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Fantasizing About Better Times

Written May 2003

Published June 13, 2003
My fantasy life sucks. With the pressures of school mounting in the fourth quarter, the need for an escape is stronger now than ever. The weather is taunting, warming up nearly each week, only to get colder suddenly. Summer is looming, and with it comes the question of how to fill the time. Personally, I turn to my fantasy life when reality becomes too much. Or at least, I would, if my fantasy life weren’t so depressing.

Leading into the deceivingly-stressful spring, I was counting on certain guys of mine to be there for me when I needed them most. No such event occurred. I was hoping to be able to come home, go into my room, and become warmed inside nearly immediately by the thought of everyone in my fantasy life who makes each passing day more enjoyable. Instead, I’ve found myself asking things such as: “What happened, Rich?” “Where’d you go, Paul?” and “Is it something I did, Pat?” far too many times. You would, too, if you were in my position.

That’s right, I’m currently in second-to-last place in my fantasy baseball league. My failure has been in large part thanks to guys like Paul Konerko, Rich Aurilia, and Pat Burrell. Maybe it was because of me that they’ve choked. Maybe the pressure was just too much. Maybe they could sense how badly I needed this. In any case, those three are sitting on my bench right now, and the pain they’ve caused me is surely eating them up. Or at least it should be.

For five years now, I’ve played fantasy baseball. I started it without knowing what I was getting into: that in order to be a true fantasy player with the skills required to make it big, I would have to devote hours each day to reviewing statistics, going over match-ups, calculating each of my players’ IsoP (that’s Isolated Power for all of you ignorant non-fantasy players out there), and finding out what each of my starting pitchers ate for breakfast. In order to give myself the best shot at winning, I have to go all out and put in the effort it takes to really know my stuff. I found that out the hard way. Now, I’m stuck spending much of my waking hours on yahoo.com, with visits to espn.com, mlb.com, and even cbssportsline.com, though that one’s pretty rare.

Playing fantasy baseball has its benefits outside of being the coolest kid in school. For example, the next time I’m approached by a good-looking female who wants to know Raúl Ibañez’s batting average, I can answer her suavely and assuredly: “Well, he’s currently hitting .315, but as recently as a week ago his average was .352.” No doubt my new friend will be impressed. Or the next time I’m kidnapped by the Baldini family( and the only way they’ll let me go is if I can tell them who has the most saves without blowing one, I can easily say: “Well Eddie Guardado has fifteen saves and hasn’t blown a game yet.” When I feel the cold barrel of the gun press up against my temple, I can add: “That is, of course, if you’re not counting Eric Gagne, who’s the leader with eighteen.” If they then proceed to ask me which first baseman has the highest Range Factor in the majors and which second baseman has the highest Zone Rating, I’ll be equipped with an answer: “That’s easy. Doug Mientkiewicz is the leading first baseman in Range Factor and Pokey Reese is the top second baseman by nearly .5 in Zone Rating.” If not for all my time spent on fantasy baseball, I might never become free.

However, despite the joy that the sport of fantasy baseball brings me, and the potentially sticky situations it can get me out of, each time I check my team, I am reminded of one thing: my second-to-last place standing. What used to be a source of great joy in my life is now a wreck, causing me to undergo mood swings, dizziness, and even symptoms of withdrawal when I become too angry with my team and neglect it for days at a time. What I realize during these situations is that not only am I neglecting my fantasy team, but I am neglecting myself as well. By allowing myself to give up something that is such a major part of my life, it is as if I was going to go to school while leaving one of my arms at home.( In addition, I realize it must be because of this that Paul Konerko, Pat Burrell, and Rich Aurilia have decided not to produce for me. I mean, how can I expect my fantasy players to care when I myself do not?

In the end, I realize how much fantasy baseball means to me. For this reason, no matter how depressing my team will ever become, I need to learn to stick with it and not forget how much I mean to my team. Or, I could just decide to do my homework and do something productive with my time. It’s a tough choice.

Rookie Dreamin’(
Written September 2003

Published September 29, 2003
Hey, I’m Pete, and I’m your sports columnist. In my first article, published at the end of last year, I didn’t mention anything about myself. Consider this our formal introduction. You and I have a special relationship, one that not many are lucky enough to experience. As your sports columnist, I feel I have several responsibilities to you, just as you have responsibilities to me.

My job is to show you a completely new and mind-blowing way to look at and experience sports, and to make you laugh while I’m at it. Your job is to, well, read my articles and tell all your friends to. Although our faces may never meet, we will have an unspoken bond built on love and trust, and let’s make sure that this bond stays strong as long as I’m here to guide you through the school year. 


Last year when I was called up from the minor leagues to play (chosen to write) in the September (June) games (sports column), some people said I had (wrote) a pretty good season (article). Since I was new to the league (newspaper) I was a ‘rookie,’ a player (writer) in his first year. Being young, naïve, and eager, I wanted so badly to win the ultimate award for rookies, the Rookie of the Year award. When I was told that I hadn’t played enough games (articles) to qualify for the award, I was crushed. All my hard work, now down the drain. It wasn’t until my agent (editor) called to tell me that since I didn’t play (write) enough to qualify as a rookie last year, this year is my rookie year. Joy overcame me. All the passion that I played (wrote) with last year came back. I had a purpose again, other than being your faithful supplier of sports insight and brilliance.


So here I am, back for another year as your sports columnist, and, more importantly, your friend. This year, the competition for Rookie of the Year is steep, to say the least. At least I’d assume that it would be steep, if there was any. However, despite the obvious shortcomings of my competition, I can assure you that I will continue to maintain my high level of work. I’m facing a tough year in the world of sports columns ahead, but I plan to weather this storm, with you by my side.


Since it is the end of September, the baseball season, my favorite season of the year, is dawning to a close, and as is the case every season, it’s time again to debate the credentials of the many worthy candidates for, of course, the Rookie of the Year trophy.


In baseball’s American League, the top candidates are the Hideki Matsui, Angel Berroa, Rocco Baldelli, Mark Teixeira. What do all these players have in common? Super-cool names. When we take a look at the National League, we notice the same trend. From Brandon Webb, to Ty Wigginton, to Scott Podsednik, to Dontrelle Willis, there is no shortage of interesting, striking, and stimulating names.


Naturally, the only way to go about ranking a list of such high-caliber names is to assign each player’s first and last names a point value, from 1-10. Then, to find a player’s overall score, multiply the two together. Simple as that.


Beginning with the American league, here’s how they score: Hideki: 5 (Japanese is cool, but he could have done way better, like if his name was Tikeo, or something); Matsui: 5 (again, boring for Japanese); Angel: 7 (If there was a Jesus to vote for, it would be different, but right now, Angel is all we’ve got); Berroa: 3 (Only points given because it kinda sounds like bear. Kinda); Rocco: 9 (One point awarded for each joke I can think of involving the name “Rocco”); Baldelli: 9 (How much cooler can you get?), Mark: 2 (Boring); Teixeira: 8 (Anyone whose name violates a basic rule of grammar twice deserves serious recognition).


In the National League, we have an even better lineup: Brandon: 2 (From now on, boring first names get an automatic 2 points); Webb: 7 (Conjures up images of spiders and witches, and it has twice as many “B” s as normal); Ty: 6 (Any parent who can name their kid Ty deserves something; I don’t know what); Wigginton: 8 (One point awarded for each nickname and reference I can think of: Wiggy, The Wigster, Three Little Wiggys…); Scott: 2 (See above explanation for Brandon); Podsednik: 6 (my already bad jokes are deteriorating, so just trust me on the rating); and finally, he who goes by only one name: Dontrelle: 48 (For all his coolness, he deserves exactly 48 points).


As we look at the final standings, the winners are: Rocco Baldelli in the American League, Ty Wigginton in the National League (He broke the “Ty” with Dontrelle due to a bonus point for a name that inspires so many puns), and of course: Me! Thanks to all who helped us on our respective journeys.

And now, as I have to conclude this article due to space, time, and emotional constraints, I realize that despite my promises and obligations, I haven’t actually discussed sports at all. I hope that our bond won’t be broken by this, and that our familiarity will soon turn into a full-blown friendship. To help you make it through this difficult time until I play (write) again, you can simply stare at the picture I have provided of me—with a golf club. Enjoy.

Where Have You Gone, WUSA?

Written October 1, 2003

Published October 31, 2003

For me, October is usually a month full of playoff baseball: the showcase of the best teams in each league, leading up to the World Series, which is currently taking place for the 99th time.( However, something else stole my interest in sports this season. Instead of pondering each baseball team’s chance of winning it all, I found myself pondering just how it happened. That’s right, I just couldn’t get over the fact the WUSA folded only three years into its existence.


I felt the need to investigate why a professional sports league with eight teams placed around the country could go so far under that it had to fold five days before the start of the women’s World Cup, to be held in the U.S.(

The first clue I came upon was the name: WUSA. While other sports leagues have reasonably identifiable acronyms, this one stumped me. Even the largest women’s league, the WNBA, makes sense: the Women’s National Basketball Association. But WUSA? Using the same pattern as the WNBA, the name would stand for the Women’s United States of America. I knew that couldn’t be it. It wasn’t until I began reading about the league that I found out what it really stands for: Women’s United Soccer Association. Talk about confusing names. If it weren’t for my perseverance and intense interest in the subject, I may never have found out what the league was actually called. 


Despite the confusion over the league’s name, one would imagine that enough 12-year-old girls would care more about the play on the field than the confusion surrounding it. However, my quest to discover the reason for the fall of the league brought me to Liz Friedman, a sophomore forward on Hunter’s Girls’ Soccer team. Liz remembered watching WUSA games and noticing a disparity between the play in men’s leagues like the MLS and that of women in the WUSA. This was my next clue to why the league failed. All the fans disappointed over not knowing what the league was called were not cheered up any by the quality of play. 


In my search, one thing was never said, but became apparent to me. The problem with women’s soccer in the U.S. is just that. It’s women’s soccer in the U.S. Both the game and the people playing it don’t carry much interest in our country. Major League Soccer, the main professional men’s league in the U.S., is not exactly thriving, and the only other professional women’s league, the WNBA, attracts only 8,800 fans per game. Since both soccer and women’s sports are relative latecomers to the sports scene in the U.S., some time and intelligent marketing are needed to build popularity. However, neither may be available if the current trend continues. Sports have long been a masculine, dominance-driven industry that is supported by men, run by men, and played by men. It’s no surprise that the most publicized event in women’s soccer was Brandi Chastain’s removal of her jersey in a state of elation. In the sports world today, that’s what sells women’s sports, but that’s not what the industry needs. The WUSA was able to find only two sponsors for the upcoming season: Hyundai and Johnson & Johnson. Had six more companies been willing to spend a mere $2.5 million per year, the league would have been able to continue.


Yet in the end, what caused the WUSA to collapse was lack of interest, which bordered on a complete nonexistence of interest. Sponsors weren’t there because fans weren’t there. In the final year of the WUSA, an average of 6,700 people attended each game, not nearly enough to pay the average player’s salary of $37,200, plus the salaries of over 350 league employees. Despite the huge popularity of soccer as a kid’s sport, that interest hasn’t yet been translated into professional soccer. Without sponsors, there is no league, meaning there are no fans, and there is no WUSA, no matter what those letters actually stand for.

Not Just Athletes

Written November 4-5, 2003

Published ???, 2003


I used to wonder why athletes had it so good. In exchange for ritualistically perfecting their bodies to their respective sports, they make big money, they are idolized by youths, they only work during 2 or 3 seasons each year, and they are magnets to those of the other gender.


How athletes have attained such adoration always perplexed me. Sure, they can do things that most of us can’t. But then again, most of us aren’t quite capable of playing in the New York Philharmonic, and yet those guys don’t have ads for Nike and Sprite (or even Yamaha and Suzuki). So why do athletes get the money and praise, while others at the top of their fields don’t? The question bothered me for years.


But that wasn’t all. There is another element to this problem. In addition to fame and fortune, athletes have been able to make their fame live on in other forms of entertainment. For decades, athletes have crossed over from playing fields to film, music, and TV. Is this progression due to their star status as athletes, or is it because of some talent that they possess? This too kept me awake many nights.


And then, my friend, I realized why they have all this. Athletes have something special to them. You can call it intelligence, you can call it charisma, you can call it the knowledge of how to win. What it comes down to is that one little intangible quality that allows athletes, with all their physical abilities, to be so elegant and poised on screen and so pure in voice that their ventures into more theatrical entertainment are nothing short of breathtaking.


I’m talking about Shaquille O’Neal in Kazaam and about O.J. Simpson in fifteen different films, including all three Naked Gun movies. While these and other such performances have been denied Oscars, the actors’ talent can’t be denied. And it’s not just in movies that athletes excel. Shaq showed off his musical flair on his rap album, boxer Oscar De La Hoya released a self-title album of latin pop songs, and recently Yankees outfielder Bernie Williams has come out with an album full of his classical guitar-playing. Comedy too is a field athletes have enjoyed entering. In films, athletes such as runner Michael Johnson in The Master of Disguise have hung up the cleats to inspire laughs, and on TV numerous athletes, including the Yankees’ Derek Jeter last year and tennis player Andy Roddick this past month have shown of their humorous sides while hosting Saturday Night Live. 


So why do athletes shine when they enter a new spotlight? Within the answer to this question, I found the reason for our athlete-adulation. Athletes are not merely specimens of physical perfection (with exceptions such as the Mets’ Mo Vaughn), but also examples of great minds. Reggie Jackson has theorized on what it is that separates athletes from regular Joes, and I agree with his theories. Reggie, an esteemed intellectual himself, not to mention a key actor in The Naked Gun: From the Files of Police Squad, feels that he and other athletes are special because they have a certain ‘fortitude’ and ‘courage’ that the rest of us lack. It is only natural that this fighting spirit would carry over into other areas of life, and provide athletes with the talent necessary to act on screen or make beautiful music.


These days, I admire athletes even more. Rather than dreaming about the life of an athlete, with all its riches, I am content with my life, and in awe of athletes. For I know now that they possess something I do not. The fact that my body will never let me play professional basketball must mean only one thing: that I am not equipped with the same grit that allows athletes to stand out in all parts of society, especially on the silver screen.

Unleveled Field™

Written December 1, 2003

Published December 19, 2003


Politicians have used the phrase “to level the playing field” to talk about fair competition by making a reference to sports. The idea is that since both teams play on flat fields (or courts, rinks, etc.) neither side has an unfair advantage.


However, in this age of commercialism and sponsorships, about the only thing that remains level is, in fact, the playing field. While pro sports began the transition away from pastime and toward business several decades ago, it continues to reach new peaks each year.


Yet this column isn’t going to be full of complaints about advertisement. I’m not going to complain about the computer-generated ads projected onto backstops behind home plate, the rolling ads along the sidelines of an NBA court, or the signs plastered onto the walls of hockey rinks. I’m not going to complain about the Allstate Good Hands Play of the Game, the Foxwoods Resort Casino Turning Point of the Game, the Bud Light Fan of the Game, the Aflac Trivia Question, the Dodge Drive of the Game, or the Mazda Postgame Show. I’m not going to complain about Miller Park, PSINet Stadium, PETCO Park, Qualcomm Stadium, or Minute Maid Park. I’m not going to complain about the Tostitos Fiesta Bowl, the Fedex Orange Bowl, the Nokia Sugar Bowl, the Toyota Gator Bowl, the Continental Tire Bowl or the Insight.com Bowl. I’m not even going to complain about the little yellow AOL guy who popped up each time FOX showed an instant replay during the World Series. Nope, what I’m here to complain about is the Yankees.


The Yankees lost to the Florida Marlins in the World Series this year, which means the season was a losing one in Yankeeland. What happens after losing seasons in Yankeeland? George Steinbrenner gets mad. What happens when the Boss gets mad? The Yankees spend money. Why? Because they can. This brings me to the real thing I want to complain about: the ever-growing disparity in team revenue within Major League Baseball.


How boring does that sound? Disparity in team revenue. Payroll differentials. Salary caps. I’m beginning to snooze here. But do you know what else is boring? Games and seasons without competition. I could have slept from April through September and guess what I would wake up to. The Yankees in the playoffs, of course. Games aren’t worth watching and seasons aren’t worth following if the result is known. The point of sports is that the joy of winning comes from beating the competition. When the competition is tougher, the joy is greater (hence the elation of fans of underdogs worldwide). When there is less competition, less excitement is generated by winning. To quote an old dead guy who had it straight, political writer Thomas Paine once wrote: “The harder the sacrifice, the more glorious the triumph.” Though Paine was writing about the Revolutionary War, the same spirit applies directly to sports. 


Let me clear something up. I’m not mad at the Yankees for doing what they’ve done. I am mad at them for winning, but that’s a separate issue. The blame here falls squarely on Major League Baseball. MLB has been so slow to set up a system that maintains competitive balance that now we’re faced with boring phrases and, even worse, boring seasons.


As money, business, and sponsors begin to ooze onto the field, the teams with more sponsors and larger contracts begin to rack up much more revenue than teams stuck without all the commercial support. The teams that benefit from this the most are the teams in New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Boston, Baltimore and other large baseball markets. At the other end of the spectrum, Kansas City, Montreal, and Milwaukee can barely get a TV station to cover their games. (While that was clearly a joke, the Expos, now splitting home games between Montreal and San Juan have no English-speaking TV or radio coverage.)


One of the greatest minds of our time, baseball writer, historian, intellectual, philosopher, mathematician, and scholar Bill James wrote in 2001 that among the things that appear blatantly obvious to him, one is “that baseball will eventually solve or contain the problem or economics corroding competitive balance.” It is this passage, and this passage alone that gives me faith. As Bill James has not yet been wrong about anything to this day, I’ll trust him on this one too and believe that there is hope for better competition in the future, making winning more fun, and losing more manageable. So far, MLB has given no sign of being able to correct its financial problems that ruin the game on the field.


While the Yankees’ players may play on a level field with the likes of the Devil Rays and Twins, the rest of the game is as bumpy as Jose Canseco or Ken Caminiti’s back. It’s time for MLB to get its act together and end this bombardment of advertisement.


Now if only I could find a way to quote both Thomas Paine and Bill James in a social studies essay.

Thank You for the Time and Courtesy
Written January 7-8, 2004

Published January 23, 2004


This month I’d like to use this column not to make a weak attempt at humor, but to remember and honor two people who made a difference in the lives of Met fans and who won’t get the recognition many others receive upon death: Doris from Rego Park and Tug McGraw. 


Doris from Rego Park was known by every listener to the sportstalk( radio station WFAN (660). Her calls to the FAN would usually come in shortly after 1:00 AM (in time to wake me up and remind me that I still had work left), offering her opinions on the Mets, her signature cough, and brief glimpses into the life of one of the most devoted Met fans.


Doris (whose last name was Bauer, unknown to her loyal listeners) died this November of breast and lung cancer, combined with her lifelong disease of neurofibromatosis, the disease suffered by the elephant man, at the age of 58. It was only after her death that FAN listeners learned of her ailments, her family (her parents were Jews who settled in Queens after fleeing the Holocaust), and just how deep her passion for baseball ran. She grew up a rabid fan of the Brooklyn Dodgers, memorizing thousands of statistics and game results. A few years after her beloved Dodgers moved across the country, Doris transferred her fanaticism to the team that was to take the place of the departed Dodgers and Giants: the newly created New York Mets.


Since their inception in 1962, Doris’ life revolved around the Mets. Unable to live a true social life, she developed crushes on certain Mets players (Ed Kranepool first, and Lenny Dykstra later) and spent every summer Sunday at Shea Stadium. Yet for Met fans, her significance was on the radio.


Doris was known for her chronic cough, resembling that of a decades-long chain smoker, and for her unique style of interaction with the radio hosts. In every call she displayed a kindness and civility of times past. In addition, her love for the Mets was clear. This was someone who, because robbed of a classic lifestyle, lived through her favorite baseball team (unknown to listeners, she clipped baseball articles from five different newspapers every day and jotted notes on the Mets on countless legal pads). Capturing in a sentence what Doris from Rego Park was all about, she ended each of her calls with “Thank you for the time and courtesy.”


In the late summer of 1973, the Mets were locked in a pennant race with the Cardinals, Pirates, and Expos, and the team was headed south. Despite the Mets ace Tom Seaver, who won the National League Cy Young Award that year, pitching better than any other pitcher in the league, the Mets couldn’t distance themselves from the rest of the league.


It was this situation that prompted an “extremely enthusiastic” Mets relief pitcher named Tug McGraw to go around Shea one day yelling what would become the Mets cry for the next three decades. McGraw said that day he came to the ballpark feeling that “things would start getting better,” and so during batting practice before the game, he starting yelling to fans and players alike: “Ya gotta believe! Ya gotta believe!”


Met fans’ most lasting memory of McGraw is undoubtedly the line that can be heard at Shea each season the Mets have a shot at a championship, and is shouted to fellow Met fans each offseason. Yet McGraw’s impact doesn’t stop there. The wacky reliever used to claim that he was “lefthanded in every way,” and teammates such as current Philadelphia Phillies manager Larry Bowa remember him similarly: “[Tug] had no fear. He was loose. That’s how he played the game.” McGraw’s good nature and sense of humor were apparent to all who spent time with him. When asked by a reporter, “Do you prefer grass or turf?” (a natural grass field vs. the artificial grass AstroTurf), McGraw responded: “I don’t know. I never smoked no AstroTurf.”


Tug McGraw ended a ten month battle with brain cancer this January 5 at the age of 59. Like Doris from Rego Park, Tug McGraw’s life was cut too short. For these two remarkable people, their impacts on the lives of Met fans cannot be understated. In a profession that’s about entertainment, it is the rare sports fan or athlete who can endear him or herself to others the way these two did. Tug McGraw died with thousands of Met fans remembering his classic line that has come to classify the Mets organization, while Doris from Rego Park left more quietly: a simple announcement on the FAN by host Joe Benigno that she had passed away. Yet for the number of people these two individuals touched, neither will get the recognition they deserve, or be remembered half as long as they should be.


Because of this, and because of what they accomplished in their all-too-short lives, I would like to say to both Doris from Rego Park and Tug McGraw, thank you, thank you for the time, courtesy, and everything else you brought to Met fans everywhere.

Doris (Bauer) from Rego Park: 1945-2003

Tug McGraw: 1944-2004

Feeding the Addiction

Written February 7, 2004

Published March 1, 2004


By the time this column ends up in your hands, the Super Bowl will be a month old and you’ll be a month away from the start of the baseball season. Now until April is the time of the year leaves much of the sports-loving population of our country sick with symptoms caused by deprivation of their addictions.


Football and baseball are far and away the most popular sports across the nation. Baseball, “the national pastime,” has been rivaled, and even surpassed, in popularity by football in recent years. Because of this, it’s no surprise that millions of Americans are suffering during this two month period without football or baseball.


Yet what really distinguishes these sports from basketball, hockey, curling, and other lesser-appreciated sports is not the popularity level. The distinction that causes football and baseball fans more torment than fans of other sports is the regularity of each sport on the calendar. Both football and baseball are sports that take up time on a regular and predictable basis.

Football is legendary for devouring Sundays. Football fans will watch games at 1:00, 4:00, and 7:00, and feel like they’ve accomplished great things that day. At games in every city, tailgate parties will occur long before and long after the play on the field has taken place, while kids and wives are forgotten for one day of the week, every week.

Baseball does not have the same magnetism with each and every game, because it would be impossible to devote the passion shown toward football to each of baseball’s 162 games. Instead, baseball’s impact is in its constant presence every night throughout the season. Baseball fans, such as myself, may not be glued to the couch for the entirety of games, but instead we catch parts of games every night, causing our families the same aggravation football families feel.

The baseball season begins in April and ends in October, after the start of the football season. Because of this overlap, the weeks between football’s Super Bowl and baseball’s Opening Day are the only time of the year both sets of fans are left without a fix for their addictions. Everywhere husbands find themselves having to spend more time with their wives and kids find themselves having to do their homework. (Or am I the only one who finds a baseball game a suitable excuse for missing assignments?)

It’s tough not being able to turn to your system of life support in these cold, winter months. I know because I’ve had to live under these conditions for four months now, and I don’t know how much longer I’ll make it. The life of a sports fan isn’t always that picture of near-perfection he paints. Instead, he has months of glory followed by months of misery. Months of action followed by months of sloth. Months of true living followed by months of, well, real-world living. Monday morning quarterbacking becomes parent-teacher meetings. Fantasy analysis becomes math homework. Injury reports become traffic reports. Every day, the life of a sports fan is transformed, and not so pleasantly.

This is the plight of those who are truly passionate, those who really care, those who crave for excitement. Not everyone understands it, and sports fans are often perplexed by these people. However, they do serve a purpose: to ground us in reality. They remind us that we made up that statistic stating the off-season is the peak time for suicides. They remind us that the players themselves are actually having a better time when they’re not playing, since they get to do lots of wonderful things with their new time (and as they would tell you, these things include changing diapers and taking out the trash). Yet the void is still there, and it won’t go away.

But you’ll make it, as I have. You’ll suffer through the dreary and often agonizing months of the off-season. But in the end, your sport will return. No matter how much your significant others pray for the opposite, your passion will return. And when it does, you will be a better person for the journey.

Good luck selling that to your wife, parents, or teachers. I’m sure they’ll understand.

’Roid Rage? Ha!

Written March 6 and 9, 2004

Published ????, 2004


Recently a number of people have commented on how my columns are no longer funny, or that they never were. To these people I have promised that I’ll hit them with a column so uproariously funny that they’ll forget all my past lack of humor.


Unfortunately this column isn’t that column.


Before beginning my rant, I have to explain a few things. First of all, I usually have no idea what I’m doing when I write these things. I certainly don’t have any idea why anyone would care about my fantasy teams, my picks for Rookie of the Year, what I have to say about the WUSA, or the Mets in general. I also often find myself remembering that my deadline passed a few days before. At these times I am forced to take a break from managing my fantasy baseball teams, which had forced me to take a break from listening to the Met game, which had forced me to take a break from my social studies homework, which had forced me to take a break from my fantasy team in the first place. When I do eventually get beyond staring at a blank computer screen, I work on what I think people most want to read: jokes to include in my next column (“What is up with Kobe Bryant? I mean, have you heard about this guy?”On second thought…).


Also, I’m really not that big of a sports fan. Despite what you may believe about your trusted sports columnist, I’m actually only a baseball fan who convinced enough people I knew anything about the other sports long enough to be selected for the position. In fact, I know more about Detroit Tigers’ journeyman reliever Esteban Yan than I do about football, basketball, and hockey combined. Did you know that Esteban hit a home run in his first major league at-bat? Did you know it was hit off the Mets? Did you know I was at that game?


But if there’s one thing I do know, it’s that, well, I don’t know what this whole fuss over steroids is all about. So some guys want to get better at their sports by ingesting illegal substances that may kill them in a few years. Seems fair to me. I don’t see why we need to be so mad about this.

One of the common complaints about steroids is that “if our athletes use them, they’ll be poor role models and send the wrong message to our children.”Personally, I think Barry Bonds, Jason Giambi, Gary Sheffield, and all the others (one lesser known steroid user is Mickey Rooney) are fine role models for me and all other kids.


Before continuing, I need to add the following disclaimer for legal purposes: The mention and description of Barry Bonds™ are not to be disseminated without the expressed written consent of Barry Bonds, Inc. and its affiliates.

Now that I have avoided any potentially sticky legal situations, back to the point.

Personally, I’m a sucker for ’roids. Ever since I heard about them, I’ve been trying to get my hands on some. Just think of all the possibilities a bottle of Testosterone-trans-4-n-butylcyclohexyl-carboxylate would bring. A guy like me could really use steroids. I play baseball for Hunter (Shameless plug: Come see all our games, starting April 20th), and this year I have a shot to start for the team. But why settle for just a shot? Why not a probability, or even a certainty? All 142 pounds of me is aching to bulk up and make that possibility look just a little larger, damn the consequences. The dilemma involving steroids becomes clear.

Opponents of steroid use have listed all of its side effects as reasons why Major League Baseball should ban steroids, as the National Football League and the International Olympic Committee have done. These side effects include psychosis, increased aggression, muscle cramps, baldness, acne, and gynecomastia. Hmm, sound like anyone you know? To me it seems awfully similar to the very people who want steroids banned. All except the gynecomastia part. I’m not sure about that one. (For information on gynecomastia, see your health teacher.)

My experiences writing this column and the experiences some athletes have had with steroids share many similarities. Not only is my ego now as big as Sammy Sosa’s steroid-enhanced skull, but both practices have questioned the integrity of the institutions of they take place in. Am I acting with journalistic integrity when I imply that some of baseball’s biggest stars (and biggest biceps) are taking steroids merely because of extremely damning physical evidence that they have altered their bodies chemically? And for that matter, if my allegations are true, are these players respecting the integrity of the game that has treated them so well?

I say, integrity shmintegrity. I’m here to do my job, they’re out there to do theirs. Until one of us is busted for illegal activity, we’re doing fine. Now if I could only find a way to get some steroids, you might see the best (and soon to be funniest) steroid-enhanced sports columnist around.

The Greatest Human Being on Earth

Written April 8 and 21, 2004

Published June 7, 2004


Sportswriters love to write about the lives off the field of the players they cover on the field. And for good reason. Sports fan love reading about players. What they’re like. Who they hang out with. How they pass their time.


But, unfortunately for a lot of sportswriters, there’s only so much you can say about athletes. For instance, things like “Smith is an extraordinary athlete” often don’t interest fans when Smith is leading the league in points per game. “Anderson can run with the best of them” doesn’t surprise anyone when Anderson has more rushing yards than anyone in pro football.


For this reason, sportswriters are usually left with two areas of the player’s life to write about.

The first is the player’s pastimes, hobbies, interests, and pursuits of leisure. This, too, rarely goes far. When a writer comments that “Williams is quite a game hunter,” you can be sure that the rest of Williams’ starting line accompanies him on hunting trips. When you hear “Bradley frequents the Denver golf courses,” do you care that Bradley likes to golf when the rest of the team’s pitching staff spends off-days on the links as well? And for all we know, Bradley would prefer to be hitting the slopes if he weren’t contractually forbidden from doing so.

The problem with admissions such as these is that they’re not interesting. Williams hunts and Bradley golfs. So do millions of Americans every day. Because of this dilemma writers have to search for unique things to write about players.


What they usually settle on is the second area of player’s lives: their inevitably wonderful character. Jenkins is, of course, “a true gentleman,” Campbell is “endlessly caring and kind,” and Wallace is “wise beyond his years.”


Yet here they settle on another problem. Fans don’t care if they read that Miller has certain commendable qualities. Americans have come to realize that these claims are often stretches of the truth or just plain false. So writers pull out their trump card: an example of Miller displaying his magnificence:


“When I drove up to Miller’s house, I was struck by the sign that read ‘FREE FOOD INSIDE FOR ANYONE WHO NEEDS IT.’This kindness and sense of generosity was only emphasized during my time with him. Before we started the interview, I had to wait for Miller to finish giving his lesson in Biology to a group of deaf elementary school students he communicated to through sign language. During our time in the city, Miller helped no less than three senior citizens find, purchase, and bag groceries.”

The master of stories such as these is top ESPN baseball writer Peter Gammons. Gammons is called upon to write a weekly column for ESPN.com about whatever subject he chooses. While Gammons may once have felt the need to write about the sport he is covering, he currently only shares the excellent attributes of the players he comes in contact with.

As I skim Gammons’ recent columns, I come across references to Joe Mauer’s “makeup” and “selflessness,” Scott Rolen’s “character,” Albert Pujols’ “work ethic” and “value system” (value system?), Lee Mazilli’s “energy,” Pedro Martinez’s “astounding intelligence” and Alan Trammell’s “professionalism” and “responsibility.” (The names in this paragraph are real. All the others I made up, and if you’re still reading this, my summer vacation from truthfulness has just started.)

The effect of reading so many accounts of the awe-inspiring moral fiber of the athletes we see on TV is that they begin to blur. The picture we’re left with is one of a player with all of the qualities mentioned. It’s hard to tell one good citizen from the other hundreds after a while.

I sometimes wonder what adjectives a writer like Peter Gammons would use to describe me. Would I be “full of boundless energy”? “Compassionate and thoughtful”? “A true gift to his organization”? With a little bit of luck (or on one of Gammons’ super-extremo-overboard days) I could even be “the greatest human being on earth.”

Yet the truly surprising thing about being anointed with such a high honor would not be the praise itself. The surprise would instead come when reading Gammons’ article the following week: “Harris Called By Many the Most Amazing Product of the Universe.”One week after being called the “greatest human on earth,” I’d be just another Joe Ballgame, despite my outstanding consideration, wit, and intelligence.

Summer of Ham(m)

Written September 9 and 20, 2004

Published September 30, 2004


In the Bible, Ham (pronounced Hahm) was the second son of Noah and the father of Cush, Egypt, Put, and Canaan. When Ham disrespected his father by not covering his naked body, Noah cursed Ham’s offspring.

In the Olympics, the Hamms (pronounced Hahm) were twin gymnasts, one of whom caused a more modern controversy by accepting a medal that later was discovered to rightfully belong to a South Korean, and Hamm (pronounced Ham) was the woman who played her last games for the United States women’s soccer team after over a decade of stardom and dazzling play.

With that brief introduction through, I’d like to welcome you back, sports fans, to another year of ground-breaking analysis! What a summer it’s been. Surely you laughed and surely you cried, but hey, that was only in the first three innings of any Met game you watched. (All-Too-Easy-But-Irresistible-Joke Count: 1)


I had a great summer, and I hope you did too. I traveled outside of the country, I traveled inside the country, I spent time with my family, I relaxed, and I followed sports. I watched the Mets (for as long as I could). I watched Greece beat Portugal on their way to the European Football Championship. And I turned my family’s California vacation into Pete’s Major League Baseball Stadium Tour of 2004, as I visited Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles, SBC Park in San Francisco, and the Oakland Coliseum in Oakland. 


And even though I did a lot on my own, you and I still managed to followed sports together. We followed baseball even during the dog days of August. We were there when Kobe Bryant had the charges against him dropped. We watched Roger Federer and Maria Sharapova become superstars. We saw Tiger Woods lose his #1 PGA rank after over 250 weeks in the spot. We tried to care that the NHL probably wouldn’t come back this season, but in the end, we realized that losing the WNBA would be harder to take.


And we watched the Olympics. We watched Hamm and we watched Hamm. But we watched a whole lot more. Here’s a rundown of what I found exciting, entertaining, or even inspiring, and which you experienced with me, if only in spirit:


That Israel won its first-ever gold medal, in what the Israelis do best: windsurfing. Congrats to Gal Friedman and the nation of Israel for finally getting recognition as what they are: the best windsurfing nation in the world.


That Bob Costas managed to use a record-few 37 different facial expressions during his 48 hours of Olympics coverage. His most memorable ones were “amused half-smile,” “bewildered head tilt,” and “intrigued stare,” while “knowing smirk” was his most frequently-used look, with 719 different appearances.


That Dutch swimmer Pieter van den Hoegenband’s name is about twelve letters and four syllables longer than the average American name (or more precisely, my name).


That the U.S. mean’s basketball team (affectionately nicknamed the ‘Nightmare Team’) suffered its first loss ever with NBA players to an American commonwealth. After all, you know what they say: when they can beat you, do it yourself.


That for the first time there were two American swimmers in the Olympics younger than me, and in a sport I used to compete in. Just reminds me of how many opportunities I’ve squandered in my short fifteen years. For only my own pride, I wish the worst on Katie Hoff and that other swimmer who has shone light on my pitifully small accomplishments. I also hold a nasty grudge against Freddy Ady, who, though not an Olympian, is about seven months younger than me and at least one million dollars richer.


And lastly, that in addition to Michael Phelps’ record-tying eight medals, he also tied a less well-known record by being incoherent in parts of eight different interviews. Congrats, Michael! And congratulations to all the athletes who made these Olypmic games memorable in their own individual ways.


So as we look back on the summer of 2004, we’ll do so wistfully because we’ll remember all that happened. We’ll remember the tennis, the golf, the high-profile trial, and, of course, the Olympics. But we’ll also forget things. After all, we’ll easily forget the hockey and we’ll do our best to forget the Mets.


And now that the school year is back, we are reunited once more. I’m glad that you’re back on board the wild and crazy ride that I take you through each year. And you’re probably glad that I’m back piloting the ship because too much time without me might lead you to something terrible. Something maybe as horrible as real sports, like football and basketball. But I’m not here for that. I’m here to provide you with a full picture of the world and the world in sports. Now that I’ve discussed the Bible in more depth than I’ve discussed football in all of my columns combined, my job for next month will be to try to find a connection between the Holy Book and sports, other than the Olympians Hamm.


Wish me luck.

Not Just the World of Sports

Written October 17-18, 2004

Published November 2, 2004


Well, well, well. The baseball playoffs are underway and the football season is in progress too. Hockey’s gone, but no one other than David Gurian-Peck has noticed. (You know why his column isn’t about hockey this month? Because he wrote about it last month. Oh wait, his column is about hockey? I’m sorry, I forgot that’s all he knows.)


Anyway, you might be imagining that I, Mr. Baseball, would want to talk about the playoffs. Well if that’s what you’re imagining, you’re imagining incorrectly, and you’re imagining stupid things. Start imaging about movie stars and world peace.


Instead, I want to talk about the world. That’s right, not just the world of sports. I want to discuss it all. However, since the editors of this fine publication you’re reading won’t give me an opinions column, I’m stuck here.


The thing is, no one really cares whether or not I write about sports. Among the many utterances that have never, in fact, been uttered is “Did you see Pete’s latest column? He really shed new light on [insert name or issue here].”During my time writing this column I’ve been asked by my editors to stick to my title and write about sports. Last year after submitting numerous columns about issues only vaguely related to sports, Max Sarinsky, then sports editor, told me to get back to what I was supposed to be doing. I ignored him, and you know where he is now? Editor-in-Chief. Hear that Mike and Seth?


To illustrate the level of importance my writing about sports holds, I’d like to share with you a conversation I had online with a friend of mine just yesterday (the screen names have been changed for regard to safety, mostly mine).


Friend [8:37 PM]: what’s up?


Me [8:37 PM]: nm, writing my column


Friend [8:38 PM]: cool, what’s it on?


Me [8:38 PM]: it’s a rant about how i want an opinions column


Friend [8:38 PM]: what do you have now?


Me [8:38 PM]: a sports column. i take it you’ve never read it before


Friend [8:39 PM]: no i have, i just didn’t know it was about sports


The reality of the matter is that in addition to my inability to write about sports, I’d rather be commenting on things that matter. I don’t think I’ve yet written a truly meaningful sentence in any of my columns. My problem is that I rarely know what I’m talking about. I can rant about the Mets, rant about the Yankees, or rant about a lot of other things, but beneath the surface is a very shallow understanding of what’s actually going on in the world of sports. I gloss over my lack of knowledge and inaccuracies with a new form of Jedi mind tricks: descriptions of the latest sabermetric statistics revealed at warp speed.


So to try to convince both you, my trusted reader, and my not-so-trusted editors that I can handle a switch out of the back pages, I’d like to illustrate my ability to link sports with the rest of the world now with these following observations about the presence of cultural and political trends seen in sports.


1)If the Astros and Red Sox had each made the World Series, it would have been the first time ever the teams in the World Series represented the same states as the two major presidential candidates. It’s always fun to assume what will happen between the writing of a column and its printing. If only the Sox had won the series… If only Kerry had won the election… (Safe assumptions? We’ll know by the time you read this.)


2)Despite the growing popularity of metrosexuality, baseball players are defending their masculinity in more traditional ways. While other men are sporting hairless bodies, facial hair is making a comeback in major league stadiums. Beards, moustaches, and muttonchop sideburns are now present in numbers not seen for decades. Speculators have attributed this growth in quantity and length of hair to the acquisition of Jesus by the Boston Red Sox, and his increased aerodynamics as a result of his flowing tresses.


Well these two observations were pretty crappy, but they’re the best I can come up with. After all, we only get a month to come up with new ideas, and it’s not like anything worth writing about has happened in the last month. I guess my failure to actually discuss either sports or anything meaningful shows I’m not ready to handle the switch to opinions. Until I can manage it, I’m stuck here with you. And you’re stuck here with me. Let’s try to get through another baseball offseason together, and let’s pray we don’t have to get through another four more years of you-know-who.

Pete Martin’s Ground-Breaking Analysis on the World of Sports is syndicated nationally in over eight bad newspapers.

No. 2 Pencils Needed

Written November 17, 2004

Published December 3, 2004


This column was turned in late to my editors because of the several tests I had the week of my deadline. And I wrote this late at night because of the studying I had to do for the test I had to take the next day. So I figured it would be fitting to administer a test to my readers, much as my teachers administer tests to me. Only your test results will determine not only which college you go to, but also the realm to which you shall travel posthumously. And wrong answers won’t count 1/4 of a point against you. Instead, a single wrong answer will leave you with a final score of 0. And you are not allowed to omit questions. And you have a 30 second time limit on each question. And you must use a No. 2 pencil, even though this test is not being graded by ScanTron (my eyes are more perceptive than any machine, and they hate No. 1 and No. 3 pencils). And you can’t change your mind on a question. And you don’t have any lifelines. And violating any of the above rules will result in the loss of your firstborn child. You think in the real world anyone cares why you screwed up? Buck up and begin the test.


1. You’re the manager of a team that that has just won a big game against your archenemies. A reporter asks you: “What do you attribute your team’s victory to?” The correct response is: A) “We came to play and we brought our “A” game. B) “We knew what we had to do and we went out and did it.” C) “It was a team effort.” D) “We made our own breaks.” E) “We played our hearts out.” F) “We played our butts off.” G) “We always seems to find a way to win.” H) “We showed a lot of character.” I) “We showed a lot of poise.” J) “We showed a lot of resiliency.” K) “Our fans. We’ve got the greatest fans in the world.” L) “God.” M) All of the above. (If choice M, write the correct order of responses in the blank space at the end of the column. If there is no blank space, write the order of responses on David’s column.)


2. You’re the star player and captain of a successful team. Your team acquires one of the top players in the sport, who, though better than you, is a completely worthless and repulsive human being, and is entire devoid of a soul. In addition, he plays your position. Your response to all this is to: A) Smile graciously and give the new player the obligatory welcoming phone call. B) Tell the press how much your team has offended you by making this move. C) Blink until the bad man goes away. D) Follow choice A, but proceed take every opportunity to show up the newly-acquired player once the season has started. E) Get a manicure. F) Grow a beard. G) Follow choice D, but also inflict physical pain upon the new player. H) Leave cryptic messages on the new guy’s phone and write death threats on his door in lipstick.


3. You’re a member of a jury hearing a case involving a high-profile athlete or former athlete. You hear the evidence and it becomes clear to you that he committed the crime he is being charged with. Your verdict is: A) Not guilty, because after all, he didn’t really mean to do it. B) Not guilty, because can’t you see how sad he looks? C) Not guilty, because it would be such a shame to put such a successful man behind bars. D) Not guilty, because that briefcase of cash matters waiting for you more than any piece of evidence. Seriously, evidence? C’mon. E) Not guilty, because the men in trench coats waiting outside told you he ain’t guilty of no crime, got it?


5. You’re a veteran athlete who’s bounced around the league and always been a decent player. You enter the final year of your contract at a salary less than that which is rightfully yours. You show up to training camp 20 pounds heavier than last year, and speak freely about your new training program and fitness guru. Those pills in your locker are: A) “Vitamins.” B) What pills? C) No, really, I have no idea what you’re talking about. D) Oh, those pills. E) Um… Those aren’t mine.


Alright, the test is finished. Put your pencils down and do not move a single muscle as I come around to collect the tests. These will be graded and returned to you by the end of your high school career. Yes, they will count for this quarter. No, there will not be a curve. If, in the case that your results on this test doom you to everlasting suffering, please take your final moments of your existence to brighten the day of someone luckier than you. After all, a smile goes a long way. And the homework is on the board.

An Open Letter to the Haters

Written December 13, 2004

Published December 22, 2004

Dear Rick Reilly, David Gurian-Peck and the rest of The Haters-


First, quit hatin’.


Here’s what I’ve been hearing a lot of: Barry Bonds’ career and statistics have become invalidated because of the recent events surrounding the BALCO steroid case, which present strong evidence that Barry Bonds used steroids regularly during the last few years of his career. As resident Barryfan and defender of intergalactic justice, it’s my job to protect the man, the hero, the legend.


Let’s review the arguments made by you who wish to sully the reputation of the greatest baseball player of the last three decades—if not more. First, you’ve said that he’s performed abnormally well in his old age, improving his hitting ability at the age most players begin improving their golf ability. Second, you’ve said that he’s grown abnormally as well; that his biceps, his chest, his shoulders, and even his skull have grown in girth as he’s aged. You’ve told us that his personal trainer has been indicted for steroid distribution, and that Bonds was a frequent visitor of the BALCO lab in San Francisco. And you’ve told us all this in a rapid-fire assault of verbal punches designed to destroy each response we may make, before we make them.


But the bottom line is that not only has a verdict not been reached, but the trial hasn’t even concluded. Many of you want to jump on recent evidence as proof that Bonds used steroids to enhance his performance, and therefore that his glory should be taken from him, both from within the hearts of fans and from the record books. Fan sentiment can’t be debated, argued, or “tried” in fake courts set up by school sports columnists, but the baseball record books and the Baseball Hall of Fame are truly sacred institutions, and decisions regarding which numbers and players become enshrined are not small matters to baseball fans.


Numbers like 61 (the long-standing single-season home run record, set by Roger Maris in 1961), 73 (the newest single-season home run record, set by Bonds in 2001), 755 (the career home run record, set by Hank Aaron), and 4 (my lucky number) matter to fans. And it is precisely because of how much certain numbers matter that this argument is a heated as it is. This argument isn’t the case of Clean v. Juiced. No one, and certainly not I, will defend players who have lied to the fans and used chemicals to degrade the sport. But what’s at stake here is the legacy of one of history’s greatest players. Barry Bonds has been singled out because of his dominance. His 73 home runs, his extraordinary on-base and slugging percentages, and his four consecutive MVP awards have been used as evidence to indict him.


The problem I have with the arguments being made by you who I have affectionately called “The Haters” is that Bonds’ (large) head has been seen as the Holy Grail of the “purists” who want to be on record for saying they would punish steroid users the most. The only baseball players who have publicly admitted to taking steroids, Jason Giambi and the recently deceased Ken Caminiti, were both MVPs. But no one has argued to strip Caminiti of his 1996 National League award or Giambi of his 2000 American League trophy. No one has sought to take the 1998 National League MVP award from Sammy Sosa, another suspected user. All of these people, among many others, likely etched their names into the annals of Major League Baseball with the wet tips of syringes, and yet only one of them is being considered for the baseball versions of purgatory.

To those who wish shame and misery on the house of Bonds, I have a few questions. As my loyal readers as aware, I explained a column of mine entitled “’Roid Rage? Ha!,” printed in March of this past year in this very publication that the effects of steroid use “include psychosis, increased aggression, muscle cramps, baldness, acne, and gynecomastia.” This, of course, is where my cross-examination begins. Has Barry Bonds ever shown the signs of being irritable, hostile, or angry? Has he ever begun an on-field fight, or even been involved in a dugout tussle? (Agression? I think not.) Has he ever forgotten how many outs there are, what the count is, or which part of the outfield he’s supposed to stand in? Has he ever shown up late to practice, been sent home from the ballpark early, or been cited for reckless driving? (Psychosis? Another no.) Has Barry missed an unusual number of games due to cramps, aches, strains, or other minor pains? Has his development in this regard been inconsistent with the normal aging process? (Muscle cramps? Not a trace.) Has Barry’s perennially smooth dome become covered with zits? What about his face or neck? (Acne? Same theme as the rest.) And has Barry’s curiously strong chest shown signs of losing solidity or becoming buried under layers of breast tissue? (Gynecomastia? Not in this fine specimen of a man.)

I present these medical facts only to say “Hold your horses” and “Not so fast, partner.” Whether or not Barry Bonds ever took steroids is very much under question. For every term like personal trainer and defied laws of statistics and baseball you throw out there, I have a response, like gynecomastia and chemically-induced states of increased petulance or rage. Every day, a Hater like Rick Reilly or David Gurian-Peck publishes something declaring the guilt of Barry Bonds. Every day Barry’s star is pulled oh-so-slightly downward by those who wish to see an amazing athlete come crashing down from the heavens to join the ranks of you and me. David’s right about something: the court of public opinion is not bound to the standards of reasonable doubt. We’re able to think how we want and indict, convict, and sentence as we please, with little or no merit to our decisions. But the sports world, like the legal world, should have some rules, or at least guidelines, to ensure the reign of justice and stability over mayhem and suffering, which is why I object to the culture of reckless accusation by you, The Haters. Give Barry (and peace) a chance. If, in the end, he’s found to have been juiced, I’ll carry the stick with his (acne-free) head on it.

Yours truly, Pete Martin

Recapping the Year that Was

Written January 18, 2005

Published February 14, 2005


Welcome back, sports fans, to another year of fun, adventure, and hilarity. Another year has come and gone. (According to the old saying, I should have 365 more gray hairs, but because of the Mets, the number is up around 500.) Let’s stroll through the headlines of the year that has past. Strap on your seatbelts and helmets, because 2005 was one wild ride.


January. Andy Roddick’s dismal performance at the Australian Open proved to be one of the year’s most surprising events. Roddick began his year-long descent into the wonderful place Mike Tyson calls “Bolivian” with what has now been immortalized as “The Blunder Down Under.” Especially shocking about Roddick’s play was not the fact that he lost, but that he was defeated by a gigantic eleven-year-old who got into the final match only by eating top-seeded Roger Federer and threatening to eat the line judge. Despite the challenger’s limited mobility and even more limited interest, Roddick could not stop the shaking of his knees, allowing his opponent to score 51 aces.


February. Pitchers and catchers reported to Spring Training, which doesn’t explain why Rickey Henderson showed up at each training facility announcing: “Rickey is ready to play and Rickey is ready to play for you.” The NFL’s Pro Bowl and NBA’s All-Star Game took place, and I guess someone won. I never found out the results, because no one seemed to watch either game. Super Bowl XXXSomething was won by the Pittsburgh Steelers, allowing rookie quarterback “Big” Ben Roethlisberger his fifteen minutes of fame, along with contracts peddling razors, deodorant, and adult diapers (“When I get excited, I reach for StayTru!”).


March. Baseball Spring Training began for position players, who show up considerably smaller, prompting ESPN announcer Joe Morgan to explain: “They must have stopped eating their Wheaties.” Barry Bonds and Jason Giambi weighed in at a combined 239 pounds. March Madness gained a new meaning as the newly-diagnosed Ron Artest Syndrome (RAS) raged through college basketball.


April. The baseball season began. Simultaneously, the Tigers’, Devil Rays’, Royals’, Rockies’, and Orioles’ seasons ended. In other news, Anna Kournikova got married to another hockey player, on the same day she announced her fourth comeback and fourth retirement from tennis.


May. The French Open had surprising geopolitical consequences this year, when no American players entered the tournament. Roddick chalked his decision up to grief lingering from the Australian Open and the additional two hundred pounds he had added since then. Venus and Serena Williams announced their new line of high-scale plastic surgeons and agreed to model the brand by going under the knife. When they returned, their faces had been switched and their talent had disappeared. The French understood the American absence as an insult, and vowed retaliation (See July).


June. The 2002 NBA Season finally came to an end as the last round of the playoffs was completed with a victory by Shaquille O’Neal over Kobe Bryant. In a fight during Game 2 of the Championship Series, O’Neal and Bryant knocked out each one of their own teammates, setting up the final games as a one-on-one competition. Neither would comment on why they felt this was necessary for the team, but both coaches endorsed the move, saying that their star player “knew how to get the job done.”


July. Wimbledon’s return brought with it “Wimbledon 2: Kickin’ it Olde School,” the sequel to the 2004 flop movie. Instead of Kirsten Dunst and Paul Bettany, the stars of the first Wimbledon movie, the sequel starred Kanye West as an up-and-coming urban tennis talent and Sir Laurence Olivier as his aristocratic British coach. The Tour de Lance reverted back to its old name, the Tour de France, as a result of the French Open debacle (See May). Lance Armstrong’s streak of six consecutive victories ended because of violence directed at him by fans, and Armstrong was only able to finish the race when he attached bicycle wheels to the PopeMobile, on loan from the Vatican and Pope Beckham I.


August. The Little League World Series retained its unofficial title as the annual Pan-Pacific Conference of Future Nobodies, as Japan played the United States in Nashville. One group of pre-pubescents beat the other, signaling the beginning of the decline of the winning players’ lives into obscurity, denial, and eventually depression. Major League Baseball contracted the Washington Nationals and Tampa Bay Devil Rays. Coincidentally, all of the Washington and Tampa Bay players contracted sexually transmitted diseases.


September. Football season started, creating a sharp spike in face paint, nacho, and foam finger sales. Hockey was realized to be missing when Russian hockey players renewing their visas declared they were unemployed. Anna Kournikova married another hockey player. The Williams sisters regained feeling in their faces.


October. The basketball season began. Major League Baseball held its playoffs and the Chicago Cubs became World Champions for the first time since 1908. With the curses of the Red Sox and Cubs over, many predicted that fate’s logical next step would be the apocalypse. (We’re still waiting.) 


November. The Yankees payroll reached $1 billion (equivalent to €3 billion with the continued fall of the dollar) as the Yankees signed Albert Pujols, Barry Bonds, Lance Berkman, Josh Beckett, Roy Halladay, the Florida Marlins, and Hulk Hogan to be their mascot.


December. Around the country college bowls were played, reminding sports fans once again how much sports have improved since Nokia, Tostitos, FedEx, and Toyota lent their names to the stagnant sport of college football.


What a difference a year makes. Coming next time: Predictions for 2006. See Andy Roddick lose weight. See Ron Artest become a smooth jazz musician. See France boycott LIVESTRONG. See Anna Kournikova get married (again). And, oh yeah, see the apocalypse.

Time for Some Not-Funnies

Written February 22, 2005

Published March 8, 2005


If you look above this line, you’ll see that my position in this fine publication is labeled “Sports Columnist.” To the extent that I have a column in each issue and that I am told to write about sports, that is a fair description of my duties. But I found out long before I ever began writing for The Observer that the columnists are actually supposed to be humorists. Let it be known that I have no problem with humor. In fact, I have been known to drop a clever pun or rhyme a witty limerick from time to time. But sometimes, things just aren’t funny. And that’s a problem for us columnists.


So today, I present my first ever column of not-funny material. Before you jump out of your seat and run to tell me that none of my columns have been funny, let me clarify. This column will not only be not funny (like all the others, you may say), but it will be full of facts, stories, and people that are, in themselves, not funny. So I present to you now, the first tri-annual column dedicated to fully and wholly most definitely not funny things.


1. That one of Zimbabwe’s top young female athletes was recently discovered to be a man. Samukeliso Sithole, a rising star in long jump, javelin, and 400-meter hurdles, was disqualified from competing in “her” activities when an acquaintance revealed to authorities that Sithole was not technically a woman. Sithole defended against the allegation by saying it was “partly true”: s/he was born with both male and female organs, so a tribal healer prescribed a mixture of herbs that caused his/her male genitals to disappear. That was fine with Sithole, who lived happily until the healer caused the genitals to regenerate when Sithole did not pay a bill on time. This story may seem funny in a Shakespearean tragic comedy sort of way until you realize that not only will Sithole never be allowed to play her (?) sports again, but that now s/he’s nationally known for having bad credit.


2. That Freddy Adu is younger than me, and yet is a) far richer than me, b) friends with celebrities, c) world-famous, and d) far more talented than me. I’ve earned about $35 dollars in my life, the most famous person I’ve ever chatted with was Bobby Valentine, my fame extends only to the faithful readers of this column, and my most impressive talent is being able to blow bubbles of saliva off my tongue. (Sometimes.)


3. Rick Reilly.


4. That roughly 700 athletes in their physical primes are too stupid to realize why they aren’t working now. I chose to take economics next year, but even now I understand that when you work for a corporation and that corporation is losing money, the laws of economics force them to pay you less. Unfortunately for themselves, it seems hockey players don’t understand this concept. Because I can’t fathom why I am still being deprived of hockey, I’m going to violate the promise of this column and write something funny. Here are some cities that former NHL players are now playing in: Helsinki, Reykjavik, Uppsala, Plzeň, Dnipropetrov’k, and Nizhniy Novgorod, among others. Hahaha.


5. Jokes about the Mets. These include jokes that begin with: “How many Mets players does is take to screw in a lightbulb?” or “What did Pedro Martinez say to his midget friend?” or “Why are the Mets so terribly awful?” They’re not funny, so drop them. Please. And please let me down.


So there you have it. With the exception of the references to funny-sounding European cities, nothing in this column was funny. Any laughs that you happened to release were entirely inappropriate. And wipe that smirk off your face. As Yogi Berra once said, “It ain’t funny unless the fat lady takes the fork in the road.” You know what else isn’t funny? Fake Yogi Berra quotes. But they’re just too good to pass up. Kind of like puns and limericks.

On a separate note, baseball’s back. The grass is green once again, the dirt no longer covered by snow, the laughter of children can be heard in ballparks around the country, and amateur writers can wax poetic once more. The ghost of Bart Giamatti is surely smiling down on us.

Beginnings and Endings

Written April 4, 2005

Published April 15, 2005

This is the last issue of the Observer that will be released under the 2004-2005 management. And that means that this is the last column I need to submit to my 2004-2005 editors. I point this out because I am a simple-minded and superficial person; I think that the first and last times something occurs are always noteworthy occasions. Even though my columns are thoroughly independent of my editing team, I feel somehow there is significance to the fact that starting next month I will have to email my monthly garbage to someone new. It’s an illusion that I like to maintain, if only to provide lame introductions into, well, lame columns.


And so with that I will segue into the fact that I am writing this column on Opening Day 2005. Yes, today is the first day of the 2005 baseball season. New life has been breathed into the nation, for now, across the country, people of all ages will begin to return to their beloved activities. Millions will once more start heading to the ballpark on Sunday afternoons, once more start falling asleep to the strains of radio broadcasts, and once more live and die with the teams they care enough about to live and die with. Though there’s more significance to Opening Day than there is to, say, my final column under a certain editing team, sometimes Opening Day loses its punch. And that’s a shame.


What I am referring to is, of course, when Opening Day does not symbolize new life, new chances, new beginnings, new opportunities, or any other synonym of those words. What I am referring to is, of course, when you are a Met fan.


You see, I have become jaded. Very much and very painfully jaded. I have opened my heart time and again, only to have it broken, annually, sometime in August or September. I love Opening Day because it means baseball is back. But in my soul, I know Opening Day is an opening for disappointment. The life of a Met fan is painful. More painful than others may realize. But with pain comes the opportunity to gain personal strength and resilience. And I take advantage of that opportunity whenever I can. You might say it’s in my blood, mixing around with my unfortunate predisposition toward the lovable losers out in Flushing.


Despite my simple-minded superficiality, I feel I can learn from the events in my life. After all, a toddler can only stumble so many times before learning a lesson from his or her falls. And I like to think I have the ability to remember my past mistakes, comprehend my current surroundings and combine the two to adjust accordingly, much like a toddler. It’s a skill that comes in handy when one’s metaphorical tumbles are effectively predetermined and arrive annually.


Sometimes, however, life throws you a curve. Sometimes, the curve comes your way as you are recovering from a stumble. Sometimes, you have to be able to handle back-to-back metaphors.


Just today, this Opening Day 2005, the Mets displayed their incredible knack for destroying hope. Early inning home runs by Kaz Matsui and Carlos Beltran put the Amazin’s in a good spot, and with Pedro Martinez striking out twelve batters, things looked good on their first day of the new season. As I learned on Jeopardy! the other day, someone once said “Hope makes a good breakfast but a bad supper.” Google tells me Francis Bacon was the one who made this declaration, but I’m not sure how true this statement is. I understand the idea behind Bacon’s quote, but I think it is the luxury of someone who is left with hope to turn it away. Some of us aren’t given the opportunity to feast on hope later in the (once again, metaphorical) day. Us Met fans have been making breakfast of hope for years. Sometimes with milk, sometimes toasted with butter. But I imagine that our hope would be oh-so-much sweeter if we were only able to taste some after breakfast. A lunch of hope, sometime in June or July, maybe in a sandwich with lettuce, tomato, and some good cheese, would make the perfect meal of hope, even if it makes a bad metaphor any time of year.


And so, as I look ahead to this coming baseball season, and to the incoming editorial team, I hope that our crew here at the Observer has a better year than my crew at Shea. I hope, too, that the Mets can avoid inflicting the heartbreak they have so rudely dealt me and all Met fans in past years. And I hope that I can continue to learn lessons from whatever setbacks I face. But, after all, you know what they say about hope: it’s best with a hot bowl of cream of wheat and a tall glass of orange juice. Or something like that.

Bluffing to Success

Written May 2, 2005

Published June 2, 2005


When someone says the word “bluff,” what do you think of? Wow, I didn’t realize how many hands would go up. Ok, well how about… you, there in the back. “Poker.” And you, with the glasses, what do you think of when someone says the word “river”? “Poker.” Alright, what about you, in the red shirt, when you hear “flop,” what comes to mind? “Poker.” And you, with the trucker hat and Hulk Hogan mustache, when you hear the word “pot,” do you also think of poker? I thought so.


What this little imaginary sketch seeks to illustrate is the incredible pervasiveness of poker seen in American society today. By creating a fantasy questioner and four equally fictional respondents, one of whom was dressed up to look funny (if he were to, in actuality, exist), who think of poker first and foremost, I desired to show how many people in our country have become engrossed by this game.


Yet not only is this column about America. It’s about you and me, dear reader, because you and I attended Hunter High, where the rich culture of poker has managed to become soaked into the walls of our halls, much like green slime at a Nickelodeon game show (a reference for our younger set) or tomato juice in my pants during my last airplane trip (a self-deprecating allusion designed to make you feel that despite my endless wit and vast intellect, I am no different from you, my friend and reader). Poker is a part of us, much like insults from Mr. Wallace or whacks from Ms. Sewell. No matter how hard we try to ignore those verbal and physical barrages, their presence is too strong to disregard. Just like poker.


“Hey buddy, what are you doing writing about poker? It was bad enough when you wrote about tennis, women’s soccer, and the Olympics. At least then you wrote about sports no one cares about. Now you’re writing about something that’s not even a sport. While you’re at it, let’s hear your brilliant thoughts on the best way to down ten slices of Famiglia’s pizza. There’s something that requires physical skill. Moron.”


Thank you for your input. Despite your poor sarcasm and faint attacks, I appreciate your taking the time to comment. This dialogue thing is a delightful way to write a column, so pipe up again if you have anything to add later.


To address your question, I am writing about poker because it has emerged not only as a recreational activity for nerdy teenagers (what my dad says poker used to be like back when he played), but as a big-time moneymaking avenue. Because of that, and because it involves as much physical fitness as golf, poker has come to be recognized as a sport by institutions like the Entertaining Sporty Person’s Network. Yes, that could be what ESPN stands for. Ok, fine, it could also be the Entertainment and Sports Programming Network, but regardless, the point has been made. What ESPN says, goes.


Remember the days before bass fishing was considered a sport? Or billiards? Or such “x-treme” games as Stick Toss-and-Catch (by humans and dogs, respectively)? Thanks to ESPN, these sports, along with countless others (I got up to seven, where I lost count) have become nationally recognized as the great tests of, well, whatever they are tests of. And the bottom line is that people can get competitive over them. And that people can put money on them. And whaddayaknow, it just seems that poker is perfect for those things.


Today, poker is bigger than ever. On ESPN.com’s sidebar list of sports, Poker has made the cut, directly below Horse Racing, Boxing, and the WNBA, and above Outdoor Sports, ProRodeo, and ESPNDeportes (Spanish for “Soccer”). Not only that, but under “More from ESPN,” given equal prominence to “Around the Horn,” a show hosted by Max Kellerman, Hunter Grad Class of ’91, and a show that represents all of the radiance of Hunter minds, is the World Series of Poker. If that doesn’t convince you that poker is a sport, here’s another reason: it’s called the “World Series” of Poker. They have a World Series of Baseball and that’s a sport, so logic would have it that this too is none other than pure sport. (Which, so you know, is also the name of my scent of deodorant. Oh yes, dear reader, oh yes.)


So how did poker get this big? Here we make our return to the title of this column. One might say that poker, if we were to imagine it in the form of a person playing poker, has been bluffing its way to success. Yes, poker has been tricking us all. It’s not the first, and it won’t be the last, but instead merely one of many clever games to trick us all into calling it a sport. Poker came along, saying “Hey, look at me, I’m a sport.” And all of us blinked long enough to accept that. Why is it still receiving airtime on ESPN? Because we, as citizens of this great nation, have not done our duty to petition the network to have poker removed on account of being a fake sport. My excuse is that I’ve been busy wondering how I got tomato juice on my pants and how I’m going to get it out. Some seventh grader can claim he was crying over something Mr. Wallace yelled at him. Max Kellerman can say: “Watch my show and you’ll realize I didn’t learn anything at Hunter. Or before or after.” Dogs can plead guilty to devoting to much time to honing their stick-catching skills. But the rest of you, you ain’t got no excuse. Shame, shame.

Live From Sports Banquet ’05

Written June 13, 2005

Published …???

As any of you who reside in the 9th grade, 10th grade, junior, or senior hallways know, Monday was the Sports Banquet, the annual end-of-year celebration of varsity sports at Hunter. This year’s banquet was a great success, but before we knew whether the ceremony would go well, I decided to keep a running diary of all the day’s events. Here it is. Since the best humor is the stuff that’s true, I kept it all real. Except for the stuff that’s fake.

2:00 PM: Mr. Mistriel doesn’t believe that my name is on the list excusing Athletic Association members from 8th and 9th periods. I point out that it is, and get excused from gym.

2:02 PM: I begin stapling banquet brochures. Mr. Randolph comes by and tries to distract me. I succeed in maintaining focus and concentration.

2:08 PM: Eugene resumes work on the sports video after having been up all night compiling clips from each season.

2:10 PM: I begin carrying boxes of awards from the equipment room to Mr. Adams’ car. I enlist one of my little sibs to help, because it’s about time small people began doing the heavy listing in society. I proceed to sip iced tea from under an umbrella in B46, pretending I am on the beach.

2:21 PM: Andrew shows up, and begins doing AA work for the first time all year.

2:33 PM: I look around for something to do.

2:34 PM: I find out that my gym class is playing junior-senior Dodgeball. I join in.

2:37 PM: Mr. Mistriel becomes upset at me for showing up to class when I was excused, believing that I have not been doing actual work. I plead my case, with little success.

2:44 PM: A freshman comes into the office, asking if it is too late to buy a ticket to the banquet. I fantasize about lifting him by his neck and asking him if he’s seen ANY OF THE FREAKING SIGNS POSTED IN THE HALLWAYS THE LAST TWO WEEKS, and I tell him that yes, it is too late, since we have already ordered the meals.

2:52 PM: I ride shotgun in Mr. Adams’ car, transporting athletic awards to the banquet. I learn lots of interesting facts about Mr. Adams. Did you know he’s from Georgia? Did you know his wife is an opera singer? Did you know he removes his car radio from the dashboard when he’s not driving and puts it in the glove compartment? Does this give you any ideas?

3:13 PM: We show up at the banquet and begin unloading the awards. I get a hernia. From sneezing.

3:47 PM: First athletes show up. They do not resemble athletes. I realize they are on the bowling team.

3:48 PM: I remember I’m not supposed to make fun of bowling. Or fencing. Or track.

4:11 PM: First meals are served.

4:12 PM: Still no word from Eugene and Nadia, who have been working on the sports video at school since 8th period.

4:14 PM: Members of Boys’ Basketball begin second meals.

4:32 PM: As the last member of the track team arrives, I realize the number of students on track is greater than the population of South America.

4:40 PM: Coaches begin presenting awards. I begin wondering how I can sneak some food off someone’s plate.

4:44 PM: My lucky number, my initials.

5:15 PM: Two rotisserie chickens are delivered to the door, for all the members of AA to split. Andrew has already eaten and graciously declines his portion.

5:30 PM: Still no word from Eugene and Nadia.

5:46 PM: Coaches finish presenting awards. Somehow I failed to win any. Somehow my wrath will be felt. I begin wondering how I can sneak a knife off someone’s plate.

5:47 PM: Coach Potter begins stalling, as the video has still not arrived. “Back in Texas,” he begins, as the room falls asleep.

5:56 PM: Eugene and Nadia arrive, covered in seaweed and barnacles. The sports video is intact and (mostly) operational. The room wakes up to see Wyatt making a fool of himself on Boys’ Volleyball.

6:10 PM: The room sees Wyatt making a fool of himself on Boys’ Soccer.

6:20 PM: The room sees Wyatt making a fool of himself by bathing in the Hudson River, a clip included with Boys’ Swimming.

6:33 PM: The video ends as tears are wiped away from cheeks and longing glances are shot across the room between freshmen who have seen their newest loves on the sports video. Eugene and Nadia feel like saints.

6:34 PM-Forever: Eugene and Nadia are saints. And I try to be good, whenever I can.

So that was Sports Banquet for you. To all who attended, I hope you enjoyed the evening and to all who didn’t, I hope a lifetime of small but annoying paper cuts awaits your children. And to all, have a great summer. Let’s do it all again next year, for the last time…

In the Old Country

Written September 4, 2005

Published September 21, 2005


Welcome back, sports fans, to one more year of fun-filled this and that and all the rest that (mostly) relates to sports. I join you again for my third year as your faithful sports columnist, and I wish to begin this season by highlighting a truly remarkable sports feat that you may not have thought about over the summer or at all until this point. In the world of high school newspaper sports columnists, I’m Satchel Paige. I’m the old guy that just won’t quit. The one who keeps on dealing, long after the other members of his class have moved on. And like old Satchel, hopefully I provide a witty remark or two along the way. Stay tuned this season, because the best is still to come.


And so, with no real transition into the rest of this column, I will continue.


When we held our last rendezvous, spring had not yet left. The air was still dry, the leaves had just recently re-appeared green and glorious on the trees, and once again, in an annual ritual, the Mets began to disappoint.


So you can imagine my shock when my plane set down in Ireland, only two weeks after the end of school. There I found a world where nothing is dry, everything is green, and the world of sports is full of surprises. 


 On my trip I picked up a few souvenirs: tee-shirts for those I love most dearly, a sucking candy that helps explain the centuries-long conflict in Northern Ireland, a few CDs of drinking songs, and hurling equipment. Unfortunately for my friends and family, most of those gifts were junk. But the hurling supplies, my gift to myself, are something special.


See, the Irish have different sports than we do. They play some basketball and some hockey and they know baseball from the movies, but over there, they have sports we’ve never heard of. In trying to explain hurling to my friends, I’ve inevitably encountered problems. First, the name is not curling. (And if you are unfamiliar with curling, wait for the October issue, in which I explain the sports of Canada in the second column in my ongoing “Crazy Sports of Crazy Places I Visited This Summer” series.) Second, well, I don’t really know how to describe it.


Everything I can come up with just isn’t normal to the average American sports fan. The stick, or hurley (and whatever you do, do not call it a bat, as I was warned by one hurler), doesn’t look like anything we have. It’s wooden, like a baseball bat, but has a flat head, like a hockey stick. With the stick the hurlers bounce the hurling ball, or sliotar, as they run up and down the field. The object of the game is to get the sliotar in the opposing team’s goal for three points, or in between the columns rising from the ends of the goal for one point, by whacking the sliotar with the hurley, much like a baseball player hits a ball with a bat.


While the object of getting a ball in a goal is something Americans are familiar with, very few Americans are fans of sports as fast or brutally violent as hurling. Hockey fans like to talk up their sport by citing both of those as characteristics of the game, but hurling leaves hockey in the dust. Hockey players are protected by two things that hurlers don’t have: body armor and rules. As far as I could make out, the only thing one hurler is prevented from doing to another hurler with his stick is coming straight down on top of the opposing player’s head. If you thought checking was rough, you should see the assaults leveled every few seconds on the newest hurler to try to move the sliotar down the field. And get this: there are no professional hurling leagues in Ireland. That means every one of those guys suffering blow after blow for sixty minutes can truly claim that he isn’t doing it for the money. When there’s no money coming to you, all that’s left is love of the game.


Hurling, the national sport of Ireland, is a relative of the second national sport of Ireland, Gaelic football. The rules for Gaelic, as it is referred to, are a cross between soccer and hurling. Gaelic preserves the soccer ball and prohibits players from throwing the ball forward, but allows players to handle the ball and treat opposing players pretty much however they want. Americans might not be so gung-ho when asked “Are you ready for some football?!?” in this country.


During my tour of Ireland, I was amazed more than anything else by sports of the Irish. To us, sports are a pastime, meant to be enjoyed on a couch, with a bag of chips and some salsa. To them, sports are where you get your buzz, and where you show both the world and yourself just how much you can take. That is, before heading down to the pub to show in a new fashion just how much you can take.


As ads posted around the country for the Guinness Hurling Championships proclaim: “This is the stuff of legend.”

Money on My Mind

Written October 10, 2005

Published November 8, 2005


Sports fans are full of contradictions. In fact, sports fans are contradictory people.


When the games themselves are forgotten, sports are simply one form of entertainment, and their existence is dependent on the continued interest of fans. This system of support leaves the public in charge, possibly even more so than in the realm of politics, where elections have been known to be given to candidates lacking the support of the majority.


But in sports, there is no system for rigging public opinion, distorting the will of the people, or affecting the decisions of sporting organizations in ways other than those requested by the fans. Sure, there is no system of one person, one vote. Instead, you might say the business of sports runs on a system of one dollar, one vote.


Up and down the chain of professional sports are individuals and corporations looking to make money. And this works out well, because in our country (and around the world), there are people willing to pay money to see sports. We pay, they give us our sports. And everyone goes home happy.


That is, until we become disappointed.


And we’re moody. When we’re happy, good will and money are thrown around like there’s no tomorrow. When we get not so happy, the business feels it. And there’s really no way to tell what will make us want to spend that dough.


My most recent reminder of this great inconsistent streak in sports fans was an article today on ESPN.com explaining how hard Ricky Williams has been working since his return to the Miami Dolphins. But maybe this one needs a little background.


Last year, Williams, a Pro-Bowl running back, announced his retirement from the NFL at age 27 because, as he stated very publicly, the lifestyle of a professional football player did not allow him to smoke marijuana as frequently as he’d like. In his defense, Williams explained that he had been diagnosed in 2001 with social anxiety disorder, which made him painfully shy, and the marijuana helped him, in effect, loosen up. The NFL’s substance abuse policy mandates suspension for positive drug tests, and Williams had failed two since joining the Dolphins. Williams decided, at the peak of his career, and with two years left on his $3.6 million per year contract, that the money and the glory of playing football weren’t worth giving up what he enjoyed more. What would he do instead? Maybe he’d go back to school, maybe he’d travel, or maybe he’d simply fish. He wasn’t sure, but he knew that whatever he ended up doing, it would involve marijuana.


What was interesting about Williams’ announcement, besides the fact that it marked the first time a player retired in the middle of a successful career to spend more time with his drugs, was the reaction of the fans. 


Sports fans have a history of contempt for athletes who make money their top priority. Even though every sane person would choose to make more money rather than less, in the eyes of American sports fans, this is an unacceptable attitude for athletes to hold. Athletes are supposed to put a number of factors before money when choosing where to sign a contract. Instead of going to the team that is willing to invest the most in him or her, an athlete should pick a good team, should pick his or her previous team, or the team close to his or her hometown. Although in any other business it is acceptable to transfer to another city in order to win a promotion, this maneuver is off-limits for athletes, for it would shed light on their singular priority: cold, hard cash.


Which is why it came as a surprise that fans did not appreciate Williams’ action. In retiring when he did, Williams went against nearly every negative impression fans have of athletes. No fan could accuse Williams of greed. By giving up a multimillion-dollar contract, Williams explained that for him, there’s a lot more to life than making money. And that should please the fans, right?


Yet, somehow, the fans didn’t embrace Ricky Williams. Which brings us back to the inconsistencies of sports fans. There are reasons that fans would not admire Williams’ action. By retiring in the middle of his contract, Williams denied his team the services of their star player, and left his teammates, coach, and fans with reduced chances for a championship. By prioritizing his desires over his responsibilities to his team, he displayed a classic “me first” attitude.


But even these complaints don’t explain why fans wouldn’t appreciate Williams’ rejection of sports megabucks. When fans ask athletes to show some human interest over dollar amounts, they’re asking for a player like Ricky Williams. Fans want players who care about sports for more than glory and gluttony, and Williams showed he is interested in neither of those.


So why does fan opinion matter? Because fans have a remarkable ability to control the sports industry. They can’t affect the play on the field, but they drive almost every decision in the front offices of organizations, the marketing departments of leagues, TV networks, and sports agencies. Where the fans will put their money is of utmost importance to everyone involved in the financing of sports. If football fans made it clear they were not interested in seeing Ricky Williams again, the Dolphins might not have been interested in taking him back. If fans had shown that his temporary retirement did not affect their opinion of him, Williams would again be considered one of the league’s premier players, not because of his playing ability, but because of his marketability.


The example of Ricky Williams’ unprecedented retirement and return has shown fans to be one thing more than all: unpredictable. Just like the sports they love.

My Life in Perspective
Written November 20-26, 2005

Published December 15, 2005

This weekend I took a trip to visit colleges with my dad. Over nine hours in the car, we were able to discuss a lot. And given the nature of the trip, it’s only natural that we discussed the future—mainly my future—in contexts both short and long.


While I was out of town seeing schools, Observer sports editor David Gurian-Peck was running an interview over the phone with someone who, as we are now, was a senior at Hunter eleven years ago. David and I would readily accept careers that land us high-level positions in government or jobs in finance that make us ridiculously wealthy. But if, in a few years, the choice between such a career and the one held by David’s interviewee happens to present itself, the decision that David and I face would not be easy.


For David was chatting with Jon Daniels, Hunter Class of ’95 and current General Manager of the Texas Rangers baseball team. For the ignorant, the General Manager of a baseball team is the person in charge of acquiring players and running the team’s roster. Trades, free agent signings, and drafting of players are all taken care of by the GM. And Jon Daniels, who, like you and me, once roamed the halls of Hunter, is now faced with the responsibility of making the dreams of every Texas Ranger fan come true. But to make up for his burdens, he’s one of only thirty people in the world who have what David and I want more than anything else: a real major league baseball team at one’s fingertips.


David and I aren’t alone. Not among the staff of The Observer, not at Hunter, not in New York, and certainly not in the country. Every baseball fan that ever criticized a trade by his or her favorite team, or that dreamed of signing the perfect free agent to fill a deep hole in the team’s lineup, slipped into the world of fantasy GM. The world where moves can be made just because the guy named Me think they should be made. Where no one else is in charge of the team that can make me laugh and cry. Where my intelligence and creativity will determine the fate of an entire sports franchise. This world is reality to Jon Daniels.


Maybe Daniels doesn’t realize yet what it all means. After all, at only 28 years old, he’s the youngest General Manager in the history of Major League Baseball. And being 28 puts him only five years out of college, ten years out of Hunter. While other GMs spend decades working their way up the ranks of baseball’s front office, Daniels told David that he got his job after “A lot of great opportunities, and a lot of hard work to make the most of them.” Sure, he’s saying all the right things, but does he know in his bones what it means to be a GM? Daniels, it seems, never even thought about what it would be like to be a major league GM before he was handed the job: “You know,” he told David, “it would be a great story, a romantic story, if there was a day where I realized I wanted to be in this job, but that’s not the case.” But, while it would be sweet to hear that he’s known all his life he’d grow up to be a GM, his real story is more moving.


I find myself so intrigued by Jon Daniels because for the first time in memory, I can see in real life a dream about my future that has come to fruition. Only a decade ago, Daniels was where I am. A college-bound Hunter senior with a passion for baseball and a mind open to whatever life brings. He knew that you can’t plan to end up at the very highest level of your field, whether it’s General Manager, CEO, or Secretary of State. Daniels explained in the interview that he never set himself up to enter a baseball team’s front office. Instead, after working for a few years in business, a chance encounter with a baseball executive led to an opportunity that he took advantage of, and the good luck and hard work he talked about brought him to where he is now. Romantic is the right word to describe a life story that follows one simple progression, with a goal identified at a young age and achieved some years later. It’s the story that most people in highly visible professions claim as their own, but I believe it’s rarely the truth.


As I, along with the rest of my class, sit on the border between high school and college (in what Hunter used to call the Intercollegiate Year), the coming decades seem both much too near and much too far. When we were little kids we were allowed to name anything in the world for What We Want To Be When We Grow Up. Now, as we’re filling out college applications and going in for interviews, we’re supposed to know What We Are Going To Do With Our Lives. Suddenly, what we’re interested in right now becomes what we tell colleges we’re interested in doing for the rest of our lives, and before we know it, we see our lives lived through to the end of that path and retirement is staring us down. And yet, when we get excited about what we truly want to do when we can get out into the real world, we remember how long we still have before that chance comes. In years it’s not so long, but in mini-lifetimes, its eons from now, as we’ll go through so many different incarnations before 22, it’s hard to imagine we’ll ever get there.


So in addition to the total awesomeness that a recent Hunter graduate is doing exactly what I’d love to do, I’m inspired by Jon Daniels’ story. Unlike clichéd inspirational stories, Daniels’ is not grandiose or perfect or, as he would say, romantic. Instead, it follows a real life narrative, as it relies on luck, pragmatism, and openness to new possibilities. And hearing that those are the real factors in the success of someone who has achieved my childhood dream makes me more confident about pursuing any and all of the things I’m interested in, since it makes me realize that decisions toward one field don’t eliminate me from a future in another.


And, well, I’m just pumped to know that maybe I can be a GM, too. But you can bet that when The Observer interviews me in ten years, I’ll have a nice romantic story prepared. “It all goes back,” I’ll say then, “to the ridicule I suffered at the hands of Mr. Sasso for my excitement over the Mets’ acquisition of Roger Cedeño…”

National Pastime? National Interest!

Written January 17, 2006

Published February 3, 2006


The world of sports isn’t always accepting. Football fans argue baseball is too slow to be interesting. Baseball fans refuse to believe other sports can offer similar bliss. No one understands the interest in hockey. And I’m ridiculed every time I mention the excitement of the Olympics.


Though no sport can unseat baseball as my first love, every couple years I get a unique sports experience: for a couple weeks in the summer or winter, hundreds or thousands of athletes from around the world compete in dozens of sports, representing not only themselves or the teams they play for, but the nations that they call home. And for these times, sports are more than fun. They carry additional weight, since the struggle of each athlete is not simply a manifestation of personal desire, but of national pride and strength as well. During the Olympics, sports take on meaning unknown to professional athletics.


Major League Baseball announced last May that this coming spring it would organize the first of what it hopes to be an every-four-years tradition, along the lines of soccer’s World Cup. The tournament, scheduled to take place in Tokyo, Japan; San Juan, Puerto Rico; and Florida, Arizona, and California in the United States this March, will allow major league players to represent their countries in international competition for the first time, as the simultaneous scheduling of the Summer Olympics and the baseball season has never made the Olympics a possibility for major leaguers.


But international sports competition has long shared a history with political strife, and when the two have intersected, one of the two has usually come out on top. Rarely have sports been held above the affairs of states.


As far back as 1916, the scheduled Olympics in Berlin were cancelled because of World War I, a logical decision regarding a city in the middle of a war. With Japan recently having entered World War II two decades later, the 1940 Olympics, rewarded to Tokyo and Sapporo, were relocated away from the fighting, with replacement games to be hosted in St. Moritz, Switzerland and Helsinki, Finland. But with World War II expanding and consuming global attention, the Olympics were postponed indefinitely. It wasn’t until 1948, with the games in London and St. Moritz, once again, that the Olympics returned.


In more recent decades, less than military conflict has stood in the way of Olympic competition. As the 1980s broke, the United States and the Soviet Union stood head to head in a diplomatic stalemate. With the two superpowers locked against each other in the Cold War, President Jimmy Carter announced that the American delegation would boycott the 1980 Moscow Olympics in response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan earlier that year. Four years later, with the Olympics on American soil in Los Angeles, the Soviet Union responded in kind, keeping all Soviet athletes at home that summer.


And this winter politics are once again standing in the way of sports. On December 14, the United States Treasury Department informed Major League Baseball that Cuba would not be allowed to send a team to the World Baseball Classic because of the long-standing embargo against the nation. It is unclear yet whether Cuba will eventually send a delegation, as it was invited to do for the 1984 and 1996 Olympics in the United States. (Cuba, however, boycotted the Los Angeles games in 1984 along with its European communist ally). For now, the process involves permit applications by Major League Baseball, necessary for any potential contracts with Cuba. Although faced with pleas from Major League Baseball, as well as from the governments of other participating countries, including Venezuela and Puerto Rico, the United States government has yet to ease its politically-motivated opposition to Cuba’s participation in this new extension of the (now inter)national pastime.


Baseball fans and passionate patriots can only hope that governmental conflicts are ignored long enough to allow passage into the United States to the Cuban national baseball team. The World Baseball Classic was established to allow the world’s best players to compete under their national flags for the first time. To deny Cuba the chance to participate would hurt both the Cuban national spirit and the competition. Cuba was the second country in the world to play baseball, behind only the United States, and baseball has played as great a role in the Cuban national history as any other in the world. For the sake of honoring baseball, Cuba should be present at the World Baseball Classic this March.

Democratic Congressman José Serrano of New York pleaded recently: “Let's leave the politics out of this. The World Baseball Classic should not be tainted by our grudge against Cuba's government. Cuba produces some of the finest baseball talent in the world and they deserve to participate.” Another politician weighed in, offering a similar argument in a few choice words: “He is very much a fool,” Cuban President Fidel Castro said of American President George W. Bush. “He doesn't know who the Cuban baseball players are, or that they are Olympic and world champions. If he knew, he would know something about this country's government.”

And maybe then, Castro supposes, Bush would figure: “What the heck? Let’s play ball!”

Update: After writing this column, the author contacted the U.S. Treasury Department. Many consecutive days of negotiation later, the author convinced the agency to allow Cuba to play in the tournament. ¡Viva béisbol!
Better Than Who?

Written March 1, 2006

Published ????, 2006


Columnists are not the first people turned to in times of crisis. We are rarely the source of conflict, and equally rarely are we equipped to provide a solution or any degree of emotional healing.


Over the years, I’ve refrained from weighing in on the most important issues of the day. It’s never been my place, I have felt, to attempt to forge reconciliation or the union of two divergent sets of opinions. I’ve received criticism for this policy, behind the scenes, from those who hold more faith in the columnist position. There is a faction within the upper levels of The Observer management that has long pressured not only me, but the various Observer columnists who have come and gone in my time as well, to make heard our voices on the raging conflicts of our times.


As a journalist, I take seriously the nature of my position and my profession. There are few easy answers in this or any professional field. I try, therefore, to maintain a sharp mind, a decisive mind, and an open mind to reach conclusions that satisfy me, the management of this paper (who have earned nothing but the highest regard), and, naturally, the readers. I’ll admit, though, that I am not always sharp enough for my own satisfaction. Upon later review, my decisions have proved at times to be naïve, unjustified, and uninformed. And so, even more important than that I come to decisions is that I allow myself the intellectual freedom to think through an issue a second and third time and change my course of action when I recognize an error in my thought.


But all the rules go out the window when I am the one embroiled at the core of the conflict.

As loyal readers of Hunter publications know, Discord published its second-ever issue last month. Led by Zack Friedman and Charlotte Lau, respectively an Opinions columnist and the News Managing Editor for The Observer, Discord overcame the odds stacked against such a dysfunctional staff, and printed a very funny publication. Including articles and features titled “The Day Sam Ghitelman Received the NR-1 Deep Submergence Craft (and portions of the following day),” “Thesis Papers I am Likely to Write at My Small Liberal Arts College,” “Camels and Men,” and “A Tactical Comparison of the Stark Hyperspace Wars, First Thrawn Campaign and Killik-Chiss Conflict, with a Focus on the Evolving Use of Interdictory Maneuvers,” Discord drew upon the varied interests and senses of humor of nearly every one of the editors’ friends. Somehow, they pulled it off. For this, the staff should be proud.

Yet there was one glaring exception to the humor and intelligence displayed in Discord. What appears to be the publication’s sports section is comprised of three articles, or rather, pieces: “Slavs You Know,” related to sports only because the list includes NBA players Vlade Divac and Darko Milicic; “NBA First Team All-Ugly,” full with pictures of the least attractive ballers, as decided by Charlotte’s older brother and Hunter alum Eric Lau ‘03; and a column, written by one of Hunter’s finest, and my friend, Drew Davis.

The title of the column says it all: “Better Than Pete: Still Better.” And so the conflict began.

Why, you ask, is Drew better than me? Into his column we search, trying to find the answer. “In my reading,” Drew writes, “I cannot help but notice the unoriginality of Pete’s work, and I pity him for his naïveté when it comes to his self-perceived greatness.” His last paragraph summarizes his call to action: “I hope that my words have given you, the readers, a glimpse at the monster that is Pete Martin. Now, I am in no way saying you should resort to any acts of saliva propulsion in an attempt to make Pete change his ways. I am, however, saying that this bull-headed pseudo-jock must be stopped by any means necessary.” And the pull-quote highlights what can only be assumed is Drew’s greatest grievance: “Pete is guilty of including many fallacies of both logic and masculinity in his column.”

I like to think I have a thick skin, and this assault was not nearly brutal enough to pierce my elephant-leather exterior. But I am only human; I have emotions that I cannot always contain. It was not from Drew’s barbs that I suffered, but from their inclusion in what was otherwise a humorous, innovative, and benevolent publication. My objection is not with Drew, who, as a close friend, I rely on to help control my bull-headedness and pseudo-jock tendencies, but instead with the leadership of Discord.

Let me remind you now of who these editors are. The Discord masthead lists four editors: Zack Friedman, Editor-in-Chief; Sam Le Dily, Editor de jure; Charlotte Lau, Editor de facto; and Ben Schanback, Editor de fatto. Knowing Sam and Ben, I am convinced neither one saw this paper before it was printed, so I must complain to Zack and Charlotte, who, in an all-too-perfect coincidence, are both on the staff of this very paper.

And so now I will make my appeals. They are short and simple. First, to Zack and Charlotte, I ask that you step down from your positions on The Observer immediately. Your oversight regarding Drew’s column has compromised your reputations as fair and responsible journalists. And if those two fail to act fairly on their own, I ask Grace Kim and Avery Halfon, Editors-in-Chief of The Observer, to remove them from their positions. Please, do not condone such behavior in members of your staff.

I am forced by my sense of personal and journalistic integrity to make known that if these requests are not followed, I will be forced to leave the staff myself. If Zack and Charlotte choose to remain and are allowed to do so, I will resign, effective after June of this year.

This monster is on the loose, and there’s no cage in sight.

Final Column

Published???, 2006


Sports fans, this is the end.


For three years, I have served you as your loyal sports columnist. I have written twenty-four columns for this fine paper, and I have served under three sets of EICs, three sports editors, and alongside three other sports columnists. While those around me have come and gone, and while the world has kept spinning, I’ve stayed here. Always faithful, always reliable.


I wrote my first column for The Observer at the age of fourteen. Skip back to May 2003, ninth grade for me. The sports columnist for The Observer at the time, Nathan Tenenbaum, was a graduating senior, and the paper had waited for applicants wishing to fill the spot. But no one had applied, and The Observer was facing the possibility of going without humorous and irrelevant sports coverage. Instead of handing over the duties to a replacement for the May issue, Nathan wrote another column, and still another when it looked like there would be no new columnist to write in the June issue.


But there I was, young and naïve, ignorant and excitable, and in the right place at the right time. Though it is now three years ago, I remember it vividly. I was sitting in the Hunter College High School library after school on a half day in spring, the day of parent-teacher conferences, when I was approached by a sports sectional editor for The Observer, a tenth grader at the time named Adam Kommel, who knew only that I was a sports fan and that I had recently made the Hunter baseball team. Without any knowledge of my character, my heart, or my writing ability, Adam all but offered me the job. Fill out an application, he told me, write a sample column, and if it’s decent, the position’s yours.


My mind began to fly and nearly as quickly, I flew home, ready to begin what would soon become my first column for The Observer. I rushed to my computer and began writing. Oh, the things I would say! I had so much to write! The words poured out of me, one after another, and before I knew it, I had a column.

And as they say, the rest is history.

It’s been three years now, and I’ve had an amazing time doing this. Each month, The Observer has given me half a page to write whatever I want. I’m supposed to write about sports, and most of the time I do, or at least I find a connection between sports and what I want to write about.

My columns have covered the Mets, fantasy sports, the Rookie of the Year award, women’s soccer, corporate sponsorships in sports, the deaths of Tug McGraw and Met fan Doris Bauer, ESPN baseball writer Peter Gammons, the Olympics, sports “addictions,” tennis, poker, steroids, the Irish sports of hurling and Gaelic football, running back Ricky Williams, Hunter alum and Texas Rangers general manager Jon Daniels, the World Baseball Classic, and my friend Drew Davis. I’ve rarely written about the obvious sport of the season, or even about anything relevant or timely. And over three years I’ve never written about basketball, hockey, any Super Bowl or All-Star game, golf, or NASCAR. In effect, I’ve neglected to ever mention almost all of the most popular sports in this country. In some pub in Ireland, there must be someone enjoying my column over a pint of Guinness.

In each column, I’ve tried to be funny and interesting. I was told early on at Hunter that any piece of writing should keep the reader’s interest throughout. It’s a lesson I’ve understood from the beginning, but only come to understand the difficulty of over my years as a columnist. Unlike an assigned paper, which a teacher has to (or should) read, I can’t expect anyone beyond my editors and my parents to read what I write here. Knowing that I have no guaranteed readers may seem like a small difference, but it has made writing this column a continuous challenge. For no other project has my only goal been simply: be interesting. And, by virtue of writing for a school newspaper, I’ll never know to what extent I have achieved that goal.

I’ve always wanted to write something that will be appreciated, yet I’ve never known exactly how to do that. However, I’ve been able to have fun with my writing. Since the beginning, I have been given amazing free reign over my columns. Over nearly twenty-five columns, I’ve had only a few disagreements with editors about what gets printed. And never has the black stamp of a censor limited what I can publish, though Ms. Weinberg did not appreciate two things in my columns: an entire column joking about steroids and a reference to the wives of sports fans, implying that all sports fans are male. I still think the steroids column was funny, and for the second, I’m sorry; I just now realized that “spouses” would have worked just as well. Most of the times I wrote something stupid or potentially offensive, I’d like to think, were simply the result of a failure of creativity: the right words still fail me more often than I’d wish.

Ms. Weinberg, in her role as advisor since I joined the paper, has been only one of the people who have made writing for The Observer so enjoyable and so effortless. I don’t know what I can say to distinguish each of my editors, since each year I’ve benefited from All-Star treatment. (Sports metaphor, everyone. That’s what I’m here for.) But the least I can do is to thank and mention each of the editors who have let me do what I do: Oliver Yang and Jane Park, Max Sarinsky and Wyatt Ford, and Avery Halfon and Grace Kim, the three pairs of editors-in-chief, and Max Sarinsky, Adam Kommel, and Seth Werfel, my sports editors by year. And a special thanks goes to Yu Zhang, sports sectional editor this year, who all year has received each of my columns more late than the last, and who yet has let me live unharmed. Lastly, I’ll mention others I’ve enjoyed working alongside at the paper: my fellow sports columnists James Kurfess, David Gurian-Peck, and Mike Glenwick; my friends and editors Charlotte Lau and Sarah Moshary; and my friends and columnists Raphael Pope-Sussman and Zack Friedman.

When I go back and read some of my columns of the past, I cringe more often than I’d like. I imagine that’s common among writers, especially young writers. But what do I know? All in all, I think some of my columns were funny and well-written, and others failed pretty miserably. I did what I could each month, and some months I was able to churn out something more witty, insightful, and interesting than other months. 

In exiting, I want to re-print the opening of one of my better ones, though I’m not thrilled about that, as it was my second-ever column, my first of sophomore year, printed Monday, September 29, 2003:

“Hey, I’m Pete, and I’m your sports columnist. In my first article, published at the end of last year, I didn’t mention anything about myself. Consider this our formal introduction. You and I have a special relationship, one that not many are lucky enough to experience. As your sports columnist, I feel I have several responsibilities to you, just as you have responsibilities to me.

“My job is to show you a completely new and mind-blowing way to look at and experience sports, and to make you laugh while I’m at it. Your job is to, well, read my articles and tell all your friends to. Although our faces may never meet, we will have an unspoken bond built on love and trust, and let’s make sure this bond stays strong as long as I’m here to guide you through the school year.”

It was BS then, and it’s BS now, but I’ve had a good run, and I’ve had a blast. Looking back at it now, that second column said it all. Maybe I should have stopped there. Here’s how I ended that one:

“And now, as I have to conclude this article due to space, time, and emotional constraints, I realize that despite my promises and obligations, I haven’t actually discussed sports at all. I hope our bond won’t be broken by this, and that our familiarity will soon turn into a full-blown friendship. To help you make it through this difficult time until I write again, you can simply stare at the picture I have provided of me—with a golf club. Enjoy.”

The golf club is gone, but I’ve stuck around. And you, my faithful reader, have hung on for the ride. Thanks for reading, and so long.
( Changed to “the mafia” in published version.


( This is a reference to Ms. Cook.


( Published without an apostrophe. This bothered me a lot.


( Everything after the colon was removed in published version.


( Last clause removed.


( Apparently, my editors didn’t think sportstalk radio was correct, and they “fixed” it to sports radio.





