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1

 * Introduction*

 


 


I love being a television host - what could
be better than sitting down with celebrities to discuss their lives
and careers? I’ve been doing exactly that for over two decades, and
I have yet to love it any less now than I did the day I started.
Every new interview brings new challenges and excitement.

In 2009, I had television creator Chuck
Barris as a guest on Profiles. He told me then, ‘Mickey, you have a book in you.’ Since
then, it has been a goal of mine to get to writing it; I finally
have, and it (thankfully) hasn’t been as painstaking as I
originally thought it might be.

So I decided to write a memoir and start from
the beginning, because to truly appreciate where we are today, we
must first understand the roots from which we evolve.

I grew up in the South Beach Housing
Projects, on Staten Island, in the 1950s and 1960s. I want to start
out by explaining how those experiences gave me the mental
toughness and drive that helped me succeed throughout my life. I’m
convinced, had I not grown up in the projects, that my life would
certainly have taken a different path. It taught me how to survive,
and how to put in the work for anything and everything you set out
to accomplish. I owe much to the South Beach Projects. I also want
to write about my broadcasting career while sharing many of my most
cherished memories of the celebrities that I’ve had the honor to
have interviewed. My celebrity interview series Profiles has been on the air in the New York City
Tri-State area for nearly twenty years now, as we inch closer to
our 500th episode
milestone. It’s been quite a ride. A reporter recently asked me if
I had a favorite episode. My answer was, ‘I think there was
something special and unique within each and every one of our
nearly 500 episodes.’ So, in this book, I hope to share many of the
stories that have made my life, and my show, so
rewarding.

As I reflect, I think back to our first
interview, with musician Chuck Mangione, who was kind enough to
explain to me the difference between a flugelhorn and a trumpet. I
then flashed forward to our 100th episode with talk show host Dick Cavett, who reminded me
that he and Johnny Carson were both from Nebraska, which, according
to Mr. Cavett, was a pre-requisite to being a successful talk show
host. I clearly remember sitting in singer Teddy Pendergrass’s
living room in Philadelphia, waiting for him to join me for our
interview. In a wheelchair, paralyzed from the neck down, he was
wheeled in by an assistant across from me for the interview. I
remember thinking, What a tragedy, and what courage this man has to keep
persevering the way he has. I fondly remember my two interviews with comedian Joan
Rivers, who repeatedly said during our time together, ‘You’re
really a great interviewer’, giving me enormous confidence beyond
description. I’ll never forget walking up Broadway with legendary
master actor Eli Wallach after our Profiles interview; he was headed for a shoe repair shop.
When I asked Mr. Wallach ‘Why not just go out and buy a new pair?’
he stopped me, mid-stride and said, ‘I grew up in the Depression.
Back then, we never bought new - we fixed old, and I’ve never been
able to shake that.’ Our 300th episode also comes to mind, with actress Susan Lucci, whose
hair, on the day of our interview, was not cooperating due to the
hot lights and an air conditioning malfunction, and she knew it.
However, as the consummate professional that she is, she never said
a word, and never complained. Instead, she showed us all the
elegance of a polished pro. Most recently, ballerina Misty Copeland
walked onto our set and approached every crew member with a big
smile, shook everyone’s hand and warmly introduced herself. In
doing so, she reminded us what the true definition of class
is.

Many years ago - I think it was in the
late 1970s - a friend of mine presented me with a neatly wrapped
birthday gift. As I was opening the gift I quickly realized that it
was a book. I remember the cover to be bright yellow, and the title
read: Everything I Know About Coaching by Mickey Burns. When I opened the book, I laughed
when I realized all the pages were blank! My ultimate hope for
those who read my current book, From The Projects To
Profiles, is that they
will find this to be a bit more interesting and
compelling.

 


Mickey Burns
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 * South Beach
Living*

 


 


My life changed in many ways when, in 1958,
my family moved into a first-floor apartment in the South Beach
Housing Projects, which was located a couple of miles from where
the Verrazano Bridge now stands.

From the day we moved in, I immediately felt
that this move would be a special, defining period in my life.
Looking out my bedroom window, I could see, a stone’s throw away,
the elementary school that I would be attending. It was Public
School 46; a massive building to my eleven-year-old eyes. However,
what really stood out for me were the athletic fields that
surrounded the school, both dirt fields and concrete playgrounds.
My dad was a major league talent as a baseball player until World
War II put an end to his making it to the big leagues. However,
without a doubt, I had inherited his athletic genes. As far back as
I can remember, my love of all sports ran deep, and much of my
adolescence was spent playing the sport of the season. Baseball in
the summer, football in the fall, and basketball in the winter.

Growing up in the South Beach Projects was a
utopia for a kid like me. I would go to school across the dirt
baseball field, then run home and change into my play clothes,
which would normally consist of jeans, Joe Lapchick high top black
sneakers, and a sweatshirt; then off to the playground I went! The
best part of growing up in the South Beach Projects was that there
were fifty to a hundred kids to play with, each and every day. We
all seemed to have the same routine: school, change, then to the
park to play till Mom called you home for dinner. She would do so
by yelling out of our living room window, which faced the ball
fields: ‘Mickey, it’s time for dinner! Come home!’ Now, as I
reminisce, it seems sort of amazing that we all actually trained
ourselves to hear our own mother’s voice calling us home from about
a mile away.

Once in the playground, the kids would
quickly choose up teams to compete in whatever the sport was for
that season. If you didn’t get to the playground fast enough, you
waited on the field and called next, having to watch and then
replace the losing team competing in the first game.

A couple of miles east of the projects lay
the South Beach boardwalk, which I learned early on had a rich
history. In the early 20th century, the neighborhood was full of summer bungalows,
thanks to a beachfront lined with amusements, theaters, arcades,
and rides. Families came from Manhattan, as well as the entire
Tri-state region, to enjoy the festive resort community and, as it
was known back then, The Franklin D. Roosevelt Boardwalk. South
Beach was actually known as the ‘Riviera of New York City’ at the
end of the century. My parents told me that the South Beach shore
thrived through the 1920s, but the Great Depression, along with
fires and water pollution, eventually got the best of the boardwalk
and the community. The boardwalk area became rundown and neglected
through the 1950s and 1960s, and this was the reality I grew up
witnessing.

Nevertheless, as adolescents growing up in
the South Beach Projects, my friends and I would take the mile or
so walk down to the beach and enjoy the ocean during hot summer
days. Mind you, there was never a shortage of posted signs to
indicate that the water was well polluted. But what were a few
hazard warnings to the youth! For young men, tenacious and
invincible, that was as good a sign as any to jump right in and
have a ball. Reflecting back, I can’t ever remember becoming ill
from any of our swims. In the late 90s, the South Beach waterfront
began to flourish once again. The boardwalk was repaired and
modernized, sports fields were created, and year-round fishing
piers were constructed. However, on October
29th, 2012
South Beach was considered to be the epicenter of where Hurricane
Sandy came ashore and was hit extremely hard. People along the
shore were lost, and the real estate damage was catastrophic. It’s
taken nearly a decade, but the area has since bounced back and may
yet see its glory days once again.

I clearly remember that even the harshest
of winters didn’t deter us. After ice and snow events, the park
supervisor, Fred Herman, would lend us his ice breaker. We would
head down the outdoor basketball courts and start breaking up and
clearing the ice and snow around the key near the basket, just
enough to be able to conduct two-on-two games. Because we played
through the winter, the tips of our fingers would have little
splits. They were painful, but nothing a few band-aids couldn’t
cure. I’m not sure exactly why it was, but my friends and I
hated
to be indoors, and we only
stayed in when the weather looked like it might kill us - and even
then, we might’ve tried to push for a game or two
anyway.

The opportunities for activities were
unlimited, including nights between 6pm and 9pm, when the gym at
Public School 46 became our night recreational center. It was open
throughout the winter. Some nights offered free play, other nights
they ran organized games. The one problem with the night center was
that I always wanted to be there, instead of at home, doing
homework and concentrating on my studies. It was a constant battle
with Mom. However, reflecting back, she was absolutely right - my
studies should have come first, not the night center.
Yes, Mom, you were
right.

Back in the late 1950s, the one thing
everyone in the South Beach Projects had in common was that
literally no one had any money. Most families had just enough to
pay the rent and buy the food, clothes, and other necessities. I
don’t ever remember anyone from the projects going on vacation.
Where I came from, a vacation meant, ‘I’m off from work for a few
days.’ The closest I ever got to Mexico and the Caribbean, in those
days, was the world map on the wall in my bedroom. Going out to eat
was a rarity. We did so only on special occasions, such as
birthdays, anniversaries and graduations. Even then, it was nothing
fancy, most likely a great hamburger at a middle of the road
restaurant. In those days, every family seemed to be in the same
boat. We were all short on material things and money; and yet,
everyone appeared to be happy. As baby boomers of parents who
experienced even tougher times during and after World War II, life
was good, and to ‘keep up with the Joneses’ was not so evident in
my neighborhood.

Most of our fathers had fought in World War
II. My dad had served in the Army and spent a period of the time
fighting in the Philippines. Instead of going off to college as I
did, my father and millions of other young men and women went
overseas and battled the two most powerful military machines ever
assembled in the biggest war in the history of humankind. It was a
war fought on six of the seven continents, and when it was over, 50
million had perished. We are the inheritors of everything they
fought for, and that so many died for. My dad never made it to
college, but he always hoped that I would. After the war, when they
returned home in their late 20s or early 30s, they all were
starting late with families and careers. In the early 50s, my dad
got a city job as a bus driver. Back then, his salary was modest,
but it was a steady job with health insurance and a pension down
the road.

My dad was a drinker, a smoker, and a
gambler. He was always the life of the party. However, his
addictions made life difficult within the Burns household. Would we
have enough food on the table? Would the rent be paid this month?
These were the questions that myself, my brother Mark, and my
mother Dorothy had to live with on a consistent basis.

My mother was an angel. She was totally
devoted to her two sons and raised us with as much love and care as
anyone could aspire to. She did the best she could in spite of my
dad’s addictions. Eventually, she took a job as an EKG technician
to uplift the family’s financial situation.

We became resourceful. The sneakers we wore,
mostly Joe Lapchick high tops, would always wear out rather quickly
because most of our games were played on concrete. The soles of the
sneakers constantly wore down. The results were little holes, or at
least they started out as little holes, on the soles. With each day
and continued wear and tear, the holes got a little bigger. To
extend the life of the sneakers we would cut out thick cardboard in
the shape of the sneakers and insert them within. Think DIY,
MacGyver-issued Shoals inserts. This would get us another couple of
weeks out of the sneakers before the hole got so big we may as well
have been running on bare feet.

We recently had chef and television
personality Andrew Zimmern as a guest on Profiles. His show Bizarre Foods has taken him to over 175 countries, where he showcases
unique and interesting people and their stories, using food as the
catalyst. Andrew was telling me a story about spending 10 days with
the Bushmen in the Kalahari in Africa. As he was preparing dinner
with the people in the village, they first worked together weaving
rope from weeds and reeds they had gathered. Andrew was given and
utilized some twine that he needed for the dish he was making. At
one point, Andrew attempted to cut and throw away the excess twine
in the garbage, to the dismay of the native people, who saw that as
a character flaw. In their culture, they didn’t throw anything
away, but rather reused it again and again, until it became totally
and utterly unusable. Andrew’s story transformed me back to my
childhood in the South Beach Projects and my Joe Lapchick high top
sneakers. With the same wisdom, we, too, used those old sneakers
every day, again and again, until they became totally and utterly
unusable.

In retrospect, it really was a kid’s heaven
growing up in the South Beach Projects. Back then, there were no
drugs, no computers, and no video games – just a bunch of kids
having fun together while learning interpersonal skills each and
every day.

Many of my contemporaries, with whom I grew
up in the projects, today seem resistant to tell people about
growing up there. I think for them it represents poverty, lack of
education, and low income. None of which looks good on a resume
when you’re climbing the career ladder at a Wall Street firm.
However, I felt just the opposite and wore my growing up in the
projects as a badge of honor. I felt this way for a number of
reasons. First off, to make it and survive as a kid growing up in
the projects, you needed to learn a degree of toughness. You
learned early on that nothing was going to come easy. Reflecting
back, you had to fight for pretty much everything. There were no
handouts, no silver spoons, no connections. If you wanted to
achieve something, you learned early on that, if you wanted to get
it done, you would have to do it for yourself, and you didn’t look
for help of any kind from anyone. It was almost akin to a ‘you
against the world’ philosophy.

Remember John Travolta walking down the
street in Brooklyn at the beginning of Saturday Night
Fever? As kids from the
South Beach Projects, we all walked that way - chip on the
shoulder, swagger, and most importantly, with attitude.

No one gave us confidence, we learned it!

That toughness I learned growing up in the
projects was an asset throughout my life. The most important thing
it taught me was to never give up. In my world, giving up was never
an option, regardless of the task. When I reflect back, I can’t
think of a single thing that I’ve ever given up on.

It just isn’t in my South Beach Projects
DNA.

I always felt that giving up on anything was
like taking a step backwards. Giving up also meant that the
opportunity I was giving up on might never come my way again. Once
I decided to take on a specific task, I was ALL-IN until its
conclusion.
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By the time I was 13, I had evolved into one
of the best athletes, not only in Public School 46, but, more
importantly, in the South Beach Projects!

My athletic prowess had afforded me a great
deal of respect amongst my peers. This respect not only kept me
safe from the project’s bullies, but made me a popular first choice
when being picked for teams.

At my graduation ceremony in the spring of
1961 from PS 46, I was presented with a beautiful trophy for being
voted the school’s best athlete. For me, that honor was just as
meaningful as if I had won the Heisman Trophy, which is the most
prestigious award in college sports. That award also represented
that if I continued to work hard - and I mean REALLY HARD - then
maybe there would be more awards and trophies in my future.

From an early age, I saw sports as my way out
of the projects, and quite possibly to a college education that I
was sure would afford me unlimited possibilities. I would often ask
my mother, ‘Mom, how do you feel about me going on to college after
high school?’ Her answer was always the same: ‘That would be
wonderful, but I think you may have to earn a scholarship.’ Back in
those days, money was scarce, as was obtaining financial aid for
college. So we all knew that without a scholarship, a college
education would have been unattainable for me. This would continue
to be a motivating factor throughout my adolescence.

The summer before I was to enter high school,
our baseball team from the projects won the summer vacation league
for Staten Island. We would represent the borough against the
Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Manhattan. We routed Brooklyn, 16-3,
and then lost to the Bronx, 6 to 5.

The reward for making it to the Championship
Game was that the final two teams got to play an exhibition
three-inning game at Yankee Stadium in early September, prior to a
Yankees Game. Mind you, it was 1961. The Yankees team that year is
today considered to be among the best of all time in baseball. So
you could imagine the electricity in the stadium during their
pennant race that fall. More importantly, Mickey Mantle and Roger
Maris were engulfed in the greatest home run race of all time, as
both were hot on the heels of Babe Ruth’s home run record of 60 for
a season. The night we took the field at Yankee Stadium, I think
Maris had 57 home runs, and Mantle had 54.

After we concluded our three-inning game,
the Yankees management gave each of us a baseball that we could ask
the players to sign during batting practice and warm-ups. So there
I was, a kid two days away from entering high school, standing on
the steps of the Yankees dugout getting my ball signed by Roger
Maris, Yogi Berri, Whitey Ford, Elston Howard, Bobby Richardson,
and the rest of the legendary Yankees. Back then, sports
memorabilia was not a big thing (or a thing at all, really), but I
remember that ball adorning the top of my dresser for the longest
time. When the following spring arrived, one of my friends asked,
‘Does anyone have a baseball?’ Looking to jump into the first
choose-up game of the season, of course I yelled back, ‘Yes, I have
one!’ So I ran home, plucked the signed ball from the dresser, and
it was used for the first game of the project kids for the spring
of 1962! I can only venture a guess as to what that ball signed by
most of the ’61 Yankees would be worth today, had I kept it in
pristine condition! I know, I know,
but it was a different time. We couldn’t exactly shuffle over to
the nearest Sporting Goods store and cough up pennies and lint for
a new ball, so utilizing a one-of-a-kind professional baseball in a
pick-up game back then not only made sense, but was a
necessity.

During my years growing up in the South Beach
Projects I played on numerous football, baseball and basketball
teams. All were well organized and in most cases we were coached by
competent role models. By the time I entered high school my
foundations in all of these sports was strong and extensive. I was
taught the fundamentals of these sports properly, which made the
transition to high school sports much easier for me.

As I prepared for the jump into high school
sports, I clearly remember feeling that with this transition I
would also be representing the South Beach Projects as well as all
the other kids I grew up playing and competing with. I also felt a
responsibility to the many adults and coaches who had nurtured,
advised and guided me during my formative years. I didn’t want to
let any of them down. Carrying this torch would remain a driving
force for me throughout high school and college. I never forgot
where I came from, and I always aspired to achieve in hopes of
making them all proud of me.

In September of 1961, I headed off to New
Dorp High School. From day one, my goal was to make my mark there
as an athlete.

New Dorp High School was known as a perennial
football powerhouse. In 1959, they had won the New York City Public
School Championship, which was televised throughout the Tri-State
area. New Dorp HS was led by the legendary coach, Sal Somma; so I
was ready not only to play for Coach Somma, but I was convinced
that I would naturally be the program’s next big star.

The first day of tryouts, the notice on the
bulletin board said: ‘Football tryouts – report to the men’s
gymnasium at 3pm’. So at 3pm, I headed for the gym, and what I got
was my first dose of reality. The gym was packed with 500 athletes
who all had the same idea I had, which was to make the team and
become its next big star.

I realized immediately, wow – this was not
going to be easy. The competition was going to be fierce, as many
of the other kids appeared to be bigger, stronger, and tougher than
I was. At the time, I was 5’ 10” and maybe 160 pounds. But I was
fast, could throw, catch, and knew the game well, having learned
the fundamentals in the preceding years as I’d played and had been
coached in the Pop Warner Leagues.

Nevertheless, I had some serious soul
searching to do. How am I going to do this? Am I good enough? What do I have
to do to get an edge on the competition?

Back in those days, New Dorp HS was on a
double session: freshman attended during the late-session, which
meant starting at 11:30am and finishing around 5:15pm. So the first
thing I decided to do to create my edge was to get up early each
day, put on my workout clothes, then head for the playground and
work out. I did sprints, push-ups, sit-ups, stretching, and
anything else I could do each day to fine tune my body and
skills.

By my sophomore year, I had made the Junior
Varsity, but ended up missing some games because I’d forgotten that
academics were equally as important as athletics. Once I applied
myself both academically and athletically, I was golden. As a
sophomore, what I realized most was that I was playing with an
extremely smart and talented group. The team had all the pieces to
be great and to accomplish special things.

At the beginning of my junior year, I was one
of the starting halfbacks in a backfield that consisted of Jimmy
Fagan, the other halfback, fullback Walter Mashlykin and
quarterback Luke Sherlock. All of them were touted as bona fide
all-city prospects, and all were extremely talented. I was honored
and thrilled to be part of this gifted backfield. Our coach, Sal
Somma, was in his prime and coached us with the passion of a coach
who knew he might have a once-in-a-lifetime group.

We were proclaimed to be among the best teams
in New Dorp HS Football history, a history that was previously
accomplished and heralded.

Our first game in the fall of 1963 was
against John Adams HS from Queens, NY. They were a veteran squad
and also had championship visions. We lost that first game 12-7,
and it was nothing short of heartbreaking. The agony of that loss
ran deep in each of us, especially since our reputation, now on the
line, had set us out to be the best ever.

Our tragic defeat must have taught us many
lessons because we never lost again. We won our remaining seven
games that season, convincingly.

As we prepared for our senior year, we
were picked as a pre-season favorite to win the city’s PSAL (Public
School Athletic League) Championship. We began the 1965 season with
a big win over Bayside HS in Queens. Seven more convincing wins
would follow, culminating with a 26-18 triumph over DeWitt Clinton
HS of the Bronx, in the City Championship Game. We finished the
1965 magical season undefeated, 8-0. Myself and Jimmy Fagan were
dubbed the ‘Touch Down Twins’ by the New York Daily News, and both of us were selected to the NYC
All-City Team - quite an honor - and I won the city scoring
championship, tallying 102 points in our eight games.

Today, the 1965 football squad is considered
the best football team in New Dorp HS Football history.

In the summers, I played a lot of baseball.
Staten Island has a rich history of being a notoriously
baseball-obsessed town. It was not uncommon during baseball season
to play five or six organized games per week in various leagues
such as The Babe Ruth League, The Police Athletic League, and the
American Legion League. All were well run and competitive.

My favorite was the American Legion League
and I played for the Huttner Pasqualini Post. The summer after my
junior year in high school, we won the Staten Island Championship
and went on to defeat the Brooklyn and Bronx teams, which entitled
us to represent New York City in the statewide American Legion
Tournament held in Cooperstown, New York. Cooperstown is the home
of the Baseball Hall of Fame and a beautiful little hamlet.

We made it to the Championship Game in 1964.
The game was scheduled to start at 3pm. After having breakfast the
coaches reminded us to be at Abner Doubleday Field by 1:30pm, which
gave us a few hours to do some sightseeing. Cooperstown is bordered
by a large and beautiful lake. As we headed down to it, we came
upon a marina and noticed that speed boat rentals were available.
We ended up renting four boats for an hour, four players to each
boat. After about twenty minutes of cruising around the lake, we
must have become bored and started playing chicken with each other.
By chicken, I mean each boat would come close to the other,
narrowly missing one another.

Eventually, we started to bump into each
other’s boats. At the time we thought that this was hilarious.
However, when our hour was up and we headed back to the marina,
approaching the dock, we noticed a couple of State Police vehicles
with their emergency lights flashing standing alongside our coaches
at the end of the dock. Turns out we had forgotten to practice boat
safety during our time on the lake - and I don’t just mean
forgetting to strap on life vests. Additionally, our immature
behavior had caused some damage to the boats. Not only did we get a
serious reprimand from the coaches, but our actions cost the
coaches and our parents around two thousand dollars to cover the
damage we had caused to the boats. To say that we were in the
doghouse would be a serious understatement. Reflecting back, it was
a stupid thing we all participated in, and we were lucky that no
one was hurt. We all felt extremely bad over the incident, and all
of us wished we had shown better judgment.

Now it was time to get ready for the
Championship Game, which, in retrospect, we were lucky to be
competing in, as an alternative result to our exciting foray on the
waters could have been an afternoon (or more) behind bars
instead.

The New York State Championship Game started
at 3pm sharp. We must have taken our frustration, or should I say
embarrassment, out on the other team. We won the game 18-0, which
entitled us to move on to the Eastern Regional tournament to be
held at the University of Maryland. The following week, we played
teams from Washington D.C., Philadelphia, and Baltimore. Once
again, we were victorious. Now it was on to the American Legion
World Series, held in Little Rock, Arkansas.

Thanks to American Legion baseball, I got to
experience my first airplane flight, as we headed off to Little
Rock. Although, sadly, we didn’t win the World Series, we did get
to compete against teams from Los Angeles, Detroit, and Dallas. It
was quite a summer, and when we returned to Staten Island, we did
so as conquering heroes. We all headed back to school in the fall,
extremely proud of the new heights we had reached.
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 * Am I Really
Going to College?*

 


 


In the fall of 1965, I was off to college,
after being recruited and offered a football scholarship to
perennial Division III football powerhouse Missouri Valley College.
After accepting the scholarship, it proudly dawned on me that I
would be the first person in my family to attend college.

When I arrived in Marshall, Missouri, a town
of approximately 16,000 residents, located 80 miles east of Kansas
City and ten miles north of Interstate 70, I immediately realized
that, once again, I was stepping up to advanced competition, just
like when I first walked into the gym for tryouts as a freshman at
New Dorp High School.

Once on campus, I was assigned a roommate.
His name was Tom Kurucz, and he was from Cheektowaga, NY, which I
later learned was located just outside of Buffalo. Tom was a cross
between Arnold Schwarzenegger and Vin Diesel. He was 6’3” tall
weighed about 225 pounds, and was all muscle from head to toe. Now,
at this point, I had grown to 5”11” and weighed about 172 pounds
myself. Not that I wasn’t proud of the progress I had already made
with my physique, but the thought immediately occurred to me that I
might consider bulking up a bit before I drowned in the sea of
brawn out there! So much of my freshman year was spent learning the
system and getting bigger, stronger, and faster. I began eating
much more than I had been used to, and then started lifting
weights. By
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