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INTRODUCTION

Anyone who was breathing oxygen in the days of olive-colored linoleum, rotary phones, and console TVs most likely remembers the opening montage to ABC’s Wide World of Sports. The actual contents of the show—from bowling to horse racing to gigantic South African men dragging Renaults—are now a blur, but the stirring music and the distinct voice of Jim McKay: “The thrill of victory, and the agony of defeat!” were anything but forgettable. And while the smiling faces and raised arms of those lucky enough to represent the “thrill of victory” might have slipped our minds, the images that accompanied “the agony of defeat” still glow as brightly as ever in our memories.

The defining piece of opening footage from Wide World of Sports is the out-of-control ski jumper, Vinko Bogataj of the country formerly known as Yugoslavia, tumbling headlong off the ramp into a cloud of limbs, skis, and snow in a wipeout for the ages. Success just doesn’t linger in the mind or the stomach like failure.

Vinko Bogataj is the Worst of Sports. Yet this book is so much more. It’s the chronicling of the most egregious mistakes and defeats, the most awful teams and regimes on record, and an opinionated take on some of the most controversial events from the history of the games we all love. By no means is this book all-inclusive—an all-inclusive Worst of Sports would require a forklift for carrying around—but the breadth of topics covered is as wide and varying as the opinions professed by passionate sports fans everywhere.

In taking our shots, we did so from the heart—not sardonically or derisively. Satirically? Absolutely! The goal is not to offend, but to stir things up and, in a weird way, to celebrate. The beauty of sports and the fans who love them is that no matter how clear or judicial the outcome, it will not be accepted as such. Emotion, subjectivity, and disputation aren’t just welcome, they’re wholeheartedly encouraged. So pull up a chair and get involved.
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Dan O’Brien fails Reebok and himself as he is unable to clear the pole vault bar at the 1992 U.S. Olympic Trials. AFP/Thom Scott


Part
 ONE

[image: image]

DON’T BELIEVE
 THE HYPE

Want to sic the repoman on Gino Torretta’s Heisman? Ever wonder about Joe Namath’s career aside from Super Bowl III? Want to inquire of Reebok what was actually settled in Barcelona? Yeah, we do, too.
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DAN AND DAVE:
 TO BE SETTLED IN …
NEW ORLEANS?

A Shakespearean Tragedy About a Dreamy and Dynamic Decathlon Duo*1 

THE BACKDROP
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It was the summer of 1988 in Seoul, Korea, just thirty klicks south of the DMZ, and the U.S. Olympic decathletes were struggling as mightily as the North Korean economy on the other side of the Thirty-eighth Parallel. A nation that produced decathlon greats such as Jim Thorpe, Bob Mathias, Rafer Johnson, and Bruce Jenner was unable to place a single competitor on the medal stand in Seoul. It was an embarrassing low point for the proud American decathlete.

Meanwhile, Jane Fonda and her overwhelmingly popular workout videos were continuing to motivate housewives across the country into ill-fitting leotards for thirty to sixty minutes of squat thrusts and leg kicks. These women couldn’t do their aerobics in heels—they needed proper footwear, and Reebok filled the vacuum, becoming the first company to exploit the female athletic-shoe market.

With more than $1 billion in sales and a healthy slice of the overall athletic-shoe industry, business was good for Reebok. Particularly good considering the fact that they were stealing market share from Nike, the Greek goddess of (shareholder) victory. Things got even better when they released the exorbitantly priced Pump basketball shoe in 1989. And because every kid wanted to elevate above the rim, Reebok sold about 20 million pairs of those big-ticket items over the next few years.

So it can be said that in the period following the Seoul Olympics, on the proverbial teeter-totter of sports, the American decathlete was the class chubbo while Reebok was flying high, squealing, legs kicking and arms raised in the air.

Their fortunes would soon reverse, then intertwine.

THE PLAYERS
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Dan O’Brien was an American decathlete. So was Dave Johnson. In the late ’80s, while O’Brien was a relative newcomer, Johnson was the veteran leading the American decathlon resurgence that developed in the wake of Seoul. And this resurgence happened very quickly. In 1989, Johnson topped the decathlon world leaders list, setting an American record in the process. The following year, Johnson and O’Brien finished first and second in the Seattle installment of the Goodwill Games—Ted Turner’s ill-fated, apolitical, and money-hemorrhaging rival to the Olympics.

Sensing a U.S. decathlon turnaround—and, thus, a possible marketing opportunity—Visa (the nice credit card company that offers money to anyone with a mailbox) opened its coffers to USA Track & Field, in the form of a generous sponsorship, as opposed to a loan with a double-digit APR attached to it. Starting in 1990, the Visa-funded U.S. decathlon program helped enable American [athletes’] return to prominence. A year later, in 1991, O’Brien trounced the competition in Tokyo, winning gold at the World Championships. The Americans were back, baby!

THE SCENE
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It was 1992. Nike had managed to recover from the negative press related to its overseas labor practices and once again find its stride. In doing so, the Swoosh had begun to absolutely clobber Reebok in the sneaker war. Unable to compete in “cool factor” (translation: Air Jordan trumps all), Reebok’s U.S. market share fell from nearly 25 percent in 1991 to just over 10 percent in 1992. Correspondingly, during the same period, Nike’s market share rose from slightly under 25 percent to 45 percent. In an attempt to cut costs, Reebok announced plans to lay off one-tenth of its workforce worldwide.

Meanwhile, O’Brien and Johnson were rounding into form and emerging as the overwhelming favorites to take the gold and silver medals in the upcoming Barcelona Games. Heading into an Olympic year, the pair appeared evenly matched; Johnson held a three-to-two lead over O’Brien in direct competition, but O’Brien’s résumé showed a higher personal best in the event. Johnson posted a world-leading mark in 1990 en route to winning the U.S. Track & Field Championships. And O’Brien followed suit in ’91, winning the U.S. national title and posting a very impressive world-best point total of his own. It appeared that the stiffest competition each of these gents would face in the Olympic decathlon would be the other.

As it turned out, Visa wasn’t the only corporate bloodhound sniffing out a marketing opportunity. O’Brien and Johnson were hot, and while they still toiled in relative obscurity as far as the general viewing public was concerned, things were about to change.

THE ACT
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Life is short. Play hard. Reebok had been passing that advice along to the masses since the summer of 1991. But during the Super Bowl broadcast in 1992, it unveiled what would become the overwhelmingly popular “Dan and Dave” campaign. This series of commercials was obviously meant to create greater brand awareness of Reebok by publicizing their intriguing U.S. decathlon rivalry in the eight-month run-up to the Olympic Games.

They succeeded, and then some. The ads were a huge hit. The viewing public didn’t care any more for track and field than it had previously, but it did care about Dan and Dave. Of course, the success of Reebok’s campaign was dependent upon the ultimate success of the two, but these were the two best decathletes on the planet. What could go wrong?

THE TRAGEDY
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It was late June 1992, and the U.S. Olympic Track & Field trials were being held at Tad Gormley Stadium in New Orleans. This was the first opportunity for those aside from track fans to witness Dan and Dave in action. And thanks to the Reebok-generated hype, they were especially excited to do so.

As is customary, the U.S. team would be sending three decathletes to the Games, so the trials seemed simply a formality—a sparring session for the two heavyweights in advance of the main event. As the commercials stated, it was all “to be settled in Barcelona.” The only question left unanswered—and, frankly, it wasn’t being asked all that frequently—was who would be the third decathlete to qualify and earn the privilege of carrying Dan’s and Dave’s jocks to the Olympic Games?

The decathlon is a two-day event. After the first day of competition in New Orleans, Dan was on world-record pace. His score of 4,698 points was the second-best Day One tally in the history of the event. Dave was in fifth, but his best events were yet to come. It was unfolding just as Reebok had promised everyone it would.

On Day Two, after seven events, Dan was still cruising. The pole vault loomed. Dan chose to pass on the lower heights. The strategy was a bit presumptuous, but not altogether unusual, particularly in an event as grueling as the decathlon, where any bit of energy saved is an advantage over your competitors. Besides, his chosen height—15’9”—was more than manageable, especially for the best decathlete in the world.

Yet Dan failed in his first two attempts. Only one remained. The spectators in the stadium and those watching on television inched forward in their seats as they became acutely aware that a third failure would mean the end of O’Brien’s Olympic chances. The tension thickened the already steamy air as O’Brien lined up for his last attempt. He had to make it. How could “Dan and Dave” work without Dan?

He didn’t make it. Whether it was the pressure of the moment, or whether it was simply a failure in his mechanics, the result was the same. O’Brien went up, wobbled…and fell far short, giving him a disastrous zero points for the event. When the dust settled, Dan O’Brien was out of Olympic qualification, Reebok’s lovingly constructed marketing campaign was in shambles, and the Olympics were still a month and a half away.

Dave went on to win the trials that day, with a couple of guys named Aric Long and Rob Muzzio earning the second and third spots on the U.S. Olympic decathlon team. For the purposes of Reebok’s campaign, Dave might as well have been eliminated along with Dan. Battling injuries, Johnson scrambled honorably to a bronze medal in the Barcelona games.

O’Brien was also in Barcelona, where he wore not spandex but a blue blazer with a multicolored peacock on the breast, and held not a medal but a microphone. The hype of Dan and Dave had produced one skin-of-the-teeth bronze medal and nothing else. It was, to be gentle, a somewhat anticlimactic denouement.

To his credit, Dan O’Brien rebounded nicely from the embarrassment of 1992. He made sure to qualify for the ’96 Games in Atlanta, and once there he dominated as he had been expected to in Barcelona, taking home the gold medal in the decathlon. The University of Idaho, Dan’s alma mater, named its track and field complex after him—a nice honor usually reserved for deceased people. Dave Johnson retired with his bronze medal and became a Christian inspirational speaker—a higher level of hype altogether. “Dan and Dave” was Reebok’s one last gambit at athletic-shoe dominance. The company now quietly makes the bulk of its bucks catering to women and the elderly. It leaves the hype to Nike.



OVERRATED!

Challenging Conventional Wisdom and Bursting the Bubble of Myth


Legendary players, legendary plays, and legendary moments are the finest things that sports create:


Kirk Gibson’s storybook walk-off

Nadia Comaneci’s seven perfect 10s

Christian Laettner’s last-second, turnaround jumper to beat Kentucky

Lake Placid’s “Miracle on Ice”

Lou Gehrig’s “Luckiest Man” Farewell

Roger Bannister’s breaking of the tape—and, more important, the four-minute mile


These comprise only a tiny sampling of the most renowned and celebrated moments in sports history. They are memories that will be forever recounted and cherished, over and over and over again, for their unique and unparalleled greatness. And deservedly so.

There are numerous other “great” moments, athletes, coaches, and programs in sports, and these, too, are remembered fondly. But for whatever reason, some of the more memorable have taken on a life of their own—misconstruing facts and distorting the truth until the telling of them bears only minimal resemblance to the actual reality of what took place. In these cases, we call, “Bullshit!” and pull back the curtain so as to expose them as the overrated behemoths of hype that they’ve grown to be.

JOE NAMATH
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Yes, Broadway Joe directed the Jets’ Super Bowl III upset. Yes, this was a game of vast historical significance. And yes, Namath’s performance in it was flawless. But did you know that Namath played eight more seasons after Super Bowl III, and beat only two teams with winning records? Or that he threw 220 interceptions in his career, versus 173 touchdowns? Or that he’s in the Hall of Fame essentially because of one game, and for the balance of his career, he was an erratic, injury-prone quarterback playing for a lousy team? Namath’s best body of work was probably done in the shadows of Manhattan’s bars and clubs as a hard-partying bachelor in mink.

BILL BUCKNER’S ERROR IN GAME SIX OF THE ’86 WORLD SERIES
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The game was already tied. The Red Sox had already blown their two-run lead. Momentum was now wearing a Mets uniform, and for all intents and purposes the game was over. Billy Buck’s error was simply the coup de grâce; the Red Sox had already been mortally wounded.

Though it’s the only thing for which he’s remembered, this error wasn’t even Buckner’s worst mistake in a Fall Classic. In the deciding Game Five of the 1974 Series, with the Dodgers trailing the A’s 3–2, Buckner was thrown out trying to stretch a double into a triple to open the seventh inning—a strategic error considered one of baseball’s cardinal sins. L.A. didn’t score, and the A’s clinched the Series two innings later. Errors happen, but Billy Buck’s base-running gaffe in ’74 was a mental mistake—and therefore far less forgivable. (Note: The season following the ’86 Series, Buckner even got a standing ovation at Fenway Park on Opening Day. But ultimately, Sox fans turned on him, as they were in need of a definitive scapegoat. And for some reason, unlike how they crucified Grady Little years later, they chose to lay the blame on Buckner, as opposed to John McNamara.)

KELLEN WINSLOW GETTING HELPED OFF THE FIELD AFTER THE ’81 CHARGERS–DOLPHINS PLAYOFF GAME

[image: image]

You’ve probably seen the clip: Winslow, utterly spent from his thirteen catches and game-saving field-goal block, getting assisted off the field by Charger teammates Eric Sievers and Billy Shields following the San Diego–Miami playoff classic. How heroic. And diva-ish! No doubt Kellen played his brilliant, Hall of Fame best that hot evening in Miami, but about fifty other guys from each team also laid it on the line, and you didn’t see them being carried off the field. Maybe, just maybe, Winslow was laying it on a little (extra) thick for the NFL Films camera.

MICHAEL JORDAN GETTING “CUT” FROM HIS HIGH SCHOOL BASKETBALL TEAM
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He didn’t get cut altogether. Rather, he got bumped down to junior varsity as a sophomore. Not a big deal. People seem to think he got, you know, cut—like, watched Emsley Laney High School’s 1978–79 basketball season from the bleachers—and he didn’t. However, the notion that M.J. was found wanting, possibly unfairly, fit quite nicely into His Airness’s patented “everybody worships the ground I walk on, but I still have to conjure up ways to feel disrespected at all times” manner of self-motivation.

JESSE OWENS “SHOWING UP” THE NAZIS AT THE 1936 OLYMPICS
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No disrespect to the late, great Mr. Owens, but the sociopolitical importance of his four-gold-medal performance at Berlin has been way overblown. Where African Americans ranked on the Nazis’ “Ethnic Groups We Detest and Wish to See Eradicated” list is unknown, but they certainly weren’t high in the pecking order—maybe number seventeen or so. Owens won his fourth gold medal only because he and fellow African American Ralph Metcalfe were inserted onto the 4 × 100 team in place of Sam Stoller and Marty Glickman, Jewish runners who were pulled so as to not offend the Nazis. Some statement.

Plus, when Owens got back to the States, he was still forced to race against horses for a living, and once the Nazis wiped the Olympic egg off their faces, they went right ahead with their nefarious plans to remake Europe anyway.

THE UNITED STATES GETTING SCREWED IN THE 1972 OLYMPIC GOLD-MEDAL BASKETBALL GAME

[image: image]

The Soviets may have gotten at least one too many cracks at an inbounds play, but the game was poorly managed by the Americans. Even after their first and second chances, the cold Teutonic voice over the PA, and all the assorted Sturm und Drang, the Soviets still had to go the length of the court in three seconds to win. That’s something they shouldn’t have been permitted to do, no matter the circumstances. Yet they did, and rather easily at that. The players on the U.S. team, embittered over how the last seconds went down in Munich, refused to accept their silver medals in 1972, and still haven’t to this day. While they were poorly served by officialdom, the U.S. players and their coaches still lost their composure, failed to defend the USSR’s final, winning play, and, consequently should be made to shoulder the ultimate culpability for their defeat.

THE 1969 CHICAGO CUBS COLLAPSE
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On August 13, 1969, the Cubs were in first place in the National League East, nine games ahead of the Mets. By the end of the season they were in second place, eight games behind New York. The Cubs went 8–18 after September 1. That didn’t help their cause, but the Mets won thirty-eight of their last forty-nine games, including twenty-four of thirty-two after September 1. New York was so white-hot that the Cubs could have gone 15–11 in September and October—a .577 winning percentage—and still not have beaten out the Mets for the division title. Few teams in the history of the game got as hot and stayed as hot, all the way through October, as the ’69 Mets. The Cubs didn’t lose; they were simply in the way, and got plowed over.

CAL RIPKEN’S CONSECUTIVE-GAMES STREAK
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Showing up to work for 2,632 straight days is admirable, but it’s hardly an athletic accomplishment of renown, simply because the record has no relation to performance. Yet an awfully big deal is made out of Ripken winning what is, in essence, baseball’s version of the Perfect Attendance Award. As for Ripken’s own place in the cosmos, well, he’s got impressive numbers, but it’s tough not to wonder about the all-time great status of a player whose only memorable career highlights consist of a consecutive-games-played streak and several home runs in All-Star Games.

(Dissension in the ranks: Overrated my ass! I’d seriously entertain an argument that Brett Favre’s record streak of consecutive games started is more impressive, but attempting to discredit Ripken’s consecutive-games-played streak is strange, misdirected hate-itude, and, frankly, conduct unbecoming of an American. If Cal was a designated hitter, I’d somewhat sympathize with such ignorance, but the man was both a shortstop and a guardian of the hot corner, turning double plays and anchoring the Orioles defense for years. He was an All-Star for sixteen straight seasons, earned two Gold Gloves, two AL MVP awards, and a World Series ring. He clobbered the Iron Horse by more than five hundred games and eclipsed Japan’s Sachio Kinugasa’s record, if you want to get Japanese about it, by more than four hundred games. Granted, he was the benefactor of a lot of guardian angel assistance over those years, but there’s a reason the nearest active player to his record is well over one thousand games from breaking it. For those with only an abacus handy, that’s more than six full seasons.)

BUSTER DOUGLAS KNOCKING OUT MIKE TYSON
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When it happened in January 1990, it was considered the greatest upset in boxing history. But as it turned out, Iron Mike’s conditioning for the fight in Tokyo was abysmal, and during the fight itself he was cursed with some of the most incompetent corner work ever seen in a heavyweight title bout. In retrospect, it’s clear that Tyson’s career decline had begun well before this fateful fight in Japan. Somebody was going to put the train wreck that Tyson had become on the canvas sooner rather than later, and James “Buster” Douglas just happened to be the fortunate first to have a crack at doing so.

Buster’s “career” after his knockout of Tyson bolsters this argument: in what almost seemed to be a tribute to Iron Mike, Douglas did minimal training in the months following the fight and eventually ate himself into a diabetic coma. Before that feat of chow, he feebly attempted to defend his title against Evander Holyfield in 1991, but was knocked out in the third round. He would eventually retire from boxing in 1997, following a short-lived comeback attempt.

THE 1958 NFL CHAMPIONSHIP GAME

[image: image]

The importance of Baltimore’s overtime win over the Giants, in terms of visibility for the NFL as a televised phenomenon (and for it being the first overtime game in NFL history), cannot be overstated. Artistically, though, it fails to live up to its retrospective billing. Even players involved admit that for the most part it was a sloppy, wholly unmemorable game, one that didn’t become particularly compelling until late in the fourth quarter, when Johnny Unitas cranked up Baltimore’s two-minute offense and led the Colts to victory.

NOTRE DAME FOOTBALL
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No National Championships since 1988. No legitimate National Championship contention since 1993. A nine-game bowl losing streak—seven of the defeats by two touchdowns or more. Despite its very own TV contract and the loving attentions of the sporting media, Notre Dame just isn’t an elite football program anymore. (Note: The school’s famed green jersey phenomenon has run its course as well. This once-proud tradition and motivational tactic was employed successfully in heroic victories over Navy in the Rockne era and was said to have contributed to multiple green-clad triumphs over hated rival USC in the ’70s and ’80s, among others. But the Irish have gone to the proverbial well all too often.

Wearing green, ND lost to Colorado in the ’95 Fiesta Bowl, lost to Georgia Tech in the ’99 Gator Bowl, lost to Boston College in the 2002 Catholic Bowl, and in 2005 lost to top-ranked USC. So what did they do during the 2006 season to further taint this tradition? Following pregame warm-ups in blue, they burst from the tunnel wearing the green jerseys for their final home game against…Army. The fans groaned, the Irish won the game, no one cared, and a once-cool tradition went by the wayside. What a shame.)

THE ARMY–NAVY GAME
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Certainly no disrespect is intended to the men and women in uniform, and this rivalry boasts as much history and tradition as any in college football, but let’s face it: in terms of the national college football landscape, the Army–Navy game hasn’t actually meant anything since about the time JFK was elected. By far the most intriguing aspect of it is the throngs of cadets and midshipmen going bananas in the stands. And when the cannon goes kaboom, of course.

THE NBA DUNK CONTEST
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The year 1988 was the last time Michael Jordan and Dominique Wilkins appeared in the Dunk Contest together. The following year, with the two mega-dunkers retired from the competition, Knick benchwarmer Kenny “Sky” Walker won it. It’s been downhill ever since.

LYNN SWANN
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He didn’t play particularly long (nine years) and never caught more than sixty-one passes in a season for more than 880 yards, yet he’s in the Pro Football Hall of Fame. And his being passed over in earlier voting rounds caused howls of anguish from Steelers backers who simply weren’t satisfied with the roughly thirty-two members of their ’70s teams already inducted. (We expect they’ll be sculpting a bust of Roy Gerela at some point.) But in terms of endurance and production, the fact is that Swann wasn’t even the best receiver on his own team—John Stallworth was.

RAIDERS FANS
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If the act of painting one’s face or body in support of a team is the height of silliness, then Raiders fans take the absurdity screaming into the stratosphere. Every home game in Oakland could be confused for an S and M convention. There’s no crying in baseball, so there certainly shouldn’t be gimps in football. And when the Raiders are particularly horrible, the whole “men in black” thing isn’t really intimidating. Rather, it’s just kind of sad, especially when you consider the way they’ve been jerked around by Al Davis for two decades.

U.S.A. WORLD CUP SOCCER
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One can excuse the U.S. Soccer Federation for egregiously promoting the men’s national team’s hopes in advance of the 2006 World Cup in Germany. After all, it’s their job to promote the sport, both in the United States and abroad. And following the United States’ surprising success in Korea four years earlier, it wasn’t completely unjustified. But let’s be realistic: despite the talent gap closing somewhat in the past couple decades, American footballers still possess nowhere near the ball-handling skills of the Brazilians, nor the passing skills of even the most mediocre European squads. And one can’t help being curious as to how the United States rose all the way to number five in the FIFA World Rankings prior to the ’06 World Cup. While FIFA has proven to be about as clairvoyant as college football’s Bowl Championship Series, it was still a gross overestimation of the United States’ abilities on the pitch relative to those of the rest of the world. Our best chance in the near future would likely be first to practice replicating the infernal “diving” theatrics employed by some of the best squads—which defile the beautiful game, by the way—then work on the fundamentals.

THE WORLD SERIES OF POKER
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It’s a matter of time before someone pulls a gun at one of these tournaments. The irritating sunglasses, the aggravating website sponsorships, and now headphones? Poker has reigned supreme for decades as the married man’s number-one excuse to get out of the house and hang with his boys for a couple of hours. However, the so-called stars of the poker movement are, in actuality, simply gambling addicts. These “professionals” are shadier than the dead-broke AARP members you try to pretend not to see at the casino staring mindlessly into the void as they feed their favorite slot machine. We imagine that ESPN’s viewers look back fondly on the day when curling and lumberjacks occupied a much larger percentage of the programming schedule.

CHAMPIONSHIP TEAMS VISITING THE WHITE HOUSE
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In July 2005, members of Northwestern University’s national champion women’s lacrosse team showed up at the White House in flip-flops. This should’ve been the aha! moment for some overeducated staffer: these types of ceremonies had run their course. National championship volleyball, soccer, and even ski teams are getting time with the president of the United States. Enough. Especially since these visits generally occur fifteen months after anyone stopped caring about the victory anyway.

THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF DOUG FLUTIE’S HAIL MARY PASS THAT STUNNED MIAMI
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The legend of this wonderful moment in sports history continues to grow like the weeds in your crazy neighbor’s yard. Whenever appropriate, and even when not, that now-famous footage of Flutie’s heave into the stormy Miami night and Gerard Phelan’s end-zone cradle catch is replayed over and over. Sure, Flutie’s lovable, the catch was amazing, and the win over Miami was great, but is it that big a deal?

Hell, Kordell Stewart’s seventy-four-yard, last-second bomb to Michael Westbrook to lead Colorado past Michigan was a more impressive play (seventy-four yards in the air!). Is it because Colorado was supposed to beat Michigan that this catch is basically ignored year in and year out by the media? Or is it Doug Flutie’s diminutive stature that appeals to the David and Goliath gene in each of us? Or that Miami has long been the easiest college football program in the country to dislike? Whatever the reason, the only historical significance to the catch was that it put Boston College on the map, even spiking school applications in the following years. Yet to this day BC’s program toils in mediocrity—albeit in a different conference, as they abandoned the Big East for the “better” ACC.

(Dissension in the ranks: Where to begin? First of all, the comparison in the games is no contest. The 1994 Colorado–Michigan game was a decent game made memorable by one play. The 1984 BC–Miami game, with almost thirteen hundred total yards and four lead changes in the fourth quarter alone, would have been a classic with or without the Hail Mary. Played on the day after Thanksgiving, BC–Miami was the highest-rated TV game of the college football season, and proved to be that rarity in sports—the talked-up matchup that actually delivers on the hype. There were two great quarterbacks on the field—Flutie and Miami’s Bernie Kosar—and both of them were sensational. Only a trivia buff or a Michigan fan can name Kordell Stewart’s quarterbacking opposite in 1994. (I’m the former—it was Todd Collins.) Plus Flutie-to-Phelan also happens to be the single greatest event in the history of Boston College athletics, period. There’s your significance right there.)

THE WINTER OLYMPICS
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Generally speaking, the Olympics have gotten out of hand. The horrifying coverage by the broadcast networks notwithstanding, the International Olympic Committee’s belief that the addition of numerous events to the card will elicit genuine interest from a broader segment of the public has not panned out whatsoever. Canoeing/kayaking? Trampoline gymnastics? The skeleton? Stop the insanity.

But the Winter Olympics, specifically, require an extreme makeover. Ignoring that they commence and conclude with a bizarre, Cirque de Soleil-esque spectacle, much of the three or so weeks of competition suffers from a lack of relevance and historical significance—never mind the numerous scandals that have repeatedly tarnished the Games’ image. It’s quite clear that the flagging television ratings represent more than just the public’s burnout on being subjected to silly, melodramatic documentaries prior to every event. The majority of us just don’t care.

THE REST OF THE OVERRATED BEST

[image: image]

Duke hoops—Maybe it’s the fact that Dick Vitale is on their payroll, or maybe it’s that the six white dudes who appear at the end of their bench every year are cloned in Coach K’s laboratory of evil, but whatever the reason, this gem of a program has lost its luster.

         

Throwing back a visiting team’s home run ball—Peer pressure and a chance to harken back to the glory days and show off the old arm. Those are the only imaginable (but by no means acceptable) reasons for doing this outside of Wrigley Field. It’s a great souvenir! Give it to your kid! Or someone else’s kid!

         

Sound effects at live sporting events—It’s an overt admission by the host organization that your fans are not entertained enough by the events unfolding on the field of play. And random synthesized beats injected into slow moments are a stark reminder to those in the seats that they are, in fact, bored as hell. NBA say what?

         

Fantasy sports—Everyone plays them. It’s grown into a multibillion-dollar industry and is a portal into the most cherished of male demographics. But fantasy sports turn many fans into turncoat jackasses and have spawned a new breed of superdork—the type of fan who arrives at a bar with his lineup and a highlighter.

         

Yankee Stadium—By virtue of the sheer breadth of history that’s taken place within its confines, the House that Ruth Built is an icon. But there exist multiple reasons for Steinbrenner’s choosing to build a new one. To begin with, it pales in comparison to other “chapels” such as Wrigley or Fenway; to continue, it simply doesn’t provide the game-watching experience offered by new parks such as Pac Bell and Camden Yards.

         

Monday Night Football—It’s over for this former American institution, either because it comes on too late for most on the East Coast to even consider watching the second half, or because stuffing three men in the booth results in one continuously trying to prove his usefulness by forcing inane commentary.

         

da na na NA NA-NA!…CHARGE!—’Nuff said.

         

Sideline reporters—Nowadays, these on-field talking heads can’t even get teams to give them insider nuggets on recently occurred injuries. They serve no purpose and rarely contribute anything interesting or particularly intelligent. When Namath leaned in for his drunken attempt at a smooch on Suzy Kolber, it should’ve marked the end of the breed.

         

Three hundred wins—It’s considered automatic for Baseball Hall of Fame status among pitchers, but really, you don’t have to be great to win 300. You just have to be “pretty good” for a long, long time. Remember Don Sutton, who won 324? His ’70s white-guy ’fro was far more memorable than his stuff.

         

NFL sack records—Any record derived from a statistic that didn’t exist until 1979, and that has been held by Mark Gastineau for any period of time, doesn’t have real value in the pantheon of achievement. Or at least it shouldn’t.

         

Danica Patrick—We’ve seen this movie before. You’re attractive? That’s nice, honey. Now quit posing in pleather astride your car, get in it, and win something. Thanks.



THE HEISMAN TROPHY

College Football’s Annual Beauty Pageant Where the Best Often Get Stiff-Armed


The Heisman Trophy is without question the most prestigious individual award in college sports. Maybe in all of sports. The nationally televised presentation of the famed twenty-five-pound bronze stiff-armer is unique in that it’s the only individual athletic award given that level of exposure. (No, not even the vaunted ESPYs hold a candle.) Schools around the country put together lavish and creative campaigns to showcase their own candidates. While presidents are elected to a new term once every four years, college football America elects its own head of state every single fall.

Since 1935, the Heisman Memorial Trophy has been awarded to the nation’s “most outstanding college football player.” The subjectivity in the award’s description is the primary reason that the Heisman, in its seventy-plus-year history, has rarely been presented to the best college football player. Too often, the voting process resembles a junior high class presidential election rather than a serious, sober means of determining the best college football player in America. And it’s no wonder: out of the thousands of kids who pad up to do battle on an NCAA gridiron each autumn, how on earth can it be possible to anoint just one the “best”? It’s not. Hence, the “most outstanding” is anointed instead.

It’s a daunting task for the 870 media members, the 50+ and counting former Heisman winners, and the (irrelevant) single fan vote—all of whom, together, comprise the electoral syndicate. But over the years, the 220 members of the Downtown Athletic Club have simplified things for themselves: they’ve chosen a handful of criteria that they feel qualify candidates for nomination. Certainly, at times, the process works. Barry Sanders, a man among boys in his days at Oklahoma State, comes to mind as someone who truly deserved the honor. But since the process is not designed to actually locate and select the best player, and since talent like Barry Sanders comes around about as frequently as Halley’s Comet, that perfect storm of player and Trophy just doesn’t materialize that often.

Usually, the winners aren’t actually the best. Occasionally, they’re not even close.

CRITERIA: WHO’S NUMBER ONE, AND WHO’S THEIR QUARTERBACK?
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When there’s nary a dominant player in the country, the Heisman often defaults to the quarterback of whichever team is at or near the top of the polls. Case in point: 1964, when Notre Dame signal-caller John Huarte won the Trophy for the 9–1 Fighting Irish, resurgent under new coach Ara Parsegian. Huarte’s numbers were hardly overwhelming. He threw for sixteen touchdown passes, eleven interceptions, and a yawn-inducing 55 percent completion rate. What mattered, though, was that Notre Dame was number one, and he was the guy crouched under the center’s ass. Not only was Huarte not the best player in the country, he wasn’t even the best on his own offense. His favorite target, split end Jack Snow (father of baseball’s J. T. Snow), caught sixty passes for 1,114 yards, finishing fifth in the voting himself. And while the Heisman should certainly not be an award given to whoever’s predicted to be the best pro (although at many times it appears that that’s exactly the case), Snow went on to an outstanding career in the NFL, whereas Huarte was a big bust as a pro.

Who was the best player in the country in 1964? Well, he didn’t even finish in the top ten of the balloting, but there’s a strong possibility that the best player was a running back out of the University of Kansas. A guy named Sayers. You may have heard of him.

In similar fashion, the 1992 Heisman went to Gino Torretta, quarterback of the undefeated and number one–ranked Miami Hurricanes. Everyone knew Torretta wasn’t really the best player in college football—San Diego State’s Marshall Faulk had more than a few backers for that distinction—but the statuette was bestowed on the prematurely balding Californian, more by virtue of his team’s potential back-to-back national championships and twenty-nine-game winning streak than for anything Torretta actually did during the ’92 season. There are two glaringly obvious problems with that occurrence: the Heisman Trophy is not some kind of lifetime achievement award (à la Clint Eastwood’s Oscars), and four weeks after the presentation Torretta was abused by Alabama’s defense in a 34–13 Crimson Tide Sugar Bowl rout that put a violent end to both Miami’s and Torretta’s winning streak.

CRITERIA: STATS! STATS! STATS!
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Statistics don’t lie. They shouldn’t, anyway. And they didn’t in the case of Barry Sanders’s 2,628 rushing yards and thirty-nine touchdowns in 1988, for example. But sometimes they do fib. Exhibit A of the flawed, statistics-based approach to Heisman Trophy voting is Andre Ware, quarterback for the University of Houston and winner of the award in 1989. Jack Pardee’s Cougars were among the first teams to use the Run ’n’ Shoot offense, and Ware spent the ’89 season doing what Run ’n’ Shoot quarterbacks do: throwing the ball, and throwing it, and throwing it, and throwing it some more. Ware threw to the tune of 4,699 yards and forty-six touchdowns.

Houston was a master craftsman in the art of running up the score for the purposes of stat-padding; the Cougars scored forty or more points eight times; fifty or more five times; sixty or more four times; and on October 21, 1989, beat a feeble SMU team fresh off the death penalty by the cartoonish score of 95–21. That Ware was a product of a system designed to pile up numbers against woefully overmatched competitors didn’t matter to Heisman voters. They may have thought differently about their decision when (a) David Klingler took over the Houston offense in 1990 and put up even better numbers than his predecessor, and (b) Ware turned out to be an unmitigated bust as a pro.

Five years later, in 1994, Colorado’s Rashaan Salaam won the Heisman, becoming the fourth Division I running back to gain more than two thousand yards in a season. The previous three to top the two-thousand-yard mark—Marcus Allen (1981), Mike Rozier(1983), and Barry Sanders (1988)—all won the Heisman, making the yardage tally a virtual slam dunk for winning the award to that point. Whether or not Salaam was really the best player in the country was up for question; Penn State running back Ki-Jana Carter and Alcorn State quarterback Steve McNair presented strong cases for themselves. Still, two thousand yards was two thousand yards, and those yards got Salaam to the podium in New York.

Two years later, Iowa State’s Troy Davis surpassed the 2,000-yard mark, but he finished second in the balloting to Florida quarterback Danny Wuerffel…the quarterback for the top-ranked team, of course. By then, Salaam was busy packing his NFL career into a pipe, lighting it, and sucking it into his lungs. And in 2002, the voters eschewed yet another 2,000-yard rusher in favor of a quarterback from a top-ranked school. That year, a seemingly possessed Larry Johnson ran roughshod over defenses, averaging an NCAA regular season record of 8.02 yards per carry. But L.J.’s best performances occurred mainly in the second half of the season, and he finished a very distant third in the vote tally behind USC’s Carson Palmer and Iowa quarterback Brad Banks.

CRITERIA: SENIORS (CLAP-CLAP)! SENIORS (CLAP-CLAP)!
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Quarterback Gary Beban of UCLA won the Heisman in 1967, beating out O. J. Simpson of archrival USC and Purdue’s great two-way player Leroy Keyes. Beban’s numbers were pedestrian—he threw as many interceptions as touchdown passes (eight)—but he had one thing going for him: he was a senior, while Simpson and Keyes were both juniors. Like the toupee-less Torretta’s, Beban’s Heisman was a career award, given as much for the sum of his achievements while at UCLA (especially directing an upset of top-ranked Michigan State in the 1966 Rose Bowl) as for what he did in his final season.

Beban’s team didn’t even win the Pac Eight title; Simpson’s USC team did. Simpson outplayed Beban in the Trojans’ 21–20 win over UCLA in November of that year. And casting further doubt on Beban’s worthiness as a Heisman winner was the fact that he bombed as both a quarterback and a halfback in the NFL.

The “senior bias” became the “outgoing junior bias” in 1982, when Herschel Walker of Georgia won the Heisman. Walker was a great college back and a worthy winner; however, his best season came as a freshman in 1980, when he powered the Bulldogs to the National Championship. But the committee recoiled from giving the award to a first-year player, even when the freshman in question was the best player on the best team in college football. Instead, they awarded the Heisman to a senior, South Carolina’s George Rogers.

The following season, then-sophomore Walker was beaten out by USC senior Marcus Allen. When Walker, who everyone knew would forgo his senior year for the pros, finally won the Heisman as a junior in 1982, he did so despite not having had the kind of season he’d had as a freshman. But after finishing third and second in the balloting the previous two years, there was no way he would be denied in his last season as a collegiate, despite the presence of other worthy candidates such as SMU’s Eric Dickerson.

CRITERIA: DEFENSE? WHAT DEFENSE?
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The year 1980 highlighted (some might say exposed) two cherished traditions in the Heisman voting: the game of “Screw the Freshman” and the ritual of pretending that defensive players are inherently unworthy of winning the award. More than a few observers thought the best player in the country that year was Hugh Green, the quarterback-hunting defensive end from the University of Pittsburgh. But when the votes were tallied, the winner was George Rogers, despite the fact that Green’s Panthers were one of the country’s best teams while Rogers’s South Carolina Gamecocks were unranked. As a matter of fact, Rogers had head-to-head matchups with both Herschel Walker’s team and Hugh Green’s, and lost both. Georgia edged South Carolina 13–10 in the regular season, and in the Gator Bowl Pitt destroyed the Gamecocks 37–9.

But Hugh Green is only the tip of the iceberg. Defenders aren’t just shunned from the ceremony, they’re generally treated as if they don’t exist. That same year, 1980, North Carolina linebacker
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