her Irish blood would boil and blue flames would shoot from her aqua-blue eyes. Just ask a few local referees and umpires who felt the wrath of Bonnie. If she didn’t like a call, she either let them know right away or confronted them after the game and gave them an earful.

In her mind, her boys could do no wrong—even though we often did.

Bonnie would also be the voice we heard—in fact, the whole street heard—at dinnertime, or as we called it, supper hour. Almost every day of the year, we would be outside, playing road hockey, baseball, or football, when the clock approached 6 p.m. Suddenly, my mom would appear on her front step and scream at the top of her lungs, “ROD, DERRICK, SEAN… BOYS… SUPPER!”

And that was it—game was over. No overtime or extra innings. We’d bust our asses to get to the dinner table, stuff our faces, sometimes slip the food we didn’t like to our dog, and then scurry back out into the street or onto the field to finish the game before sunset and the inevitable second appearance of Bonnie, who would then scream, “ROD, DERRICK, SEAN… BOYS… BEDTIME!”

My mom had a kind heart and, more than anyone, taught me about the importance of giving back to the community. She loved kids in general, not just her own. My mom was big on keeping everyone together and keeping the family together. Every Sunday, she made sure that we were all together. My mom was a professional mother. Everything she did was geared towards the kids and the house. We didn’t have much growing up, but what we did have, we all had the same. My mom was insistent on fairness. If one person got something, nobody else could get more. She also hated bullies, and my mom was a real character. Later in life, when I was older, I really understood her attitude about fairness and why she did what she did. Even though my brothers and I went our separate ways later in life, I think we are all still close. That is all because of the lessons our mom taught us.

We lived a simple life, managing to squeeze six bodies into a small house in a modest lower-income neighbourhood, and we never complained. No fancy cars. No fancy clothes. No fancy anything. We were far from wealthy, but man, we were rich because we all had each other and our parents. Through the best of times and worst, our mom and dad were our constant guiding lights.

Mom and Dad taught us right from wrong, emphasized academics before athletics, and made us understand that family always came first. They could be doting and overprotective at times, and while I often hated the Black “shield” they put up around us while we were growing up, I’m so glad they did, because we always felt safe and we knew they had our backs. They never stood in our way in pursuit of our individual dreams. They were never judgmental, nor did they push us in a direction we never wanted to go. Like most great parents, they took time to listen and genuinely gave good, sound advice, but whatever we believed in, they believed in, and they encouraged us to reach for the stars.

Those stars, however, seemed galaxies away when I was that impressionable kid in Transcona. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in my dreams. It’s just that I had so many of them.



I loved every sport, and I tried to play them all. I would watch games or events on TV and immediately go outside and replay what I just saw—or pretend that I was playing in those games, that it was me who was scoring the winning goal for Canada, like Paul Henderson did on my tenth birthday (September 28) in the 1972 Summit Series. Or that I was Reggie Jackson or Pete Rose winning a World Series, or perhaps Canadian quarterback Russ Jackson capturing the CFL’s Grey Cup. I had so many games going on in my head, I soon started to hear voices.

Voices like the announcers I heard on the TV and radio. Legends like Foster Hewitt, Danny Gallivan, Vin Scully, Howard Cosell, Don Chevrier, Johnny Esaw, and so many more. I would mimic their voices, not because I wanted to be like them, but because they were suddenly doing play-by-play in the theatre of my mind while I was play-dreaming. Whatever sport, whatever game, and whatever day—these voices lived in my head rent-free.

Night after night in the frosty winter, I would put my skates on at home and then glide down our back lane to the outdoor rink, where I would freeze my ass off taking shot after shot, the ice cracking under my feet, snot streaming out of my nose, skating lap after lap under the light of a Winnipeg moon.

Just me, myself, and all my announcer friends.

“There’s Orr, over to Hull, over to Béliveau, back to Black—there’s a cannonading shot,” I would shout out in my best Gallivan before morphing into a Foster: “HE SHOOTS—HE SCORES!!!” I would be out there for hours and hours, but it didn’t seem like it. That’s because time flies when you’re playing games in your mind. I also had one rule: My imaginary buzzer would sound only if one of my favourite players scored in overtime or my toes were burning from frostbite. Whatever came first. That’s when I’d take my stick and puck and skate all the way back home, celebrating another victory.

It may sound like crazy stuff, but I did that almost every day with every sport. I’d be on the rink, in the field, on the diamond, or in the street and I’d find my special place, tune in to the broadcast booth in my brain, and then do what every kid should be able do—play and dream.

The voices would subside as I got to my teenage years, but my insatiable love for all things sport never dissipated. Little did I realize that those impromptu imaginary games would be invaluable practice sessions aiding me in my pursuit of becoming a better athlete. The more games I played, the more I developed and the more success I had in whatever sport I transitioned to.

But with all that came a big negative. By playing so many different sports for so many different teams, I barely had time for anything else. It was a whirlwind that made it extremely difficult for my parents to manage the schedules, especially when there were inevitable conflicts. From hockey, baseball, football, and lacrosse to school sports like basketball and volleyball, not to mention tennis and golf tournaments—it was insanely wonderful. I lived in a blur.

I was so gloriously intoxicated with the circus of sports that I don’t think I even considered the importance of winter, spring, summer, or fall. To the young me at that time, the changing of the seasons only meant one thing—a game change. Trade your skates for sneakers, your helmet for a cap, a puck for a ball, put on a different uniform, and let’s get right back on the roller coaster to keep the dream alive.

Funny thing is, I was starting to find that my own voice, and my career path in sports would soon steamroll in a straight line, only towards a different profession—one I really didn’t see coming.





2 THE ROD CASTER

WHEN I WAS ABOUT NINE years old, I would sneak a small transistor radio into bed and try to quietly listen to games at night. I would listen to the Jets’ away games on that radio. At night, I could pick up WGN out of Chicago and KMOX out of St. Louis. In Winnipeg, their signal would come in crystal clear. I would hear broadcast legends on these stations, calling baseball and hockey and other sports. My mom would get mad, and my dad would tell me to turn it down. I was fascinated by the announcers. I didn’t listen to music as a kid; I would listen to these games.

Sports was my life 24/7, and 365 days a year. No, that isn’t a promo for a TV sports network. That was the motto of my early childhood growing up in Winnipeg. I lived it, breathed it, played it, and then replayed it over and over in my head. Day after day, playing games with my community teams or with my brothers and my neighbourhood buddies, and then night after night, planted in front of the television set in our tiny Transcona home, watching whatever team, game, or sport that happened to be on at the time.

Problem was, back then, there were only three local channels on the tube, and most of the time, there was nothing on except local news, soap operas, game shows, or sitcoms like Gilligan’s Island, The Brady Bunch, or Get Smart. Don’t get me wrong: Like most kids at the time, I used to love those shows, but when it came to sports, they all finished a distant second. When there was a game on—any game on—I would make sure I had a front-row seat and would follow every pass, every shot, every move… basically everything. Until it was time to get up and leave the real broadcast, sometimes way before its conclusion, and either go outside or march down to the basement to continue with the imaginary “Rod Games,” where the only rules were that I was the “Rod-caster,” and my favourite players always decided the outcome. Every game was always a win.

Then I’d head to bed, turn out the lights, slip under my covers, and turn on my AM transistor radio. I’d make sure the volume was turned down low so my parents would think I was sleeping, and through the static I’d follow the late games—whoever was playing whatever, wherever—until I finally dozed off or the batteries in the radio died. And, of course, all those games and voices would continue playing in my dreams. Until I woke up and then actually went on the radio for real.

You have to understand, I was a mimic as a kid, and I would imitate the teachers. I loved The Carol Burnett Show, The Dick Van Dyke Show, and shows like that at night. I loved Rich Little and other impressionists. There was a comedian in the 1970s named Bill Saluga, and he did a character called Mr. Johnson. I was around twelve years old, and I would do a perfect version of his routine. I also did Wolfman Jack, among others. I decided to share my talent with others. I would call in to Winnipeg’s most popular radio morning show and do these impressions.

Funniest thing of all was that no one, not even the host, knew who this impressionist was, nor did they have any idea that he wasn’t even a teenager yet.

Yep, sounds crazy, but there I was as a twelve-year-old, waking up bright and early almost every morning, and then appearing live with legendary disc jockey Don Percy, known in the ’Peg as the “Master of the Morning.”

Appearing as what? A twelve-year-old sports announcer? Not a chance. As a twelve-year-old disc jockey? No way. But there I was, a few times a week, live on the radio, doing impressions.

Not only was I a sports addict but I was also an aspiring Rich Little, imitating broadcasters, actors, celebrities, teachers, friends, and even family members. Some of the voices were spot on, others were a bit of a reach, but trust me, no one was immune from my mimicry, which probably developed because of all the voices spinning in my head.

I’d wake up around 5:30 a.m. and tiptoe down the hallway, making sure not to wake anyone. I’d cover myself with a blanket to buffer the sound, and then I’d dial in to the station. When someone finally picked up on the other end, I would start riffing with whatever voice of the day I came up with. Next thing you know, I was live on the air.

One day it would be the stuttering actor Jimmy Stewart. The next it could be a burger-eating Elvis Presley. Some days it would be the bumbling secret agent Maxwell Smart, or it could even be that “wascally wabbit” Bugs Bunny.

They never knew who was coming or what was coming. And in those days, the fact there was no caller ID meant I was always the mystery guest. Sometimes my routine was a little too loud, and I would hear my mom or dad shout out from their bedroom, “Rod, what are you doing? Get back to bed!”

They had no idea. It was just me and my voices.

But my go-to voice was Mr. Johnson. Luckily for me, Bill Saluga’s character appeared on a variety of talk shows and his shtick was simple, funny, and mostly obnoxious. Any time the host or interviewer would refer to him as Mr. Johnson, he would break into this long-winded staccato spiel: “Nooooooooo, you doesn’t hasta to call me Johnson. My name is Raymond J. Johnson Jr. Now, you can call me Ray, or you can call me J., or you can call me Johnny, or you can call me Sonny, or you can call me Junie, or you can call me Junior, or you can call me Ray J., or you can call me R. J., or you can call me R. J. J., or you can you call me R. J. J. Jr…. but you doesn’t hasta call me Johnson.”

Saluga would then crack a smile, take a long puff of his cigar, and continue the interview until the next time the host said “Mr. Johnson,” which would set him off on his rambling rant once again. This went on and on and on… until they cut him off or gave him the hook.

The bit was both hilarious and insufferable, but Mr. Johnson soon found his way onto Winnipeg radio after a twelve-year-old in Transcona channelled his inner Saluga. In other words, I ripped him off, and it was dead on.

Don Percy would answer the phone and say, “Good morning, KY-58.”

I would say, “Good morning, this is Mr. Johnson…”

He would say, “Mr. Johnson… how are—?”

And then I would “Johnson” him. Over and over and over again. Until he cut me off.

I did this off and on for about a year or so. Same thing every time.

“You doesn’t hasta call me Johnson” became a morning staple. Some loved it. Others, as I would find out, not so much. One Sunday, we were out at a family barbecue north of the city when one of my aunts, who was a regular Don Percy listener, blurted out that she couldn’t stand when Mr. Johnson was on the show.

“He drives me nuts, If I hear that guy one more time doing that ‘Ray J., R. J., R. J. J.’ thing, I am going to lose it,” she ranted.

That’s when one of my uncles chirped in and said, “I love him. That guy is hilarious.”

My mom, who only heard the skit from another room or if it was previously recorded, added her two cents.

“I don’t know who that guy is… but I do know he’s crazy.”

Everyone laughed and kept talking about this rude, rambling dude who seemed to invade the Percy show.

That’s when my brother spilled the Johnson beans.

“Don’t you guys know who he is?” Derrick interjected.

I’d never realized that he also was waking up very early in the morning and had been eavesdropping on all of my radio appearances.

“He’s right here,” he announced and pointed right at me.

I sheepishly grinned. My face went scarlet red, and I had only one thing to say.

“Nooooooooo… you doesn’t hasta call me Johnson. You can call me Ray, you can call me Jay…”

Completely in character, I did the whole Johnson.

When I was done, everyone started laughing uproariously. Not because it was particularly funny, but because they couldn’t believe that I was Mr. Johnson.

I’ll never forget the shocked look on my mom’s face, followed by the trademark Bonnie cackle.

“What? When did you do this? How did you do this?” The questions came fast and furious.

I smiled as I told them the story of how I would get up before the roosters and basically live a secret life as the kid who did “voices” on the radio, unbeknownst to everyone except my younger brother.

My auntie who was anti-Johnson quickly apologized.

“By the way, Rod, you know I was only kidding,” she said. “I actually do think he—I mean you—are pretty funny.”

And so, my secret was out. The jig was up. But the show went on.

I kept waking up early, doing Mr. Johnson on the radio; the only difference was that everyone in my family was now tuned in, and I no longer had to do it undercover since my parents would sit in the kitchen to watch, listen, and laugh—until, of course, I got cut off.

As surprised as my family was after the big reveal, no one was more stunned to discover who the real Mr. Johnson was than Don Percy himself.

I’m sure he probably thought this nauseating intruder on his show was some older guy who was getting his “Johnson” off, but it wasn’t until he was doing a live breakfast show from downtown Winnipeg that Don realized who he was talking to all of those early mornings.

It was a special charity event, and Percy had invited all his morning show “friends” to join him at the Eaton’s store. My dad accompanied me for my guest appearance, and I remember being very nervous as I walked into a food court area full of people watching a radio show.

Right in the middle of the room, behind a desk with a microphone, sat the Master of the Morning.

It felt like everyone was looking at me—and they probably were—since I’d decided to come dressed in character with a fedora, fake moustache, and chocolate cigar.

I somehow summoned the courage to walk right up to the broadcast area, where Percy gave me this awkward glance.

I’m sure he thought, Who the hell is this kid?

That’s when my dad stepped in. “Hey, Don, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. Johnson.”

Percy, who was on the air, practically choked and yelled out, “What? This is Mr. Johnson?”

That’s when I burst into the “Nooooooooo… you doesn’t hasta call me…” And I went full Johnson.

The crowd roared. He roared… and then, of course, he cut me off.

My dad was beaming.

When the segment ended, the audience applauded, while Don shook my hand and laughed at how this young kid had been calling him and duping him for such a long time.

It may not have been the most memorable moment in morning show history, but that day was a huge thrill for a young, impressionable impressionist who found a way to shake off his nerves and feel right at home behind a mic and in front of a crowd.

Being there, being on air, it was intoxicating. I was way too young to do drugs, but it was such a buzz.

Best of all, I also recognized that Don Percy, the morning show legend who seemed larger than life, was just like you and me—a normal, down-to-earth guy who loved his job. He had a great sense of humour and a greater sense of the moment, and he left me with some words I’ve never forgotten:

“Good luck, kid. I hope to hear you on the air someday.”

When I got home, I wrote those words down on a piece of scrap paper and kept it on my desk for a long time. Percy would often joke that he was the guy who gave me my start. In some ways, he did. I never had a chance to tell him that day, and I never had a chance to tell him in later years.

But I will now. Thank you, Don Percy. You lit the spark.





3 HOT ROD AND THE ROLLER RINK

NOW, DON’T GET ME WRONG: Doing impressions and characters on a radio show is still a long way off from launching a career in broadcasting. Being Mr. Johnson was not a precursor to becoming the next Ernie Johnson of Inside the NBA, but it did ignite the fire of possibility.

The dream of being a pro athlete was still very much alive, but this broadcasting stuff was really starting to creep from the shadows. It really emerged when I turned fifteen and got my first part-time job—in, of all places, a roller rink.

Back in the late 1970s, roller skating was so popular that people would line up for hours to strap wheels on their feet and gather for good, clean exercise and entertainment in a building that was more than just a rink—it was a nightclub or discotheque.

You can imagine my excitement when I learned that my ’hood was about to get one of these new entertainment facilities—the Saints Roller Rink—and even more exciting, I was lucky to be hired as one of its first employees.

I don’t know how or why I got the job, especially since hundreds of other teenagers my age had applied, many of whom didn’t do what I did during the interview.

I lied. When asked if I had skated before, I said yes, of course I have, not mentioning that I had only skated on ice and not on a floor. Regardless, I got the job and was assigned to be a “skate boy,” which meant I handed the customers their skates, fixed the skates, and later in the day, put all the skates away. It wasn’t the most glamorous job, but it kept me on my toes, and hey, I was finally getting paid.

Opening night was insane—it was a circus. People everywhere, music pounding, lights flashing, disco ball spinning, bodies flying, bodies falling, and through all of this roller craze haze, everyone was hopped up, hyped up, and having a blast.

The skate counter I was attending to was just starting to settle down when the boss, a really cool middle-aged man with an English accent named Ethan James, came over and asked me if I could help out on the floor. With so many people out there, he said, we need another skate guard.

So, I said sure, no problem.

But there was a problem. A big problem. I had told the bosses that I could roller-skate.

So, with severe trepidation, I laced up a pair of wheelies and slowly walked on the red carpet towards the aqua-coloured, plastic-covered floor. Not too bad, I thought. Seems good so far. Really, how hard can it be? I’ve ice-skated my whole life. I got this.

But I hadn’t got this. I hadn’t got any of this. All those positive thoughts racing through my brain were instantly zapped when I took my first step on the rink and fell like a ton of bricks. I quickly got up, took a stride, and then tumbled again, and again, and again. I don’t know what was hurting more, my banged-up body or my bruised pride from looking like a crash test dummy while bratty six-year-old kids were whizzing by, laughing at me.

When I finally started to get the hang of it, I picked up a little speed, started grooving to the sweet sounds of “Stayin’ Alive,” and then crashed right into the back of some older lady, who dusted herself off, shot me a dirty look, and flipped me the finger.

I squinted through the disco lights to apologize and realized—it was my mom!

My parents were my opening night guests and, like me, were having the same navigational challenges. Only difference was they hadn’t told anyone they had skated before.

“Oh, Rod, sorry. I didn’t know that was you.” Bonnie laughed, and then wobbled back into the rolling mass.

I tried to keep up with her, but I couldn’t dodge enough bodies and once again ended up falling flat on my face. It was about the tenth time I had hit the deck; however, this fall was very different. This one was a game changer.

When I scrambled to my feet, I found myself standing right smack in front of the DJ booth, and as I looked up, I was mesmerized by the silhouetted figure that seemed to be hovering above the entire rink. He was wearing a bright cherry-red sweater and was holding a microphone while pointing his finger at the crowd with his other hand. It seemed like such a cool job. The dude was having such a blast, and at that moment, all I wanted to do was take off my skates and be that guy.

Eventually, I would become that guy. But it didn’t happen overnight. It took a few weeks of handing out skates, working the concession stand, cleaning the carpets, and occasionally practising my skating skills before a co-worker named Sharon Marks, whom I had been practising all my voices on while working the skate counter, looked at me and said, “You know, you’d be a great DJ.”

Little did I know that Sharon had already put the wheels in motion. A few days later, I was called to the office to speak with the manager, Mr. James. I remember being so nervous as I sat down across from Ethan and thought I was about to get shit for not cleaning up properly or messing up the skates. Then he looked me straight in the eye, took a drag on his cigarette, and in that thick British accent, said, “I’m sorry, Rodney. I’ve got some bad news for you.”

My heart sank. For Christ’s sake—I just got this job.

“Unfortunately, we can’t let you work the skate counter anymore,” he said dryly.

I could feel the tears welling in my eyes.

“That’s because you are now going to be our new disc jockey.”

I was stunned. I jumped out of my chair, shook his hand, and through a mile-wide smile, shouted out, “Thank you, sir. That’s the best decision you’ve ever made.”

I couldn’t believe I’d said that, but it didn’t matter. I sprinted out of his office and put my hands in the air like I had just won the Stanley Cup.

Ethan James didn’t realize it then, but that day changed my life. Forever.

I had just scored my first real dream job: a roller DJ.

Yep, that’s what got the ball rolling. Rock and rolling, you might say, even though most of the music we played at the Saints Regent Roller Skating Centre in the late 1970s was dance or disco.

Might seem strange nowadays to think that the biggest night on the town back then was to strap on some wheeled skates and glide around in a circle like a massive herd of rolling sheep under some flashing lights, bopping along to the thumping music while some gangly, pimply-faced teenage dude was spinning records.

All we had were our records, two turntables, a mixing board, and a microphone. Very simple, but also very stressful. It wasn’t rocket science by any stretch, but trust me, it could get chaotic in the booth, especially when you’re trying to energize a crowd and keep the session flowing, mixing song after song
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