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WHO IS THIS GUY?


 


If youre a New Yorker, or if youve spent a good bit of
time in New York, you probably know me from my nineteen years as the lead
sportscaster on Channel 4, the local NBC affiliate. You may also know me from
some of my national sports broadcasts, including the Olympics, college
basketball games, and heavyweight prizefights. Or you may know me from the
hundreds of pre- and postgame shows Ive done for the Super Bowl, the World
Series, and other major sporting events over the years. But if youre like most
of the viewers who recognize me, its because of Spanning the World, my
sports bloopers program that has aired in New York since 1987 and has garnered
me invitations to appear on the late-night shows of David Letterman and Conan
OBrien as well as a monthly spot on NBCs morning program, the
Today show.
 

People come up to me all the time and ask, Hey, arent you the guy who does the goofy highlights? Some rsum, huh?
 




LEN BERMAN

New York, NY
 




JOB
DESCRIPTION: Guy
who does the goofy highlights.




References available upon request.







I dont mind the recognition, but I wonder if
airing footage of an outfielder running smack through the center-field fence is
really going to be my legacy. I mean, I actually have done a couple of other
things in my forty years of broadcasting. In addition to working Super Bowls,
the World Series, and the Olympics for NBC, Ive called TV play-by-play for the
Boston Celtics, the Big East Conference, HBO Sports, and for three heavyweight
championship fights, including the 1991 bout between George Foreman and Evander
Holyfield. I also created Sports Fantasy, a television program
that gave viewers the chance to compete against Michael Jordan, Arnold Palmer,
Chris Evert, Wayne Gretzky, and other all-time greats. And Ive done a ton of
newscasts and broadcasts from most of the major sporting events. All this has
given me entre to just about anybody whos anybody in the world of
sportsincluding Willie Mays Aikens.
 
You may not remember Aikens,
but in the early 1980s he  was one of baseballs most feared
sluggers. A cocaine addiction was his downfall. He was out of baseball in 1985
(although he continued to play down in Mexico, hitting .454 with 46 home runs
and 154 RBIs one season). I interviewed him in 1983 for the NBC baseball
Game of the Week at a prison in Texas. He had the distinction
of being the first active major-league baseball player to be sent to jail. He
was sent to the slammer for ninety days after pleading guilty to attempting to
buy cocaine. (In 1994, he was sentenced to over twenty years for selling drugs
to an undercover officer.) It was quite a comedown for the first player to have
two multihomer games in a single World Series, a feat he accomplished with
Kansas City in 1980. Aikens agreed to speak to me from prison and to discuss
his personal demons. He admitted to me that he once played a major-league game
while high on coke. It wasnt the kind of interview that would be recycled in
one of those Baseball Fever or I Love This Game commercials. So whats the
point of this digression? Well, USA Today used to ask athletes
to list their five favorites in various categories: their five favorite movies
or fast-food items, for instance. In 1984, the paper asked Willie Mays Aikens
to name his five favorite sportscasters. I came in fifth. So perhaps that will
be my epitaph. Len Berman: Willie Mays Aikenss fifth-favorite sportscaster.
 


As a nightly sportscaster, at times I think Im
doing sports for the sports impaired. News executives say that the overall
percentage of viewers who are sports fans is small. And lets face it: more and
more of those fans are getting their scores and highlights from the Internet
and ESPN or some other cable sports channel. Luckily my wife, Jill, is here to
remind me whos out there watching. She has told meher loving hus 
band who has made a life out of sportsthat football is
dumb. Why? Because all they do is jump on each other and then measure. Its a
good line actually, and pretty accurate, too.
 
The weather
forecasters have it made. Everyone wants to hear what they
have to say, and no one ever blames them when theyre wrong. And these guys are
often wrong. The long-range forecast? All the Doppler technology in the world,
and you still may be better off playing with your Ouija board. I once had a six A.M. tee time. The eleven oclock
news had started after midnight due to a late NBA game. The weatherman had said
it would be sunny in the morning and instead it was raining. The five-day
forecast? He couldnt even get the five-hour forecast right!
 
The
television execs also tell me that when 11:25 comes along, those who forget to
change the channel after the weather are probably just biding their time until
Jay Leno comes on. Before everyone had a remote control, the local NBC stations
had a huge late-news advantage. People didnt want to have to get out of bed to
change the channel, so if they wanted to watch Johnny Carson, they set their TV
to NBC earlier in the evening.
 
This affects the way I handle my
sportscast. My goal is to report sports for those who care about the games, and
to make sports understandable and enjoyable for those who are just waiting for
Leno. Im not sure that either category of viewer realizes that I might say,
Jason Giambi was placed on the disabled list, rather than Jason Giambi was placed on the DL. I dont like to use sports shorthand because I realize that
plenty of viewers out there dont know a DL from a DH (designated hitterthe
position Giambi is best suited for). Its a delicate balancing act. Thats also
why you see water-skiing squirrels and boxing monkeys on the sports
newsalthough I try to confine such highbrow fare to the
monthly edition of Spanning the World.



 
It wasnt too many years
ago that some news directors were predicting the death of sports on local
newscasts. Now, you have to understand that many news directors hate sports to
begin with. Maybe hate is too strong a word, but they either dont really care
for it, or they dont know much about it. Or both. I once had a producer on the six P.M. news in New York who
would often say to me, Great sportscast. Were my highlights terrific? Was my
commentary insightful? No. Its just that I had wrapped up my segment right on
time. To her, that made a perfect sportscast.
 
The typical news
director will say to his or her sportscaster something like, Millions of
people jog. How come you dont do jogging stories? It doesnt dawn on these
news titans that there is no such thing as the National Jogging League and that
a viewer might enjoy jogging but have absolutely no interest in watching others
do it. I once had a news director suggest that I do a special report during a
ratings sweep period. He had noticedclever guy that he wasthat most hockey
players were white and that most basketball players were black. There has to
be a story here, he said. He wanted to call the special report:
WHITE HOCKEY, BLACK BASKETBALL. I
wanted to call it: NUT-JOB NEWS
DIRECTOR. (Perhaps I may have saved his job by passing on his story
idea.) Years later, when Scott Gomez entered the National Hockey League, I can
only imagine what that news director might have dreamed up. Gomez, a center for
the New Jersey Devils, is Mexican American and grew up in Alaska. His story
might have made for a five-part series!
 
Anyway,
some of these same news directors thought that ESPN would render local
sportscasts obsolete, particularly on the West Coast where by eleven P.M. many results are hours old.
The news directors missed a couple of important points. First, fans watching a
local sportscast in Los Angeles want Lakers and Dodgers highlights. Even
viewers who arent sports fans want to know whats going on with their local
teams. When their coworkers are huddled around the watercooler talking about
Eric Gagnes record-breaking consecutive save, they at least want to know what
the hell a Gagne is. Also, ESPNs SportsCenter runs for hours
at a time. A local sportscast is on at a specific time. The Dodgers fan knows
that around 11:22 P.M. he will
get his Dodgers fix. He doesnt have to sit through highlights from the
TigersDevil Rays game (if there are any) while waiting for the news from
Dodgerland. On top of all that, viewers are familiar with their local
sportscasters and, if the sportscasters are any good, they want to hear their
take on the local issues.
 
Its not the same when the analysis
comes from some ESPN comedian wannabe in Bristol, Connecticut. Actually, ESPN
has changed my way of sportscasting in at least one wayfor the better, I
think. I like to be funny at times, and I used to think that if I didnt have
some hilarious highlight in every sportscast, then it wasnt a good show. Too
much ESPN has made me rethink that. Today, if I just do a solid job of
reporting whats going on in the sports world and dont let shtick get in the
way of facts, Im pleased with the show. Imagine that: sports news in a
sportscast!


 
So despite the dire forecasts of the television execs
and news directors, I know there are men and women out there
watching who are just like mefanatics who connect lifes dots the way I do.
Mention a year, and I think of who won the World Series: 1957, Milwaukee
Braves; 1972, Oakland As. It works the other way, too. Princess Dianas death?
Jets at Seahawksopening dayAugust 31, 1997. Elviss death? World Team Tennis
matchBoston UniversityBoston Lobstersa chubby, young Martina Navratilova
August 16, 1977. I remember once reading a newspaper headline that stated that
a right-winger had taken over Bolivia. And I thought, Gordie
Howe?
 
But there are also viewers like Jill. In 2001, I
tortured her by taking her to the Super Bowl. This was the game where the
Giants were trounced by the Baltimore Ravens. The final score was 347. At one
point, she looked at me and plaintively asked, Did the Ravens score again?
Well, the fans in Tampa were going nuts and big galoots in white jerseys were
dancing in the end zone. So, uh, yeah. In 2004, when the Yankees signed Alex
Rodriguez, the highest-paid (and, many thought at the time, best) player in
baseball, she asked me why everyone was making such a big fuss over this A-Rap
guy. The truth is that Im thankful shes not a sports fan. Not only does she
keep me grounded, but after being immersed in sports all day long, the last
thing I want to hear when I come home for dinner is Honey, when are the
Rangers going to fix that lousy power play?


 
As with my
sportscasts, I have written this book with both audiences in mind: the fanatics
and the Jills of the world. So interspersed throughout these pages among many
of my favorite goofy highlights, youll find my impressions of some of the
sports figures whom Ive come in contact withfrom my hero
Mickey Mantle, to O. J. Simpson, Evel Knievel, and Pete Rosesome stories from
the press box and TV studio, and some of my thoughts about big-time sports.
Ive mixed in some analysis, some complaints, and hopefully a couple of
laughs.
 
I guess I could say something pseudointellectual to tie it
all together, something like: The sports world is just one big blooper. But that would be an oversimplification. At the same time, though, I dont view
sports as life and death. Its not the real world, but it is one heck of a
great diversion from it. And without a lot of the people Ive come in contact
with over the years, that sports world would be a much duller place.
 

By the way, every so often I get letters from viewers admonishing me for
having the earth spin backward at the end of my Spanning the World segments.
Somehow, I get the feeling theyve missed the point!
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IN THE BEGINNING




JUNE 2000, EDISON FIELD,
ANAHEIM. Giants first-base coach Robby Thompson tossed a ball to a young
boy in the first row. The ball missed the kids glove and hit him in the face.
The kid was in tears. So Thompson signed a note of apology on another
baseball. This time he tossed it to the boys
dad.






When I was about nine or ten
years old, I would play a baseball board game where you spun an arrow to
determine what the player did. It was sort of an ancient sports version of
Wheel of Fortune. Each ballplayer had his own card to fit over the spinner.
If the arrow landed on 1, it was a home run. If it landed on 10, it was a
strikeout. Babe Ruth had the largest number 1 range. Mickey Mantles 1 was also
big, but then so was his 10. My friends and I would play this game for hours.
It was nothing like todays noisy, glitzy video games. In fact, there was no
video, no crowd noise, no announcers. All we had was an arrow and our
imaginations.
 
One day I was playing the game by myself, and while
I was spinning I announced the game out loud: Heres the pitch. Mickey
swingsand its a long drive to center field. Its going, going, gone. (I dont think he ever struck out when I was doing my imaginary announcing.)
Youll never be a sportscaster, called out my older brother, Arnie, from
the next room. Your voice is too high! Me, a sportscaster? I had never 
 even thought about it. And, truthfully, for years to come I
didnt think it was possible. I thought to be on the air you had to be the son
of the tycoon who owned the radio or TV station or a former jock. After all,
the guys reading the sports on the TV newscasts in New York when I was a kid
were former football Giants: Frank Gifford, Kyle Rote, Pat Summerall. My dad
was far from a tycoon. He published a mom-and-pop magazine for songwriters. He
would write most of the articles himself, fold the magazines into paper
wrappers, and take them to the post office for mailing around the world. As for
being an athlete, I had a fine jump shot (but I couldnt play defense worth a
lick) and I was decent at stickball. I knew Id never be a former jock. I was
hardly a present one.


 
The first time I ever thought about using my
voice professionally was in high school. I went to Stuyvesant High in New York
City. Its a public school, but supposedly one for only bright kids. An English
teacher of mine named Sterling Jensen was rather theatrical. He would tell
colorful stories to make his point, even if the stories had nothing to do with
the subject matter at hand. He told me, You should work on getting that deep
voice of yours up out of your stomach and into your mouth. PROJECT! he said.
He thought I should be an ACTOR! An actor? I had once acted in the fourth-grade
play. That was about it, and it was such a memorable experience that I cant
even tell you what the play was or what role I had. Mr. Jensen was alone in his
assessment. I had taken a battery of aptitude tests in high school and the
testing service determined that I had an introverted personality and a knack
for math and science.
 
So I applied to Syracuse, Cornell, and Penn
to be an engineer. Syracuse accepted me. The first day on
campus, in September 1964even before I registered for my first engineering
classI went to the college radio station, WAER. I have no idea why. It wasnt
even open yet. But I returned a few days later and announced that I wanted to
try out to be a disc jockey. I was told to join the club. Everyone wants to
do that. How about reading the sports, though? The station had an opening for
somebody to read scores on Saturday nights. I was flabbergasted. I was a big
Yankees fan as a kid and kind of followed all the other sports, but I really
didnt think I could make it on the air as a sports guy.
 
I
certainly didnt go to Syracuse to become a sportscaster as so many others,
before and after me, have. Beginning with the great Marty Glickman, the
Syracuse roster of sportscasters is pretty impressive. Marv Albert, Bob Costas,
Dick Stockton, Sean McDonough, Andy Musser, Hank Greenwald, Ian Eagle, Mike
Tirico, and many others call Syracuse their alma mater. I remember being on a
panel at an alumni function several years ago. Someone in the audience asked
me, Why is it that so many famous sportscasters went to Syracuse? I rubbed my
chin in a professorial way and responded, Because none of us could get into Cornell. There was some truth to that. The schoolwork at Syracuse wasnt
exactly rocket science, so we had plenty of time to goof off at the radio
station. And also, so as not to offend my good friends at the prestigious
Newhouse School of Communications, Ill throw in the fact that theyve got a
great program up there. But the truth is, you dont learn sportscasting in the
classroom. You learn by doing itby spinning the arrow and announcing a board
game or by turning down the sound on the TV and pretending to call the action.
Thats how you become a sportscaster. You dont read it in a book.
 

I learned it in part by reading the scores on Saturday nights 
 in the WAER studio. Every Saturday in the fall, about a
trillion college football scores would come across the wires. I had to choose
which ones to read. One time, I just reported every
tenth score; it made no difference to me whether the game had any relevance to listeners
in upstate New York. Nonetheless, at the conclusion of my freshman year, I was
picked by the senior staff to be WAERs sports director. I kept the job for
three years. As sports director I wasnt paid, but I did get to assign myself
all the good stuff. At Syracuse, that meant I announced basketball.
 

Dave Bing was the star, and Jim Boeheim, who would later coach the
Orangemen, was also on the team. Boeheim was quite a playerhe didnt look
smooth, but he sure hustled and got the job done. When Syracuse made the NCAA
tournament in 1966, the Orangemen had to play the Duke Blue Devils. As good as
Bing was, it was Boeheim who starred that night. Duke still won the game by ten
points, but if it werent for Boeheim, the game would have been a rout.
 

When Id broadcast a road game, I was a one-man traveling band. Id take
a bus or sometimes fly in a small plane. The announcer for a commercial radio
station in Syracuse, which also broadcast the road games, was a pilot. So hed
get one of those twin-engine planes and invite me along. I was nuts for
accepting his invitation. One winter night we flew back from the University of
Massachusetts. It was freezing and the plane started to drop. Thankfully he
righted it in time, but it scared the hell out of me. Anyway, when I would
arrive at a road game, Id plug my equipment into a telephone line, and that
was it. Broadcasting a game on radio was like making a two-hour phone call,
except the phone company supposedly gave you a higher quality line.
 

One time I went to announce a SyracuseSt. Johns game at Alumni Hall in
Queens. My uncle Joe came along and sat next to me. The entire game, he was
asking me, How do you know the game is actually going on the air? I give him
an exasperated look and said, If there was a problem, they would have called. The next day, I took a flight back to Syracuse. At the
radio station, I was asked if everything went well at the game before the
transmitter blew in Syracuse. When exactly did the transmitter blow? Right
before the opening tip-off. I had announced the entire game to myself! Actually
it was one of my better calls. Did anyone hear any mistakes? Dont answer that,
Uncle Joe.
 
There was another game, at the University of
Pittsburgh, where I arrived late for the tip-off. I had miscalculated how long
the drive from Syracuse would take. A quick-thinking technician back at WAER
piped in the Pittsburgh college stations broadcast, so when I got there I just
joined my counterpart on the broadcast, which was now being heard in two
cities. The Pittsburgh announcer was a little over the top, but I joined right
in. I called one of the Syracuse players, a center by the name of Val Reid,
uncoordinated. Thats a description we used all the time on the playground. I
thought nothing of it. Six-foot ten-inch Valentine Reid thought differently.
One of his friends told him about my comment, and when I got back to Syracuse,
Reid was waiting at the station to have a little chat with me. Sitting in my
little sports directors office, Reid looked anything but uncoordinated.
Actually, he looked like he was going to methodically re-coordinate me and my
office! I dont know exactly what I saidprobably some taken out of context
mumbo jumbobut I somehow calmed him down. He seemed satisfied and leftin a
very coordinated way, I might add. I had learned a valuable lesson from that
encounter. People out there are actually listening!
 
For me, the
highlight of announcing Syracuse games was the 1967 National Invitational
Tournament (NIT). In 1967, the NIT was still a big deal. Not every team made
the NCAA tournament, and playing in New York City was something spe 
cial. Tournament games were played at the old Madison Square
Gardenthe very place where, as a kid, I saw countless Knicks and Rangers
games, not to mention college basketball and Harlem Globetrotters games. What a
thrill! I was just nineteen years old, and I entered through the press gate,
where I had never walked before. Standing off to the side was Muhammad Ali!
Just standing there, no entourage or anything. Thats the way it was at the old
Garden.
 
Syracuse played New Mexico in a first-round game. I was so
nervous about calling the game that I memorized the starting five of the New
Mexico Lobos and kept saying it over and over in my head. Hoover, Nelson,
Morgan, Monroe, and Daniels. Daniels was Mel Daniels, who went on to star in
the ABA. I engrained that starting five in my head so deeply that to this day,
nearly forty years later, its still there. New Mexico won the game by one
point, and there was a controversial foul call at the end that went against
Syracuse. The details are a little fuzzy. What is clear is the Lobos starting
five. I wish I could remember what I did yesterday as well as I can recall
Hoover, Nelson, Morgan, Monroe, and Daniels.
 
At the end of my
sophomore year at Syracuse, all the kids who worked at the college station got
together for a year-end party. Big time: Coca-Cola and chips. For a goof, my
roommate, Dug Gillis, and I decided to fill the sportscast with the most
ridiculous clichs we could think of. I remember we were reading minor-league
baseball scores. As I recall, the Toronto Maple Leafs had lost to the Syracuse
Chiefs so we said something like Syracuse shook the Leafs 64. The Louisville Colonels got outsaluted 42. I know this sounds pretty tame todayin the ESPN
era where the sportscasters make up all kinds of off-the-wall phrasesbut back
in 1965, my roommate and I couldnt stop laughing. When we finished our little
spoofcast, the program director called us over and said he
thought it was the best show we had ever done! That guy probably went on to
become some high-ranking ESPN executive.
 
During my sophomore year,
I also developed the idea of hosting the First Annual College Sportscasting Conference. I invited kids from East Coast colleges to attend. Marty Glickman
and Marv Albert, then a young New York sportscaster, both agreed to speak, for
only the price of a plane ticket. Glickman gave the keynote address. It was the
winter of 1966, and yet I still remember his speech. He said, When youre
announcing, speak English, not jock talk. He said that you never hear a
football player tell a teammate, Here I am toting my pigskin. The football player is carrying the ball. Keep it simple! And Glickman said, Do your homework. It sounded kind of odd. After all, sports is supposed to be fun. But
he said you have to prepare thoroughly for your broadcasts. Learn the players,
learn their hometowns. And learn how to pronounce their names properly.
He told of how he once went to announce a game at North Carolina State. When he was given
the roster, he asked how to pronounce a certain name. The first name was Bernie
and the last name was Yurin. It was pronounced just as you would guess, and
just as he feared: urine. Glickman said his radio technician was rolling in the
aisles during the broadcast as Glickman uttered such broadcast pearls as,
Yurin is dribbling down the court, Yurin shoots, and Yurin is really hot
tonight!




On Saturdays during my senior year, I would do the
hourly newscasts on the AM rock station in Syracuse. The big news was generally
about fires and car accidents. In 1968, though, after Martin Luther King was
assassinated, the news was much more than that. There were riots going on
around the country. To me, that was real news. So I canned the local 
 car accident stories and read wire copy about the riots
that were taking place. The program director called me on the phone and told me to cut it out. Ill never forget what he said next: Do some stories about
Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. Anything. You dont want to make the natives
restless. His exact words. I thought that was abject censorship of the news,
not to mention racism. I was rattled, but I certainly didnt want to be the
cause of riots in the city of Syracuse. I did what I was told; no martyr was I.
And I certainly didnt want to jeopardize my $2.75 an hour, or whatever the
station was paying me to be a big-time radio newscaster.
 

Incidentally, also during my senior year, I would work one hour a
nightfrom 10:30 to 11:30for the local ABC television station. I ran the audio
board for the late news. The station didnt have a full-time audio man, if you
can believe it. My job was to turn the anchormans microphone on and off. Tough
job. In those days, TV stations werent on all night. After the news, this
station would run a late movie, play the national anthem, and sign off. That
meant the technician on duty could go home when the movie ended. One night, I
stayed late after my exhausting audio shifton, off, on, offand I peeked
into the control room. A movie projector in the control room played the film,
just like in the movie theater, so during the commercials the projector would
stop. The technician would unthread the movie and tug on the film so that it
would go directly from the top reel to the bottom. Then, before the commercial
was over, he would rethread the movie and start showing it again. During every
commercial break, he would spool off several minutes of the film. In so doing,
he would substantially advance his quittin time. No one ever called the
station. There were stories at this station of famous movies being played with
the reels out of order. And still nobody called. Thats television.
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AND NOBODY GOT HURT




MARCH 2002, HI
CORBETT FIELD, TUCSON, ARIZONA. In a spring training game, Colorados
Mark Little was beaned by a pitch. He went down for a moment. When he got up, he
ran to third. Give that man a road map!



 

 

A kid from
my dormitory at Syracuse once asked me, Do you actually listen to
what youre saying? What do you mean? I asked. He explained, You make no
sense! That did wonders for my confidence. But undaunted, during the spring of
my senior year, I sent out 150 letters and rsums to the three network
television stations in the top fifty markets. One hundred forty-seven stations
ignored me. An NBC affiliate in New Orleans asked for a tape. I sent it in and
never heard from them again. WCBS-TV in New York City actually called me in for
an interviewthat was big timebut then they told me I should go get a job in
Minneapolis or somewhere and get back to them. Minneapolis turned out to be
Dayton, Ohio, and, as it turned out, I got back to WCBS nine years later. I had
struck out looking for a sports job, so I took a job at WLWD-TV in Dayton as a
newsman.
 
I had interned at WLWD during the summer following my
senior year at Syracuse, and the station offered me a full-time job after I
completed a masters program in communications at Syracuse
in the winter of 1970. (In the midst of going for my masters, I served four
months in the Army Reserves.) I was hired as a news anchor and reporter for the
hefty salary of $170 per week. I was thrilled! I was getting married to Jill,
and this was a great opportunity. We married about six months after I started
in Dayton. The stations program director told me that when I returned from my
honeymoon wed discuss a contract. Wow. They wanted to lock me in, and Id be
rich. I had delusions of grandeur. I fancied myself breaking the $10,000-
a-year barrier. Maybe Id hit $10.5K! A couple of weeks after returning from
Bermuda, I asked the program director if he was ready to talk contract. He
said, No, that it was just something he had told me so that I wouldnt go
looking for a new job during my honeymoon. As if I was planning to go door to
door on the island looking for on-air work. Welcome to
broadcasting, I thought.
 
I stayed in Dayton for three and
a half years. At one point, the station named me coanchor of the eleven oclock
news. I was teamed with a smooth, veteran newsman named Dick Bay, and the
station promoted the newscast on billboards throughout the city as the
Bay-Berman Report. At the time, the afternoon talk show at the
station was The Phil Donahue Show. It was then just a local
show that a couple of other affiliates in Ohio had started to pick up. Phil
used to walk through our newsroom to look at the pictures that came over the
wires, so one day I told him that I had a terrific idea for one of his shows.
Me: the youngest eleven P.M. anchorman within miles! Phil said that would be great, terrific even, for the first three minutes of his show. But what would I do for the other fifty-seven? I just skulked away, never getting even my three minutes on Donahue.
 
At one point during our run, Dick Bay
asked me if I wanted to fill out a ratings book. Turns out one of the ratings
services, either Nielsen or Arbitron, had sent him a diary
to fill out to help determine the broadcast ratings. Dick had explained to the
rating company that he worked at a TV station, but they didnt care. They just
wanted as many diaries completed as possible. Dick had gotten tired of filling
his out, so I did it one week. I marked down that my household watched WLWD-TV
News every night at six and eleven. In the comments area I wrote, That Len
Berman guy is really great. Didnt help; the newscasts ratings were worse
than ever. The Bay-Berman Report lasted just thirteen
weeks.


 
I never loved working in news. In those days, almost nothing
was live. Moonwalks and political conventions were carried live, but that was
about it. I found sports to be a lot more exciting. So, during my years in
Dayton, I kept applying for sports jobs in other cities. Somehow I became a
finalist for a sports job at WBZ-TV in Boston, an NBC affiliate. Boston! Big
city. Big-time sports. And I read in the Boston Globe that the
salary was $37,500. At the time, my wife and I thought that was all the money
in the world. Turns out, it wasntand thats why the job was still open. Frank
Deford, the great Sports Illustrated writer, among others, had
rejected the job because it didnt pay enough. So it all came down to a second
audition between me and a kid from Peoria. The kid from Peoria won. Buthis
wife was pregnant, they didnt want to leave Peoria, et cetera, et cetera. And
thats how I got the job. Timing, dumb luck, and, I hope, a bit of skill. Of
course, the job didnt pay the advertised $37,500. The station started me on
the weekends for a few months and paid me around $22,000. I was still
ecstatic.
 
When I was just starting out in Boston, the Sunday
Globe greeted me one October morning with
the headline: CHANNEL 4S BERMAN
OFF TO A SLOW START. Really? It was news to me. I thought I was
doing okay. My bosses seemed satisfied. I wasnt getting too much hate mail
written in crayon. I thought my job was to please my audience and the people
who hired me. Now there was something new in the equation. TV sports critics.
(More on them later!) The article was written by Jack Craig, the longtime TV
sports critic of the Globe. It wasnt a cheap-shot article. In
fact, Craig treaded in very controversial waters. He made the point that I was
an outsider. True. I was a New Yorker who had worked in Ohio. I wasnt a native
New Englander who had lived and diedmake that died and diedwith the fortunes
of the Red Sox. (When I first joined the station, Craig asked me if I knew Red
Sox history from the 1940s and 1950s. I lied and said, Sure. What was the point, really? If Rico Petrocelli hits a homer for the 1973 Sox, does it really
matter what happened in 1942? To Boston fans, apparently so. I played along.) But Craig brought up another interesting point in his column. He said because
so much of the Boston audience is Catholic, it is possible that the viewers are
unwilling to accept a Jewish sportscaster. I thought that was a great issue to
raise. But it upset a lot of individuals and more than a few Jewish groups. I
think its a legitimate question, though. Craig made the point that you cant
look inside the viewers hearts to determine the answer.
 
In truth,
it took me nearly three years on the air to be accepted by the Boston audience.
I probably owe my biggest thanks to the 1975 Red Sox. That year, the team made
it to the World Series. All of their games were broadcast on my TV station.
Fans like winners and, by extension, the people who broadcast winners.
 

It was during my years in Boston that live shots came to pass. I have the
distinction of doing the very first live shot with a
Minicam in the history of WBZ-TV. It was June 7, 1976, and the Celtics had just
won the NBA title. The team was returning from Phoenix, and there I was for
WBZs virgin live shot at Logan Airport. One minor problem. There was a union
dispute going on at the station and the TV technicians were out on strike. They
were not a happy bunch, and one of the union guys tipped over the mast on the
TV truck. Thats the tall antenna that relays the video to the television
station. Good-bye live shot! Fortunately (or not), live shots were here to
stay. After that, if the mayor blew his nose: live shot! And to this day when
somebody is on remote, his or her station puts the word
LIVE on the screen the entire time.
Its as if they fear that were they to drop the LIVE for
a split second, some guy at home would say to his wife: My goodness, Mabel,
Berman was live, but now it doesnt say it. So he must be
dead!


 
After five years in Boston, I was dead. The station fired
mewell, actually, they didnt pick up my option. One guy who wasnt unhappy to
see me go was the great Bobby Orr. Orr is unquestionably one of the greatest
hockey players ever, and he is New England royalty. Take a look at that classic
still photograph of Orr scoring the winning goal during overtime against St.
Louis in the 1970 Stanley Cup Finals. He is flying through the air as he shoots
the puck. The camera catches him in midair, parallel to the ice. It is a moment
frozen in time for all of New England to cherish. Fans talk of another great
Bobby Orr moment that wasnt caught on film. In a hockey game against the
California Golden Seals, Orr lost his glove at center ice and later started a
rush from behind his own goal line. He headed up the ice eluding Golden Seal
after Golden Seal. As he approached center ice, he reached down and 
 scooped up his glove while skating in full stride. And he
kept going: a length of the ice rush to take a shot on goal! The fairy-tale
ending has Orr scoring. He didnt, but the story nonetheless captures the
beauty of Orr. He was a defenseman who controlled the game offensively.
 

I admired him, but it wasnt mutual. Heres what happened. In 1973, the
Mets played the Reds in the National League playoffs. During Game Three, things
got ugly at Shea Stadium. Pete Rose slid hard into second base, taking out
shortstop Buddy Harrelsons legs. Harrelson and Rose tangled, and then all hell
broke loose. When Rose headed out to left field in the bottom of the inning, a
fan threw a whiskey bottle at him from the upper deck at Shea. I went on the
air in Boston and criticized those New York fans. A New Yorker was upset by
my commentary and wrote me a nasty note saying I was wrong to blame the fans.
Blame the players, he said. Monkey see, monkey do. I filed that thought away.
Now fast-forward to a Bruins game at Boston Garden the following January. Bobby
Orr was playing on fragile knees and got nailed with what all of Boston thought
was an illegal check. No penalty was called. Orr, generally a mild-mannered
player, went nuts. As he skated off the ice, he whacked his stick into the
boards breaking it in pieces. Then, a fan from the upper deck of Boston Garden
chucked a folding chair onto the ice. On the eleven oclock news that night, I
declared that if Bobby Orr doesnt smash his stick, he doesnt incite the
crowd and that Orr should be given some blame for the mayhem that ensued. Talk
about blasphemy. Orr was incensed.
 
I requested an interview with
Orr the next day and he told the Bruins PR man to Tell Berman to go fuck himself. Wow. He wasnt the only one. Bep Guidolin, the Bruins coach, wouldnt
talk to me. Eventually, Guidolin said something like, How could you say such a
thing? Bobby Orr is Jesus Christ. He really said that. Right on camera. Now I
havent spent all that much time curled up with the New
Testament, but Im fairly certain when the big guy walked on water way back
when, he wasnt wearing skates. But thats how they felt about Orr in
Bostonand they didnt need some know-it-all sportscaster criticizing him. Over
the years, Bobby and I have smoothed things over. Weve joked about the
incident, and he has even invited me to his home in the Boston area. Hes as
classy an athlete as they come. In retrospect, there might even have been a
modicum of truth to my assertion. But Im blaming the whole episode on that New
York sports fan. If hed have kept his opinion to himself, I wouldnt have been
able to steal it.
 
I dont think the Orr incident had much to do
with it, but in any case in June 1978 I was off the air in Boston. Talk about a
wake-up call! Heres how I found out. First, I became suspicious when they
stopped airing my promo. As most stations do, WBZ had these cute little ads
promoting its news talent. A friend at the station told me they took mine out
of the rotation. That was a tip-off, only a bit more subtle than returning from
vacation and finding someone else sitting at your desk. A few weeks later, one
of my wifes friends called from Miami. She had read in the paper that a
sportscaster down there had accepted a job at WBZ in Boston. I figured he
wouldnt be sitting in my lap at the news desk, so I knew my time was short.
People will tell you, Its not what they did, its how they did it. I hate
that line. Of course its what they did. They could have
dropped me from the top of the Green Monster at Fenway Park and it wouldnt
have changed a thing. I was fired. How they did it? Who cares.
Dead is dead.


 
After about year of freelancing for HBO Sports, I
once again applied for a job at WCBS-TV in New York. I figured that I had done my stint in Minneapolis. They were looking for a six P.M. weekday sportscaster. The auditions again came down to two people: veteran New York sportscaster Sal Marciano and me. Marciano wasnt living in Illinois, his wife wasnt pregnant, and he got the job. The station gave me the booby prize: weekends.
 
I started sportscasting in New York City in 1979. That year, the Seattle Supersonics won the NBA championship. In the twenty-five years since, Seattles baseball, football, and basketball teams have yet to win another title. (In 2004, the Seattle Storm, of the WNBA, won the championship.) In other major cities, such as Cleveland, the drought has lasted far longer.
Meanwhile, New York area teams have won fifteen championships in the four major
sports: thats four each for the Yankees and Islanders, three for the Devils,
two for the Giants, and one each for the Mets and Rangers. I guess were a bit
spoiled in the New York City area.
 
Spanning the World was born
in the summer of 1981. There was a wire-service item about a harness race
somewhere in the Midwest. As the horses neared the finish line, the lead horse
turned and bit the horse running next to him in the neck. Now, when youre
working TV sports, this is one of those Ive gotta see that highlight!
stories. So my producer, Cliff Gelb, tracked down the footage. We were
flabbergasted. Now admittedly we werent the biggest horse racing fans on
earth, but, my god, this was unique. The track announcer yelled into his
microphone, This is the damndest thing Ive ever seen! A horse racing fan
later told me that this behavior wasnt so uniquein the trade, its known as
savagingbut to a couple of city kids raised on stickball and hoops, this was
a big deal.
 
So Cliff and I were sitting there dumbfounded by this
footage and we decided that we couldnt just treat it as a normal,
run-of-the-mill nightly news highlight: The Mets won, the
Yankees lost, and a horse bit the crap out of the nag in second place. So we
decided to package the highlight. In TV news, its all about the packaging.
Whatever it is, it might be commonplace, but if you label it as
something it becomes special. Its Exclusive! Or its The
result of a six-month investigation. Whatever. We wondered what we should call
our one-of-a-kind find. We decided that since ABC Sports Spans the Globe in
Wide World of Sports, we should span something else. So we
chose the world. I guess we could have spanned the galaxy, but if aliens were
running into walls chasing fly balls on the planet Ork, I couldnt be sure we
would get the footage.
 
We found some old Movietone music and some
goofy black-and-white footage and put together a nice, neat package. The
introductory footage featured a fight between two cats wearing boxing gloves
and film of some guy taking a cannonball shot to his stomach. You know, real
classy stuff. And voil! Spanning the World was born. We had just one
highlight in the first spanning: an overly aggressive, famished horse.


 

When I moved over to WNBC-TV in 1986, I knew I wanted to do a monthly
edition of Spanning the World. Two outfielders colliding in baseball was old
hat. But a guy trying to pick up a ball in left field and instead picking up a
hot dog wrappernow that had potential. An out-of-control skier tumbling down a
mountain? Mildly funny. An ambulance comes to get him? Not funny. So I had one
basic rule: NOBODY GOT HURT! I must admit though, if a guy skis off a cliff in
Liechtenstein, I dont always know his physical condition. So I do the
journalistically prudent thing. I lie! Just kidding. (Okay, not
entirely.)
 
My producers and I created a new
opening to Spanning the World. We used some goofy color footage and added the
incomparable voice of NBCs longtime announcer Don Pardo (Saturday
Night Live, The Price Is Right, Jeopardy!). At the end of the package,
Don intones: Join us next time for Spanning the Worldif there
is a next time! I honestly didnt know if there would be.
That was March of 1987. Spanning has aired every month since on WNBC. In
August of 1989, it began airing monthly on NBCs Today show.
Along the way Ive appeared on Dick Clarks blooper shows, David Letterman, and
Conan OBrien. And all because a racehorse got hungry!
 
During my
first appearance on the Today show, Bryant Gumbel called over
to Jane Pauley. Watch this poor slob run full speed into the
vault in gymnastics instead of over it! said Gumbel. The
gymnast was Brian Meeker, of the University of Minnesota. He was a two-time Big
Ten all-around champion. Quite a gymnast, really. But as he was competing at
the National Sports Festival in Syracuse in 1981, he had a slight mishap. The
idea is to run really fast, put your hands on the vault, and flip over it. This
time, though, Meeker ran smack into it. Thud! He wasnt hurt, but he was
slightly embarrassed. He is better known for that mishap than for all of his
accomplishments. Several years later, I gave Meeker a second-chance vault. He
easily cleared the exercise. I showed the new footage on Spanning the World. As Meeker flew through the air in slow motion, we played the Hallelujah Chorus. Meekers flub was in Spannings original color opening.
 

It has since been replaced by footage of a baseball player running full
speed right through the wooden fence in the outfield. In May 1991, at Civic
Stadium in Portland, Oregon, the minor-league Beavers were hosting Vancouver.
Chip Hale hit a long fly ball to right. Vancouver outfielder Rodney McCray went
back for it and ran full bore through the plywood outfield
fenceright through the wall! He didnt make the grab. What makes the clip so
terrific is the audio. You hear a hollow thud. McCray became an instant
celebrity. He later made it to the major leagues, playing sixty-seven games
with the White Sox and Mets, but all anybody wanted to talk to him about was
his running through the wall. The day that it happened, there were wire reports
claiming McCray had lost a tooth, but I interviewed him the following day via
satellite and he denied the reports. He was in one piece. Halfway through our
television interview, though, the satellite went down and the screen turned to
snow. Somehow, I thought that was fitting. Weve used this clip of McCray in
the opening of Spanning the World for years. Its a step up from a couple of
cats fighting, and it still brings a laughno matter how many times you see
it.
 
There was one clip that I never used on Spanning the World.
I didnt think it was appropriate to show on an evening newscast or on a
morning show such as Today. But I did air it one night on
Late Night with Conan OBrien. Conans show airs after the
Tonight Show, at a time when a little PG-13 humor wouldnt be
inappropriate. In a mid-1990s soccer match between two European teams, the
players lined up for a free kick. Bunched in front of the goal mouth, a player
from one team reached back and tickled a player from the opposing team. Let me
put it this way: it was a particularly sensitive area and the assaulted player
was not at all happy. He threw up his arms in a beseeching manner, as if to ask
the referee and anyone else who happened to notice, What in the world is this
jerk doing? On Conans show, we played the clip at regular speed. We played it
in slow-motion replay. We drew a circle around the offended area, just in case
the viewer wasnt focused on it. After playing the footage several times, I
said that I could understand why the player was upset. Because in soccer, I
explained matter-of-factly, youre not supposed to use your hands. Now,
every time Ive used that line at a party or at a speaking
engagement, people laugh. When I said it on Conans show, though, you could
have heard a pin drop. When NBC replayed that show several months later,
anchorwoman Sue Simmons, my partner in crime on the New York news, was only too
happy to point out that Nobody laughed the second time, either!
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SPANNING THE WORLD
 OF BASEBALL


 

APRIL 2004, VICTORY FIELD, INDIANAPOLIS.
Indianapolis Indians first baseman Jeff Liefer went to the bathroom in the
clubhouse between innings. He couldnt get out. He was locked inside the
bathroom and the game was delayed for twenty minutes. After he was rescued,
Liefer said, I dont want to be remembered as the guy who got stuck in the
bathroom. I dont think he has a choice in the matter. In fact, I think his
place in baseball history is secure. Ive dubbed him the Sultan of
Squat.
 
JUNE 1996, SHEA STADIUM, NEW
YORK. Edgar Renteria, of the Florida Marlins, hit a comebacker to the
mound. Mets pitcher Pete Harnisch stuck out his rear end and butted the ball
over to third baseman Jeff Kent who threw to first for the out. Now thats what
Id call a major-league ass-ist!
  

JULY 2000, COORS FIELD, DENVER. Dodger Todd
Hollandsworths bat shattered as he hit the ball. The ball went to second base
and half the bat went toward first. Rockies second baseman Todd Walker came up
with the ball, but his off-balance throw was in the dirt. It bounced off the
broken portion of the bat and rolled away. Hollandsworth was safe at first. The
official scorer gave him a hit; some thought he should have been awarded
two.
 
OCTOBER 1992, ANAHEIM STADIUM.
Texas Ranger David Hulse fouled off a ball. It went zooming into the Angels
dugout. He fouled off a second ball. Same spot. And then a third ball. At this
point, the Angels
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