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This isn’t just a Q&A anthology, a long-form interview project featuring Jerry Izenberg. There’s much more to share.

To tell his story, to highlight various facets of his life’s work, it was important to reach out to dozens of people who’ve known Jerry and been familiar with his work. In some cases, this stretches back decades (including the late Dave Anderson, Jerry　Green, Dave  Kindred, John Schulian and Ira Berkow) while other distinguished sources (such as Jeremy Schaap, Wallace Matthews, Kevin Iole and Tom Verducci) gained appreciation for Izenberg’s newspaper gravitas, storytelling skills and sports knowledge later on.

This portion of the book shares insights from several dozen individuals who ’ve formed opinions about Jerry’s columns, his approach to writing, his passion for telling stories, his lifelong commitment to the craft.

Pick a place, any place, and Izenberg has probably stepped foot into the joint and observed mankind’s competitive fire within the boundaries of the building, or watched up close in American stadiums from coast to coast and during overseas reporting excursions.

In press boxes, boxing gyms, horse tracks, overseas sports venues, restaurants, TV studios, taxi cabs and elsewhere, Part II’s cast of characters has watched Izenberg go about  his work and then seen the finished product: polished, thought-provoking columns about an endless array of topics. Columns were always the hallmark of his career, of course, but they ’ve watched the TV appearances, heard the delightful sarcasm and rapid-fire knowledge of sports history on the radio and recognized the value of what he brought to the business.

Anecdotal tales of Jerry’s career fill the pages of Part II. What’s more, impressions of how and why he became one of the legends of American sports media are told again and again.

One year, in particular, is a culmination of all those stories.

In 2000, Izenberg received The Associated Press Sports Editors’ Red Smith Award, which is the highest honor given to a print journalist by the organization. In 2000, he was also inducted into the National Sportscasters and Sportswriters Association Hall of Fame (now known as the National Sports Media Association).

Writers rave about Izenberg’s never-wavering dedication, his precision in making a point, his unbridled enthusiasm for delivering a message in print and online, even as he approached his 90th birthday on September 10, 2020.

Broadcasters, too, expressed awe in his ability to stay fired up for the game, for championship week, for marquee fights, and for remaining true to his roots every step of the way.

In the section that follows, Izenberg’s peers explain why he’s a quintessential “old school newspaperman.” Others described him as an icon, a gifted pundit, a New Jersey legend, someone who is part of the Mount Rushmore of great sports journalists.

Personal memories from renowned journalists and broadcasters Robert Lipsyte, George Solomon, Bill Dwyre, Charley  Steiner, Mark Whicker, Jim Lampley, Dave  Sims and Ivan Maisel, among others, reflect on Jerry’s long list  of accomplishments. Admirers and critics,  they and  their contemporaries shine light on what’s made Izenberg so good—and so relevant—for so long.

***
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Starting in the fall of 2015, research, interviews and revisions were done over the next several years. There were times when the project was on hold for several weeks or months and little progress was made, but motivation was always there to keep focused on the task at hand. For me, though, this was one of those ah-ha moments that sparked interest in this project: In the days and weeks after Muhammad Ali’s passing in June 2016, Izenberg’s remarkable memory and a gift for storytelling enriched our understanding of The Greatest’s special place as a sports figure and global icon.

On radio and TV appearances, we were reminded once again of Izenberg’s unique place in sports journalism in the 20th and 21 st centuries.

His sustained excellence as a journalist has bridged the gap from the old school to the current era, with generations of readers learning the real stories behind the stories.

In 2019, Izenberg, then 89, completed his first novel. It’s a testament to his never-wavering commitment to his craft. Writing matters greatly to him. Telling stories is a gift that he’s shared with readers for decades.

The new book is called “After the Fire.” Izenberg, who was inducted into the New Jersey Hall of Fame in the same year, explained the project this way: “(It) is set in Newark, N.J., 1967-68 during and after the Newark Riot (26 dead) and the struggle between the Italians and the Afro-Americans for political control of the city in the wake of what was the first in a chain of civil explosions that long hot summer.

“I grew up in that city. It is where I went to college and where I lived and worked. Like our entire staff I helped cover that riot. Newark is the home of The Star-Ledger to which I  returned in 1962 after (four) years at the New York Herald Tribune. It is a city whose neighborhoods I walked and whose people I know and whose urban changes I witnessed.

“The book’s plot is centered around a mayoral election steeped in the emotional wake of the riot, three very real and prominent mafiosos who attempt to fix it—Richie ‘The Boot’ Boiardo, (Genovese Family), Carlo Gambino (the family of the same name) and Frank Costello (tied to Gambino). They inject a celebrity into the mix—a Jersey-born singer named Frank Sinatra.

“The trio of candidates who fuel and feed off the city-wide tensions are the Italo-American who founded the local White Citizens Council in the city’s North Ward, a charismatic Afro-American, who has captured the loyalty of the heavily Afro-American Central Ward, and an outsider who is also black, very wealthy and connected with the city’s financial power structure.

“Against that backdrop of fear, hate and insular desperation, a single ray of hope emerges as a continuing theme—the love affair between a black college girl and an Italian college boy. In the Newark of 1967 -68, they meet in the only place in the city that year where they could—the main post office with summer jobs.

“In what this Northern blue-collar town became back then they can’t even walk down the street holding hands. They date in secret. But, once revealed, their relationship impacts with every group and every set of parents in what that Newark had become.”

The wide world of sports, of course, is the big canvas on which Izenberg’s words painted vivid pictures about games, personalities and notable subjects, and they’ll be explored in the pages that follow.
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Jerry Izenberg’s newspaper career began in 1951 in a vastly different era. New York City was still home to three Major League Baseball teams (the Yankees, Giants and Dodgers), and it was in the middle of a golden era for baseball in the big city.

Izenberg started working for The Star-Ledger in his hometown of Newark as a copy boy. He also gained experience as a sports reporter for the Observer, the Rutgers-Newark student newspaper.

When he was a college junior, he began working with his lifelong colleague Sid Dorfman, who passed away in February 2014.

Sixty-plus years after Dorfman served as his first boss, Jerry paid tribute to him in a column. Izenberg’s mentor left an indelible mark on his life.

“To all of us, Sid Dorfman was the final arbiter on all things sports,” Izenberg wrote. “I am 83 years old and I cannot remember or even picture The Star-Ledger without Sid. All I know of its history begins with Sid.

“I worked for him as a college kid at The Star-Ledger when he was the slot man (night copy desk editor) and at his major operation called Dorf Feature Service that began as a clearinghouse for  high school sports scores and ultimately serviced the paper with suburban municipal meetings from the sewer commissions to the city councils and the boards of education. ”

After serving in the U.S. Army during the Korean War, Izenberg relaunched his career as  a newspaperman. He worked for weekly  newspapers. He paid the bills with a stint at the Paterson News, then moved to the New York Herald Tribune before returning to The Star-Ledger as a sports columnist, a full-time gig until 2009, when he scaled back his workload to so-called semi-retired status.

***
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Decade after decade, Izenberg delivered the goods. His sustained excellence as a sports writer, especially as a columnist, covers many subjects: the NFL and baseball, boxing and horse racing to name a few.

In October 2019, Izenberg was inducted into the New Jersey Hall of Fame, the 16th Hall of Fame to enshrine him.

Indeed, no small feat.

“It didn’t take me long to understand the value of a New Jersey upbringing,” Izenberg told The Star-Ledger in June 2019 for a story carrying the announcement of the 2019 inductees. “At 5:10 on a Sunday night, in Newark’s Beth Israel Hospital, a doctor slapped me on the ass and said, ‘You’re in New Jersey, kid. Go figure out how to survive.’ ”

Izenberg survived and thrived in his chosen profession.

His memoir, “Through My Eyes: A Sports Writer’s 58-Year Journey,” was published in 2009.

That didn’t signal the end of his career. It was simply one more milestone for the man born on Sept. 10, 1930, at Newark’s Beth Israel Hospital.

Izenberg keeps churning out columns for The Star-Ledger, crafting one-of-a-kind remembrances of sporting legends who’ve passed away and memorable dispatches on Triple  Crown horse races, Super Bowls and boxing fights and the run-up to these marquee events.

Simply put, being semi-retired isn’t a phrase that does justice to Jerry Izenberg.

“I’ve got to do something because it’s what I do,” he said in a 2017 interview. Writing authoritative books about boxing, for instance.

“The Golden Era of Heavyweight Boxing,” which covers the period from 1962 to 1997 , reaffirmed Izenberg’s reputation as a deeply  knowledgeable chronicler of the sweet science. One of the true insiders of the sport, his status as a boxing historian cannot be disputed.

Positive reviews of the book, which was published in February 2017, followed.

“Jerry Izenberg has written the most accurate and entertaining boxing book I have ever read, ” trainer Freddie Roach declared.

Writer John Schulian presented this viewpoint: “Once There Were Giants is a history lesson that dances the way Ali did and packs the wallop of Frazier’s left hook. Only Jerry Izenberg, with sixty-plus years of no-BS reporting and bristling prose behind him, could have brought back to life the greatest era boxing’s heavyweights ever saw. He knew the fighters from Liston and Foreman to Holmes and Tyson, and he had a pipeline to the mob guys, corner men, TV executives, and flimflamming promoters. There isn’t another sportswriter in America who’s been at ringside so long or tells the stories he found there so memorably.”

USA Today’s review stated: “An extraordinary, historically accurate chronicle of the golden era of heavyweight boxing in the U.S. one of those gems you can’t put down once you start reading.”

***
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An irreplaceable trademark of Izenberg’s career was his run of Super Bowls, from the first one in 1967 (at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum) until Super Bowl LIII in 2019 (at Mercedes-Benz Stadium in Atlanta).

In ending The Streak in 2020, Izenberg used his column to explain why he made that decision. (And it left Jerry Green of the Detroit News as the only newspaper columnist to attend every Super Bowl.)

“I’m old, not dead,” Izenberg wrote, while later admitting it’s a struggle for his 89-year-old legs to navigate large crowds and pound the pavement for long distances.

He prefaced that sentence by looking back at his long run of covering every pro gridiron title match since the Eisenhower administration.

“Fifty-three years,” Izenberg wrote. “That’s how long Part 2 of my pro football seasons always ended with the Super Bowl, a game whose name sounded like a breakfast cereal. Before that, from 1957 to 1966, there was a decade of NFL and AFL championship games, and I wrote about all of them, too—until now.

“This year, the streak will end. I won’t be at Super Bowl 54 in Miami.

“As I told Bill Vinovich, who will be the referee on Feb. 2, when the San Francisco 49ers meet the Kansas City Chiefs: ‘Flip the coin. You can start without me. It’s time to get off stage.’ ”

From his Nevada home, Izenberg wrote columns in the run-up to Super Bowl LIV, sharing memories of past games, colorful personalities and moments from Super Bowl week.

For his Super Bowl Sunday column, he predicted the correct final score: Chiefs 31 , 49ers 20.

Associated Press writer Tim Dahlberg’s column about Izenberg in the run-up to the Super Bowl wrapped up this way: “His friends are mostly all gone now, and his membership in a rare club is about to come to an end, like it has for all of them. Izenberg will watch this Super Bowl from the comfort of the sports book at the Sunset Station.

“He will, of course, write a column about the degenerate gamblers and what they thought of the game. Because while he may not be in Miami, a good writer never really quits.”

An Appraisal

––––––––
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How four columns spanning decades provides a meaningful introduction to Jerry Izenberg’s work. 

1 . On Junius Kellogg

In June 1965, Jerry Izenberg penned a column on former college basketball player Junius Kellogg, who was paralyzed 11 years earlier in a car accident.

In the early years of his gig as a columnist, there were clear signs that Jerry was in his element.

The column didn’t dwell on the life-changing aspect of Kellogg’s life, but showed how dignity and pride are central themes in his life. Without preaching, Izenberg also urged the public to support wheelchair athletes.

In slightly under 1 ,000 words, Izenberg’s column accomplished a lot.

It’s a revealing portrait of Izenberg’s career, a glimpse at his ability to find and tell compelling stories anywhere.

Decades later, longtime New York metropolitan region sportswriter Filip Bondy said that he remembered reading about Kellogg and caring about the story because Jerry cared about it.

“Junius Kellogg was a forgotten hero, and Jerry deserves credit for bringing him back to light,” Bondy remarked in an interview. “That inspired me to meet Junius and write several  stories  about him. Jerry was a great advocate for Junius, who  needed one. Unfortunately, the Basketball Hall of Fame failed to elect Junius, though he was a finalist.”

Here's the opening of Izenberg's column:

“It was a great fight. All through the game Tony Mucci and Danny  Vacarro had been jabbing elbows at each other and finally there were some words and one guy said, ‘If you do that again I’ll hand you your head’ and the other guy did it.

“ ‘That’s when I looked up from the bench,’ ” Junius Kellogg said, ‘and I saw these two wheelchairs heading straight for each other at top speed and they banged together and everyone was pushing and shoving and knocking chairs together. Then Tony’s wife came out of the crowd and she started to swing her pocketbook.

“ ‘Man, it was wild.’

“The thing happened a couple of years ago between the Pan-Am Jets and the Brooklyn Whirlaways, a couple of wheelchair basketball teams. The people who play this game have been in hospitals where they learned they could never walk again or where their necks were in traction or where they could have looked up at the ceiling day after day and said, ‘Why me?’ and given the whole thing up.

“But sing no sad songs for baby. All they  want is a chance to  work and a set of good wheels and, if anything, they attack life a little harder. They work harder and they play harder and mostly it’s because they have done a lot of hard thinking.”

Junius Kellogg died in September 1998 at age 71.

By that time, and in the years since then, many people may have forgotten what happened to him during his sophomore year at Manhattan College, where he was the school’s first black scholarship athlete.

What eventually was brought into the open was a point-shaving scandal of epic proportions: 32 players from seven colleges eventually admitted to accepting bribes.

How big was it? It involved 86 games in 17 states between 1947 and 1950, according to Kellogg’s obituary in The New York Times.

Kellogg declined to participate.

The New York Times obit chronicled the incident that triggered law enforcement’s involvement. Manhattan teammate Henry Poppe approached Kellogg in his dormitory room seeking a favor.

“DePaul University was coming to the Garden as a 3 -point favorite over Manhattan,” the newspaper reported. “Poppe wanted Kellogg, Manhattan’s leading scorer, to be sure his team lost by at least 5 or 6 points.”

What would’ve been the payout? A thousand dollars.

“I told him to get the hell out of my room,” said Kellogg, who later became a Harlem Globetrotter and was traveling with the team when he became paralyzed.

Dealing with insomnia that night, Kellogg was compelled to discuss the issue with Manhattan coach Kenny Norton, who told him to visit the District Attorney’s Office, according to The Times.

“I didn’t want to hurt the guy,” Kellogg said of Poppe, “but I had to do it. If at any time in the future that guy decided to tell someone he came to see me, my scholarship was gone. ”

That, of course, wasn’t the end of the story.

“The gamblers approached Kellogg again,” The Times reported, “and the District Attorney's staff wired him for a listening device to wear when he met the gamblers at a neighborhood bar.

“The gamblers told him to ‘throw hook shots over the basket’ and ‘miss rebounds occasionally,’ Kellogg declined, and Manhattan won the game, 62 -59. Hours later, the police made the first arrests.”

***
[image: image]


After leading the Pan-Am Jets to four international titles in wheelchair basketball between 1957 and ’66, he began working as the first deputy commissioner and director of strategic planning for New York City’s Community Development Agency.

Stylistically and factually, Izenberg’s column packed a potent punch.

The location? The ninth annual United States Wheelchair Games in Jackson Heights, Queens, New York City.

“The competitors—275 of them—are marvelously talented people,” Izenberg wrote. “There is not nearly enough money to keep this thing going and to establish facilities for all the people who want to compete and Kellogg thinks that maybe somebody ought to do something about that.”

As cited above in his obituary in The New York Times, Kellogg overcame great odds to have a semblance of a normal life, and Izenberg closed out the column by connecting Kellogg’s story with a broader theme about disabled athletes—and reminding people to support them.

Izenberg also made sure to inform everyone that Kellogg was a man of strong morals.

“In 1951, a guy named Hank Poppe walked (up) to Kellogg and told him how he could make 10 100-dollar bills by missing baskets,” Izenberg wrote. “Junius was a sophomore at Manhattan College and he blew the loudest damn whistle anybody had ever heard and he taught a great many smart guys never to take anything for granted.”

He also highlighted Kellogg’s hospital recovery and what his life was like in 1965.

“It took Kellogg five years and two hospitals to come back,” Izenberg wrote. “He never once thought it would be otherwise. Now he is married and he is doing some writing and he has the bar and grill. He thinks that more people should be concerned about giving the wheelchair athletes a chance to compete.

“He has coached them and he has seen what it can do for a man’s spirit.

“ ‘Tell the people,’ he said, ‘they can help by sending contributions to Benjamin Upton at the Bulova School of Watchmaking, 4024 62nd St., Woodside, New York.’

“To people who  have never had to call themselves gimps and make  jokes about the people they call ‘good-leggers’ it is a very small sacrifice.”

Honestly, that was the ideal conclusion for the column.

In other words, Izenberg convinced people to care about wheelchair athletes. It was a very progressive viewpoint.

In 1965, this wasn’t your typical sports column topic. But it was a thoughtful piece that discussed athletes, described their games and explained the obstacles they face.

***
[image: image]


David Davis’ book, “Wheels of Courage,” explores the origin of sports for people with disabilities, including the origins of the Paralympics, which began in 1960. In the book, Davis cites the aforementioned column and Kellogg.

It’s a fitting tribute to Izenberg 55 years after his poignant column from the United States Wheelchair Games.

––––––––
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2.  On boxing governing bodies (circa January 1971)

Jerry Izenberg packs his columnists with energy and rapid-fire observations, Scene-setting and imagery give the reader a clear idea of what he’s talking about.

For instance, a January 1971 column that appeared in The Star -Ledger and was syndicated around the country.

Boxers Bob Foster and Joe Frazier are the featured fighters at the outset of this piece, which appeared in the Lincoln (Nebraska) Evening Journal under this headline: “Light Heavyweight King Foster Flattened by WBA Punch.”

“The hardest one-punch fighter in the world today is a light heavyweight named Bob Foster,” Izenberg wrote. “In Detroit last year, he hit Joe Frazier smack on the potato and Frazier admits he has never been hit that hard by anything this side of an automatic punch press. But Robert was a light heavyweight trying to do a heavyweight’s job, and as
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