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​ Introduction

 


Readers often want to know about how a story
was written. With much of my fiction, I have to shrug my shoulders
and say, "Beats me. It just came from that odd space between my
ears."

The genesis of nonfiction pieces, however,
is usually quite transparent. Ideas arise, some more obvious than
others, and the requisite interviews are conducted. The writing
flows inevitably from there.

That's how it worked for the feature story.
By the time I sat down to write "A Funny Thing Happened on the Way
to Tully Forum" fourteen years ago, I'd accumulated so much
hilarious material, the piece pretty much wrote itself.

The bonus story that appears with it, "The
End of a Rotten Day," also wrote itself but in a way quite atypical
for my sports writing. No interviews preceded it, and it includes
not a single quote. Its droll humor arose purely out of a peculiar
frame of mind I found myself in. Its writing had an almost
fiction-like feel to it. But it worked. A friend and colleague told
me, "You were born to write that piece."

The way I see it, one of the few things
better than laughter is making other people laugh. When these two
pieces first appeared, they did both. As I prepared them for this
electronic book format, they made me laugh all over again. They
rank among my all-time favorites. I trust they'll give you as much
reading pleasure as they've given me.

 


 



 


 


A Funny Thing Happened On The Way To Tully
Forum

​​


Jan. 28, 1998

Lowell, Massachusetts

A live turkey tied to a goalpost… the famous
"zip code" speech and the infamous money on the table… a geyser in
the visitors' locker room during a national championship game…

If you look at the nondescript exterior of
UMass-Lowell's Tully Forum, you'd never guess the oft-bizarre
history that lurks within.

On the outside, it reminds
you of NYPD Blue's Andy Sipowicz — gritty, blue-collar and a tad on the ugly
side when you get right down to it. But penetrate that exterior and
start sifting through the legends and you instead get the
crazy-as-a-bedbug Jim Carrey — one saah-mokin',
allll-riiiighty-then madcap zoo of a barn.
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On Jan. 23, 1998, the River Hawks played
their last game in the building, a 2-2 tie with Providence. Four
nights later, they opened its replacement, the justly-hyped,
6,496-seat Paul E. Tsongas Arena.

For recent converts to River Hawk hockey —
those who have never met the Jim Carrey side — the switch simply
represents a chance to move into a wonderful arena that offers that
time-honored real estate adage: location, location, location. Tully
Forum is located six miles from the school; the Tsongas Arena is in
the heart of the campus.

But old-timers who have met the face behind
Tully Forum's mask know that the Tsongas Arena may never match its
predecessor's vivid history.

 


The Turkey with the Trots

Allll riiiighty then.

If someone is crazier than a bedbug, does is
make sense to examine his ancestors?

Of course. Especially if the ancestors are
even more gonzo than the progeny.

Onward, then, to a Feb. 4, 1978, game held
at Skate 3 in Tyngsboro, Lowell's home rink prior to the move to
Tully Forum for the 1980-81 season.

For some time, the University of Lowell (as
it was then called before merging with other schools and becoming
UMass-Lowell) had cast envious stares down Route 495 toward its
more successful Division II neighbor, Merrimack College. Merrimack
had just won its third ECAC Division II championship and would,
later that season, crush its opposition in the first NCAA Division
II championships, defeating Mankato State 6-1 in the semifinal game
and Lake Forest 12-2 in the final.

"They were what we wanted to become," says
Bill Riley, Lowell's colorful coach during those years. "We could
never seem to catch them."

Merrimack had dominated the series, winning
11 out of 12 games. Obsessed with the Warriors, Riley had
personally scouted their last three games in search of
weaknesses.

"Every game I went to, one of their
defensemen got hurt," says Riley. "So I was licking my chops
figuring that this was our year. I think they played us with three
healthy defensemen."

On the verge of a breakthrough, Riley pulled
out all the stops.

"At the time, we had a fan support group
called The Wild Men," he remembers. "The manager of my team was
also the president of The Wild Men. They used to like to get things
rocking and rolling.

"It was around Thanksgiving and the manager
kept sending Thanksgiving pictures to the Merrimack goalie in his
dormitory. The pictures were of turkeys and feathers with the
goalie's face superimposed on top.

"So I gave him twenty bucks and told him to
go up into New Hampshire and get me a live turkey and we'd tie it
to the net when Merrimack came onto the ice. The goalie would get
the message.

"They tied the turkey to the goalpost, but
the minute it touched the ice, it passed out or something. That
wasn't the show I wanted to see. It wasn't running around like a
chicken with its head cut off.

"Meanwhile, all it did was keep going the
bathroom all over the ice. There was [excrement] everywhere in the
crease. So now the Merrimack players had to go over there and
scrape the stuff off.

"This girl, an animal rights advocate, ran
onto the ice and untied the turkey and started holding onto him and
clutching him to her chest. Meanwhile the turkey is still going to
the bathroom all over her."

The outrageous prank, however, backfired.

"We outshot them something like three to one
because they were so weak on defense," says Riley, "but wouldn't
you know, they still tied us, 3-3. It was all our own fault because
the goalie was damned if he was going to let the puck in the
net."

A postscript to the story occurred at a
practice the next week when two men showed up and flashed a badge
at Riley.

"You the coach here?" they asked. "You Bill
Riley?"

"Yeah," he answered.

"Well, we've got a live turkey down at the
dog pound," they said. "You've got to get it out of there."

"Oh, that's not my turkey," replied Riley.
"That's [Merrimack coach] Tom Lawlor's turkey."

The two men shook their heads and walked
away.

 


The Broken Fist

On Dec. 2, 1978, still playing out of Skate
3, Lowell hosted Colby College. The Chiefs led in the game, but
kept taking penalties and eventually lost because of Colby
power-play goals.

"We were playing like a bunch of punks,"
says Riley. "I was so mad, I hit the locker room door as hard as I
could to prove a point. Sometimes, you role play as a coach. I
could even put tears in my eyes to emphasize a point. But this time
I didn't have to role play. I was really mad.

"As soon as I hit it, I knew I'd broken
something.

"The next day, I walked in and had it in a
cast. I was hiding it inside my sports jacket. For three-quarters
of the pre-game meal, I looked like Napoleon."

Of course, there was no real hiding it.

"It was pretty embarrassing," says Riley.
"I'd go to the bank teller and she'd say, 'What happened to your
arm?'

"'Oh, you don't want to know.'

"'No, tell me, what happened to your
arm?'

"'Well, I punched a locker room door.'

"And she'd give me that look, like, 'Oh, how
childish, how juvenile, how immature.'"

But Riley had made his point. After opening
with three wins and four losses prior to the broken fist, the
Chiefs posted a 24-2-0 record the rest of the way and won a
Division II national championship, their first of three in four
years.

"Those were the things I'd do to try to get
the point across," he says with a laugh. "Half of it was smoke and
mirrors, but you can do that when you're younger."

 


Get Your Red Hot Lobsters

The school bought the Forum, originally
constructed in 1964, with money appropriated by the state
legislature, primarily at the behest of State Senator Joe Tully.
The rink, however, was "a pig pen" and no money had been provided
for its renovation.

There was no heat, no hot water for showers,
a 40-foot hole in the roof covered by a tarpaulin, and a chain-link
fence for glass in the end zone. Players' longjohns would freeze in
the locker rooms.

Although a couple years later, State Senator
Phil Shea was able to push through renovations appropriations of
$500,000 for two years straight, Lowell supporters initially were
on their own. Friends of the athletes, tradespeople and others in
the community spent their weekends in a labor of love.

Riley and his assistant coaches, Gary Bishop
and Mike Geragosian, built the boards themselves as part of a
federal jobs-training program in which the carpenter doing the
training had no one else to teach.

"We didn't get paid for it, but we had this
guy to take us along," remembers Riley. "There was nobody in the
program, so we did all the work ourselves."

Although the boards surrounding the
185-by-85 foot ice surface — renowned for its tiny neutral zone —
turned out quite nicely, the three coaches weren't always so
successful.

"There'd be a time after we painted the
bleachers when people would come up and say they had paint on their
pants or on their blouse," says Riley. "We'd just plead the fifth.
We were painting the things in November and it was still humid and
cool. The damn paint never took."

The building slowly began to take form. What
it initially lacked in aesthetics, it made up for in other ways.
When hosting the Division II NCAA championship one year, for
example, Riley's people used the hot dog bin to boil lobsters in
the afternoon for the NCAA committee members. The following year,
Riley was promptly asked if he was ready to host the NCAAs
again.

 


The Geyser in the Locker Room

With renovations incomplete, all the piping
was exposed under stands — where one could also buy beer and wine —
and in the locker rooms. This fact had a bizarre and comic impact
on the Mar. 14, 1981, D-II national championship game against
Plattsburgh State.

"They had a big kid named Poulin, who was a
real force," says Riley. "He was a nice guy, but I knew he was a
hothead. So we sent a defenseman after him every period to hit him,
hit him, hit him, and get his mind off the game and into the
physical part of it.

"And the kid went for it. Oh man, did he go
for it."

After several penalties and a misconduct,
Plattsburgh State coach Herb Hammond sent Poulin to the locker room
before the second period was even over. Whether Hammond was going
to summon him for the third period is unclear, but the combustible
Poulin entered the locker room in a rage.

"The kid was so mad, he starting pulling the
pipes off the wall," says Riley. "Eventually, he pulled off the
water pipes. The rink manager came over to me while the second
period was still going and said, 'Listen, Billy, that big forward
Poulin from Plattsburgh pulled the pipes right out of the wall.
There's water spraying all over their locker room. What do you want
me to do?'

"I said, 'You know what I want you to do.
Don't do a thing until the third period. Then turn the water
off.'

"Sure enough, the Plattsburgh team was going
into the third period for the national championship and they had
water spraying all over their locker room during intermission. They
probably went in the showers to stay dry."

Lowell won, 5-4, for its second national
championship. No one remembers how soggy the Plattsburgh State
uniforms were in the third period.

 


The Forum's Greatest
Game

Two years later, on Mar. 5, 1983, Lowell
hosted the D-II ECAC championships and sold 4,250 tickets for its
title game against Babson, despite the building's 3,200-seat
capacity.

"People just wanted to get in for the game
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The River Hawk Loses His Head
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