
  
    CHAPTER 1

  


  
    The Most BoneheadedPlay Calls andEmbarrassingBig-Game Blunders

  


  The average person makes more extraordinarily stupid mistakes than smart, logical choices on any given day. This is part of the human condition. But we have an unfair advantage over professional athletes and coaches: When we do something dumb, we privately deal with the consequences and vow to be only slightly less dumb next time.


  Sports stars aren’t afforded the same kind of luxury. Every time they publicly screw up, we gleefully make fun of them for being idiots. It’s literally the only trump card we can play against famous millionaires with supermodel girlfriends and cleft chins, so we play it ad infinitum: We second-guess their decisions on social media, complain about their blunders with our buddies, and occasionally compare them with global terrorists if they commit a really egregious error like shanking a last-second field goal. It’s the ultimate privilege of being a sports fan.


  Might as well pour some more salt in these guys’ wounds. History is filled with many incidences of coaches calling inconceivable plays in crunch-time situations and athletes suddenly suffering game-changing, career-ending brain farts. But which of these ungodly sports acts truly deserves your utmost scorn?


  
    
      PETE CARROLL’S

      SUPER BOWL SURPRISE

    

  


  In the waning moments of Super Bowl XLIX, Pete Carroll was staring down his second straight world championship as head coach of the Seattle Sea-hawks. Though the New England Patriots had rallied to take a 28–24 lead with two minutes left in the game, Seahawks quarterback Russell Wilson drove his team back down the field in heroic fashion.
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  The situation was perfect: At the Pats’ 1 yard line, Carroll and Wilson had 26 seconds, three downs, one timeout, and tackle-proof running back Marshawn Lynch at their disposal. Literally everyone on Earth knows you give the ball to the guy with the nickname “Beast Mode” and try to pound it in three times, because that’s what beasts are made to do.


  But Carroll decided to get cute, instructing Wilson to pass to receiver Jermaine Kearse in the end zone. When Kearse got jammed at the line of scrimmage, Wilson heaved the ball to his second option, Ricardo Lockette. Pats defensive back Malcolm Butler—a Popeyes employee turned undrafted rookie turned Super Bowl hero—read the play correctly and dashed in front of the receiver to make a game-ending, soul-crushing interception.


  The Pats won their fourth Super Bowl that night, while Carroll won the honor of being mercilessly mocked for the astoundingly asinine decision until the day he dies. (And probably even longer.)


  
    
      CHRIS WEBBER’STIMEOUT MELTDOWN

    

  


  The University of Michigan’s “Fab Five” teams of the early 1990s changed the culture of college basketball, bringing baggy shorts, hip-hop swagger, and a healthy dose of trash talk to the (relatively) wholesome NCAA. They made two consecutive trips to the Division I championship in 1992 and 1993, and perhaps could have beaten the University of North Carolina in their second appearance had it not been for star power forward Chris Webber’s epic basketball brain fart.
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  The Tar Heels were up 73–71 with 20 seconds left in the game. As Webber rebounded a missed Carolina free throw, he clearly traveled past the UNC bench, but the refs missed it. No matter: Webber headed up court to Michigan’s basket, and when he arrived, he was stuck in a sea of powder-blue jerseys. Trapped and out of options, Webber signaled for a timeout with 11 seconds left.


  Only problem? The Wolverines were out of them, and thus, were proud recipients of an ill-timed technical foul. Four Tar Heel free throws later, the game was over, as was the Fab Five’s run and Webber’s Michigan tenure. Despite a prosperous NBA career and high-profile broadcasting gig, C-Webb’s legacy starts and ends with his notorious blunder—so much so that his dad’s license plate even reportedly reads “TIMEOUT.” If true, well, that’s cold, pops.


  
    
      PEDRO OVERSTAYSHIS WELCOME

    

  


  Being a big-league baseball manager isn’t that hard, right?—at least not when you compare the job responsibilities to those of football, basketball, and hockey coaches. Skippers don’t have to stay up until 4 a.m. devising elaborate, innovative plays and strategies. They just have to make sure a bunch of grown-ass men get along well enough to not want to murder each other in a clubhouse, scribble the same names on a lineup card every day, and keep track of how many times one guy has thrown the ball to make sure he can throw the ball some more times. Do you possess rudimentary counting skills? Congrats! You’re officially qualified to be an MLB manager.


  
    FAST

    FACT!

  


  
    Pedro Martinez

    tended to his garden

    before each

    home start.

  


  But it’s this precise managerial trait—knowing when to lift pitchers from the ballgame if their arms stop working—that has tripped up so many skippers in pivotal moments and will continue to confound them until robot southpaws one day render their jobs obsolete.


  Boston Red Sox ace Pedro Martinez had comfortably cruised along for most of Game 7 of the 2003 ALCS to the tune of more than 100 pitches, but finished the seventh frame by surrendering a solo homer and a couple singles. By the time David Ortiz homered in the top of the eighth inning to give the Sox a 5–2 lead over the Yankees, Martinez didn’t need to return to the mound. If the Boston bullpen could just get six outs, the team was going to the World Series. Oh, and remember that Boston hadn’t won one of those things in 85 years. So this was kind of a big deal.


  But Sox skipper Grady Little decided to leave Martinez in to start the bottom of the eighth against the heart of the Yankees order. A fun refresher for what happened next:
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  ▪ After getting the first out, Martinez gave up a double to Derek Jeter, then a single to Bernie Williams (5–3 Sox).


  ▪ Little visited the mound, but left his ace in. Then Hideki Matsui hit a double. Runners on second and third, and still no pitcher switch.


  ▪ Jorge Posada poked a pop-fly double to center field that scored Williams and tied the game. Little finally pulled Pedro, but the damage was already done.


  ▪ The Yankees went on to win 6–5 in extra innings to take the American League pennant, the Sox suffered another crushing defeat at the hands of their bitter rivals, and every sports fan in Boston simultaneously contemplated jumping off the Zakim Bridge that night. (Forget that Boston would finally win it all the following year. That just kills the narrative.)


  
    
      BUCKNER BECOMESA GOAT—WITH HELPFROM HIS SKIPPER

    

  


  While we’re on the topic of despair and misery in New England—and God, is it a fun one—we’d be remiss not to revisit the sad case of Bill Buckner, the notorious first baseman for the AL champion Red Sox of 1986.


  You know Buckner, of course, as the guy who blew his team’s best shot at breaking the Curse of the Bambino in that year’s Fall Classic. It was Game 6 and the Sox were up 5–4 over the New York Mets in the bottom of the 10th inning. Though the tying run was on third, the Sox (up 3–2 in the series) were just one out away from a world championship.


  Then Mets left fielder Mookie Wilson stepped to the plate and everything went to hell. Sox reliever Bob Stanley fired a wild pitch that blew by catcher Rich Gedman to tie up the game, and three pitches later, Wilson connected on a weak groundball that trickled up the first base line. Any Little Leaguer over the age of seven could have cleanly fielded the ball, but Buckner couldn’t get his glove to the ground. Instead, he watched the ball sail between his legs into Shea Stadium’s right field, saw Mets infielder Ray Knight race from second base to score the winning run, and instantly felt horns sprout from his head—the ones that all athletes grow the moment they become goats. Two nights later, the Mets won Game 7.
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  Here’s what nobody remembers: Buckner had no business playing first base that late in Game 6. In the first five games of the World Series, Sox manager John McNamara subbed in the more nimble Dave Stapleton as a late-game defensive replacement for Buckner, whose 36-year-old knees were badly beat-up. Plus, the veteran first baseman was only hitting .200 during the postseason. Still, the skipper stuck with Buck, nonexistent knees be damned.


  So maybe McNamara is the real goat. Had he made his usual defensive swap on that fateful night, this chapter might have been four paragraphs shorter.


  
    
      LEON LETT MAKESTWO GLORIOUSMISTAKES

    

  


  The majority of the gaffes on this list happened in high-stakes situations. Leon Lett’s famous follies came in a blowout Super Bowl and a regular season game, but they were so colossally stupid that to omit them from this list would be unfair and unforgiveable.


  Late in the fourth quarter of Super Bowl XXVII, the Dallas Cowboys led the Buffalo Bills 52–17 in an embarrassing rout—the kind of monstrously awful championship game that used to happen all the time before Super Bowls got good again toward the end of the aughts. The Bills knew they’d soon be losers, but they elected to go for it on fourth and 6 from the Cowboys’ 30 yard line anyway, to at least make the defeat look a little less pathetic. A for effort, etc.


  Predictably, Bills quarterback Frank Reich was stripped on the play, and Lett, the Cowboys defensive tackle, scooped up the ball and raced toward the Buffalo end zone. Except just before he crossed the goal line, Lett reached out his hand to showboat—giving Bills wide receiver Don Beebe just enough time to knock the ball out of bounds and steal a touchback for his overmatched team.
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  Later that year, Lett had an encore performance for the ages in a Thanksgiving Day game against the Miami Dolphins. In an icy, snowy Dallas Stadium, the Cowboys were leading the Dolphins 14–13 with 15 seconds left in the game. Dallas successfully blocked Miami’s 41-yard field goal attempt, but instead of letting the ball just lie dormant—and ensuring the Cowboys possession to run out the clock—Lett tried to recover it.


  Alas, no glory—just more sadness. Lett slipped on the ice, lost the ball, and Miami recovered it on the Dallas 1 yard line, kicking a last-second field goal to win the game 16–13. Though Dallas would collect another Lombardi later that season, no one cares about the back-to-back titles today except for Cowboys fans. But every sports lover can look back fondly on Lett’s fantastic follies.


  
    You Could Make the Case . . .


    ▪ For Soviet Union coach Viktor Tikhonov pulling Vladislav Tretiak—widely considered to be the best goalie in the world at the time—from the 1980 Olympic semifinal game against the United States with the score tied 2–2 at the end of the first period. (Tretiak had given up a surprising goal with one second remaining in that first frame.) The perplexing panic move eventually allowed the Americans to score two on Tretiak’s replacement, Vladimir Myshkin, and come back to upset the Russians 4–3. Miracle on Ice.


    ▪ For evil genius/Sith lord Bill Belichick gambling—and failing—to convert a fourth and 2 from the Patriots’ own 28 yard line, up six points over the Indianapolis Colts with only two minutes left in a heated November 2009 matchup. Pats QB Tom Brady couldn’t connect with receiver Kevin Faulk, so the turnover on downs gave Colts sheriff Peyton Manning 1:57 and all three timeouts to orchestrate a touchdown and steal the win. Manning made it happen in just four plays, and made Belichick—arguably the greatest football coach ever, caught in a rare lapse of judgment—eat dirt.


    ▪ For Lions coach Marty Mornhinweg—5-27 in two seasons at the helm in Detroit—winning the sudden-death overtime coin toss in a December 2002 game against the Chicago Bears, but electing to kick instead of receive the ball, for some reason. Mornhinweg later said he wanted the Lions to have the wind at their backs, but the Bears handled it just fine, driving down the field right away to kick a game-winning field goal.


    ▪ For New York Giants offensive coordinator Bob Gibson instructing his quarterback Joe Pisarcik to hand the ball to running back Larry Csonka in a December 1978 matchup against the Philadelphia Eagles instead of telling his QB simply to kneel down and kill the clock with 20 seconds left in the game. Instead, the G-Men—up 17–12 over the Eagles, who didn’t have any timeouts—fumbled the exchange. Eagles defensive back Herman Edwards promptly snatched up the ball and ran it in 26 yards for the game-winning TD. The “Miracle at the Meadow-lands” sent the Birds to the playoffs, and Gibson to the unemployment line the very next day.


    ▪ For Minnesota Vikings defensive end Jim Marshall scooping up a San Francisco 49ers fumble in the fourth quarter of a midseason game in 1964 and scurrying toward the wrong end zone 70 yards away. Marshall’s teammates screamed to him from the sidelines to turn around, but it was too late: Marshall made it to the end zone, threw the ball out of bounds in celebration, and scored an accidental safety for the Niners. The Vikings may have ultimately won the game that day, but Marshall forever won a place in our hearts for committing one of the most lovably dim-witted sports mistakes of all time.
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    CHAPTER 2

  


  
    Where Is theSaddest Sports Cityin America?

  


  When the Cleveland Cavaliers won the NBA Finals in June 2016, they finally snapped one of sports’ most dubious losing streaks. It had been 52 years since the city of Cleveland won a championship of any kind—an epic run of nonstop, gut-wrenching, Sisyphean sadness for Ohioans, but an endless source of perverse entertainment for the rest of American sports fans.


  The Cavs victory changed everything. For so many decades, the question of which city boasted the most pathetic sports portfolio had just one answer: It was Cleveland, baby, and it would never not be Cleveland. The city’s inevitable, perpetual failure was so comforting that we took it for granted; we arrogantly thought the losing would never stop, until one day it did. When it came time to find a new punching bag, we were lost and ill prepared.


  Are there any metropolitan-sized keisters that are worthy of sitting in the Cleveland Memorial Throne of Sadness? Or does Cleveland, despite its strange recent success, still wear the crown because of its unassailable track record of suck? Let’s consider these four contenders.


  
    
      SAN DIEGO

    

  


  Miserable Milestones


  
    ▪ The city of San Diego hasn’t taken home a title since 1963, when the Chargers won the American Football League (AFL) Championship.


    ▪ In 1969, the Padres were founded. More than five decades have passed and the Friars have still only amassed 14 winning seasons. Though the team made two trips to the World Series (in 1984 and 1998), they mustered just one victory between both Fall Classics.


    ▪ In 1970, the Padres were no-hit by Pirates pitcher Dock Ellis, who claimed he was under the influence of LSD the whole time. If you can’t get a hit off of a guy tripping his balls off on acid, you have, approximately, a 96 percent chance of ending up on this list.


    ▪ The 1998 NFL Draft featured a marquee matchup between two decorated college quarterbacks vying to be selected #1 overall. After agonizing over their decision for months, it took until Draft Day for the Indianapolis Colts, picking first, to choose their QB: Peyton Manning out of the University of Tennessee. The Chargers were left with the #2 pick, but he was another seemingly slam-dunk candidate: Ryan Leaf of Washington State University. Manning, of course, went on to become one of the greatest NFL quarterbacks of all time. Leaf won four games in his career before flaming out in 2002 and repeatedly getting in trouble with the law. Tough break for the Bolts.


    ▪ The Chargers made it to the Super Bowl once, in 1994. After five minutes, they were down 14–0. After 60 minutes, they lost 49–26.


    ▪ In 2017, after 56 mostly mediocre years in San Diego, the Chargers moved up the 405 and became the Los Angeles Chargers, which still doesn’t look right no matter how many times you type it.
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  Compelling Counterpoint


  The only “suffering” San Diegans experience is when their favorite beach is filled up after a Padres loss in April and they must find somewhere else to go be shirtless for the afternoon.


  
    
      PHILADELPHIA

    

  


  Miserable Milestones


  
    ▪ In the 25 years between the 76ers winning an NBA championship in


    

    
  


  Compelling Counterpoint
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      MINNEAPOLIS–ST. PAUL

    

  


  Miserable Milestones
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  Compelling Counterpoint


  

  
    
      BUFFALO

    

  


  Miserable Milestones
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  Compelling Counterpoint
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