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ohn Feinstein had an epiphany. “I was driving home one

night and I'm flipping around on the radio and I pick up

a Montreal Canadians-New York Islanders hockey game.

John Feinstein’s books about I pull up to my house and there are two minutes left in

the game and I sat in the car and listened to the end of

the game, bad signal and all from New York. And I remember

. getting out of the car and thinking, ‘Anyone who would sit in

gOIf, tennIS, C0||ege fOOtba” and the car in the freezing cold listening to the end of a hockey
game on a bad signal out of New York is a sportswriter.””

This passion for sports made Feinstein turn down the oppor-

3 tunity to report hard news for the legendary Bob Woodward.

C0||ege baSkEtba” aren tJUSt “He told me if I went back to sports, I'd never be heard from

again.”

. . Woodward was wrong. Feinstein has probably sold more
behlnd-the-scenes stories Of the sports books than any other author. In fact, his chronicle of a
year with Indiana University basketball coach Bob Knight, A
Season on the Brink, is the bestselling sports book of all time.
The former Washington Post reporter is now working on his
tenth book-—his eighth on life inside the sports world—on
Atlantic Coast Conference basketball. He also reports for ESPN
and National Public Radio, writes columns for Golf Magazine,
one sports fan’s passion incarnate. 7Tennis Magazine and Basketball America. “I'm probably the

busiest unemployed guy in America,” he says.
The love of sports that led Feinstein to sit in that freezing car
listening to a hockey game is conveyed in each of his books. It’s
By Mitchell Bard the quality that helps his readers experience the vicissitudes of
a season of tennis (Hard Counrts), golf (A Good Walk Spoiled),
professional baseball (Play Ball), college football (A Civil War)
and college basketball (A Season Inside, Forever’s Team, A Season
on the Brink). Feinstein says he inherited his ardor from his par-
ents, who were both professional musicians. “I think the thing
my parents passed on to me was being passionate about what

sports they cover—they're
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you do. They are both passionate about
music. My personality is to be passionate
whether I'm talking about sports or politics.”

In high school, Feinstein discovered he
could combine two passions—writing and
sports. “I never said, ‘Okay, I'm getting into
this because I want to be a famous bestselling
writer.” I got into it because I had a passion
for sports and I love to write. My parents like
to tell people that when I was a kid 1 always
wrote the Jongest letters home from camp. 1
liked my creative-writing class in high school.
That’s when I first started thinking of being a
journalist, because I enjoyed the writing. I
did it because it was fun.”

His interest in sports began even earlier.
“As a kid I played everything. My best sport in
high school was swimming; I went to college
as a swimmer. At some point, I realized you
can’t make a living swimming, so in college I
got involved with the student newspaper. But
sports was always my enduring passion.”

Looking for “Talkies” to Tell

When Feinstein first went to work for the
Post, no jobs were available in the sports
department, so he accepted a job covering
cops and courts. It was time well spent.

“I teach a journalism class. I tell kids who
want to be sportswriters they should get expe-
rience in hard news. For one thing, it gives
you a perspective on sports. After I'd inter-
viewed the parents of children who had been
raped or murdered, walking into a losing
locker room was never difficult.

“My experience covering police, sports
and politics helped shape me in terms of rec-
ognizing a story that has something to do
with something other than games. If you
read my books, I write very little about the
games themselves or the events. [ use them as
an excuse to write about the people.”

Covering hard news also gave Feinstein a
good sense of what makes a good story, and
that, he insists, is the key to writing a great
book on sports or anything else. “You need a
good story to tell. I had an editor at the Post
who called a good story ‘a talkie,” which
meant it was a story that people are going to
talk about. I've always tried to think in those
terms. Is this a story people are going to go,
‘Oh, I didn’t know that. This is interesting.””
Many sports books profile superstars, but
Feinstein looks for less obvious heroes. “I've
always found the most interesting stories in
sports are about the people who struggle. 1

hope that’s what’s going to interest the read-
ers the most.”

He says he’s less interested in highly pub-
licized athletes like golfing sensation Tiger
Woods. “Obviously, he’s a phenomenon, but
where’s the hardship? They would try to tell
you the hardship is being a minority, but he
was such a phenomenon at an early age that
Idon’t think he encountered racism head-on
very often. I'm more interested in a story
about a golfer like Paul Goydos, who basical-
ly quit golf after college—he had arthritis in
his hands—and was a substitute teacher. He
grinded and grinded and grinded. He was
on the Nike Tour and off the Nike Tour, and
on the PGA Tour and lost his card and got it
back, and in 1996 he wins a tournament. To
me that’s a great story, not a guy who's bred
to play golf from the age of 4.”

Feinstein’s books focus on people. When
he decided to write a book about Atlantic
Coast Conference basketball, he was drawn
by the personal stories. “I didn’t think, Tl

Behind the

write about the ACC’; I thought, ‘T'll write  §CENES
about [University of North Carolina coach]
Dean Smith going for the record for most  puthor John

career victories. I'll write about [Duke coach]
Mike Krzyzewski the year he turns 50. I'll
write about [Clemson coach] Rick Barnes

Feinstein’s notes
from an interview

becoming a national celebrity. I'll write with golfer Gre,g

about [Wake Forest coach] Dave Odom'’s big Norman followmg a

chance to win a national championship that PGA Tour tourna-

may never come again."” ment. “| use the
Chronicling a year in the life of the stu- games as an excuse

dentathlete-cadets at the Naval Academy to write about the

and West Point immediately impressed people.”

Feinstein as a great story because of : Fyae ey

what they go through to play foot- .\ 00 i eeen? a® o

ball. “When you see them stand 4s**" we e

together singing their alma maters, ..
you understand there is no rivalry 09 e
like this. There’s nothing like that

moment for me in sports because of
the life they lead at the academies
and the life they will lead after they
leave the academies.” The poignant

story of honor, glory and victory put s
A Civil War onto the bestseller lists.

Of course an author doesn’t always -
know at the outset if he has a good e
story. It wasn’t until Feinstein was a
halfway through A Season on the Brink o

that he realized just how compelling the

story of the mercurial Indiana basket-
ball coach would be. The key to the suc-
cess of that book was the access he had to
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From Manuscript
to Bestseller

Pages from the manuscript
and published text of
Feinstein’s A Good Walk
Spoiled.

AGOOD WALK SPOILED. 31
linois. and living happily ever
at simgle. Sluman is ane of thoie. peaple
fife Jook easy when it isti't. The fact that
- of the Best golfers in fhe warld was.
grew up in Rochester, New York, the

mﬁlﬂsw always warking 1o keep up with
%M’Mw ten. Im was precociousty successtul

g and

I was at lh¢ age oflen du! he was diagnosed as having a rare
. kidney disease known as nephritis. He had to take a steroid called

prednisone for the next eight years to keep the disease under control.
| Although the prednisone worked, it also prevented him from growing
E. As a high schoot freshman he was 4-foot-6. It wasn't until he was in
college and off the prednisone that he finally caught vp with his
peers — or at least almost caught up with them — in stature.

A bad kidney or being forced to take a steroid or a lack of height
~ wasn’t about to stop Sluman. He was breaking 80 in golf by the time
he was twelve and was a scratch player in bigh school. When he
wasn't recruited by anyone to play golf, he enrolled at Monroe Com-
munity College in Rochester and kept working on his pame. After a
year there, he transferred 1o Tennessee Tech, where he was on the
. golf eam.

‘That was the good news. The bad news was that because of 2 lack
of dorm space, he had to sieep in the back of the pro shop at the
course where the team played. That didn’t seem too awful until the
pipes froze halfway through the winter and trips 1o the bathroom
- meant a trip outdoors, no matter how cold it might be in the open-air
| lavatory.

Still, he worked at his game. And when a friend told him that
summer that he was going to Florida State, Sluman decided 10 go
with him. He had no scholarship. hadn’t applied to schooi there, and

It was at tha age of 10 that he was diagnased as
having a serious kidnay problem. For the next eight years,
he was constantly on medication. His physical problems
virtually halted hie growth--he was under five-fest tall
when he ‘got high school--but never stopped him. from
competing in galé or bowling. By the time he was 12, he was
breaking €0 and by the time hm got £o high schoal, he was
playing close to scratch golf.

Still, his size scared recruiters off when it was
tice ta 9o to college and he ended up Bouncing around in
Junior college for several years. When a ériend was
recruited to pray st Florida State, Slusan decided tq just
show up and ¢try to walk on  the golf team. He did and he
did.

By now he was off the medication and was all of
S-foot=7 and 140 pounds. But he coula hit a gol¥ ball a long
way and We | could hit it a long way traight, He gradusted
with a degree in finance and decided to give the tour a shpt
for & fem ymars, 1¥ it didn't work out, he could always go
back to business school.

He still hasn't gone back, The first three years
were a struggle, ta tha point whers Sluman decided during
1964 that if he ended up back at school at Lhe end of that
year he was going to have to seriously consider another line

af hork. But he broke through ERat year, winning xxotkmeonors

After that, he just kept getting better and better.

hadn't been invited down by anyone. “But at least [ knew the weather
would be warm.” he said. “T've never heard of any pipes freezing in
Tallahassee.”

school and onto the team. If there is one thing Sluman can do as well

Hulbert, who can turn the answer to “how are youtoday”™ into twenty
minutes on any subject from the weather to the economy. But he has
about him a direct manner that makes people believe he is 100 percent
sincere about everything he says.
On serious matters, he is. But there is always a joke lurking with
i Sluman. When Florida State’s arch-rival Florida was upset by Auburn
¢ 10 lose the number one sanking in football 1994, Sluman called Dud-
. ey Hart —as'fanatic about Florida as Sluman is about Florida

| gizing for the loss.
“I threw my voice,” Sluman said. “He’ll never know who it was,”
‘Want to bet?

and was all of 5-foot-7 and 140 pounds. But he could hit 2 golf ball
a long way and he could hit it a long way straight. He graduated with
a degree in finance and decided fo give the tour a shot for a few years
If it didn’t work out. he could always go back (o business school.

He still hasn't gone back. The first three years were a struggle. He
got his card in 1983, lost it and went to the mini-tours for a year,
then got back on tour again in 1985, He decided that if he ended up
back at school at the end of that year he was going to have to seriously
consider another line of work. But he broke through in 1985, winning
23. Aher that, he just kept gexung better and better. -

should have won the Players Championship, He was

 putt that would have given him a playofl
when afan jumped into te water that fronted:

State cheerleader - and remove Bim
Lyiamﬂwphydl’mebolclmr :

swimmer had dived info the water earlier in
‘waming. and was allowed o stay on the

The pipes didn’t frecze, and Sluman somehow talked himself into ©

as play golf, it is talk. He isn’t a rapid-fire talker like his buddy Mike

E: State — and left a message from Florida coach Steve Spurrier apolo-

By the time Sluman got to Florida State, he was off the medication .

wwwaﬁlmem for officials to collect the

Bob Knight and his team.

“To be there in the locker room
and hear what he said was entirely
different from having players de-
scribe to you afterward what he said.
It’s just different. It's one thing to
hear someone’s a genius, it's anoth-
er to see how it manifests itself. It's
one thing to know someone has an
explosive temper, it’s another thing
to see and hear how that temper
manifests itself. Understanding the
suffering kids went through trying
to play for this guy was the human
aspect of the story. How did players
put up with this and emerge tri-
umphant? That made the story that
much more poignant.

“I knew when I was writing that
book that I had a hell of a story.
You know as a reporter when you
have a good story. You feel it in

your gut. What'l didn’t know was if

anyone would-buy the book.”

After Season was published,
Feinstein realized he’d found a win-
ning formula. “I discovered from
the success of that book—and 1
don’t even mean the commercial
success, though that was certainly
part of it—that there were other
books that could be done built
around access.”

A Sense of What it’s Like

All right, vou want 1o tell the inside swory.

How does anwriter get the access he necds?
Feinstein savs obtaining entree to people

varies in each case. ©

Knight is it gy who, if he

likes a reporter, will give him tremendous
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access. Not just me. He's done tha with

~what chance does

other peoplte over the vears, 1 told him, T just
want to foliow vou around tor one vear.” He
said. “That's fine.” That was the negotiation.
The onlvihing Tdeserve credit foris the idea,
hecause there were other writers who could
have done i by
who cid.
“With Army and Nasy, it was completely
dilferent hecause thev didn’t know me, 1
saick. “Despite some of the problems both

asking him. bat I'was the one

academies have had, vou hoth produce great
prople. and if vou believe that then giving
me access (o those peopie will onlv vefiect
Thev
when [ told them I

positivel on vou and the program.”

choved §owas sincere

H
H

thought there's no event i sports like the
Arme=Nave game, |said, TLookl il vou have a

< weandal that involves 30 members of

=

cheati

vour foothall teaun, 1 going o write about

it But ics adready gomg 10 be in the paper
anvivay, so what do vou have 10 lose?™

Onee vou've established o reputation, it
obvioushy gets easier o gain access, “People
‘Didin’'t Koight's veacuon hurt your
access with other people in basketbally” The
nuth was the opposite,” Feinstein explains,
“becaitse people in basketball knew the book
was fuir. When I did my second book. people
ook the approach that i he's as fair to me as
hewas 1o kaight, PlE come out okay.”

s,

That mav work {or someone who has writ-
teti tor the Post and Sports Hlustrated, but
a freclance writer have of
getiing the same kind of access?

“The only wav to do it Feinstein savs. “1s
to sit down with people in person. You must
sit down and explaint who vou are and what
vou want to do and why vou want to do it
Pick awsubject, say [New York Yankee manag-
crf Joe Torre.
the
You cotdd go o himand say,

Suppose vou wanted o do it
belore Yankees won the World Sertes.
You've had an
mteresting career. you've been a great play-
tour teams.
the ups and downs,
Ored, vou know what

or, vonve munaged ihree or

sive bheen through

vouve been hived and
it's Hike. I want to give people asense of what
iCs like to be m the game for as many vears as
vou have.”

“You luve to make people understand why
vou want to do. Thev
sy s no. ve had people sav no. But if you

vou want to do what

have a good storv and make a good case, peo-

ple will disten.”
Feinsten adimits it's o big advantage to
Continued on page 56



FEINSTEIN

Continued from page 38

know the people you want access to.
He already knew Bob Knight. He'd
covered tennis for five years at the
Post when he wrote Hard Courts. But
even Feinstein wants access to people
who may have never heard of him or,
worse, don’t like what they’ve heard.
In that case, he advises, offer refer-
ences. “Herb Sendek, the coach at
North Carolina State, doesn’t know
me. His only real knowledge of me is
that I've spent a lot of time ripping
Rick Pitino, his mentor and former
boss. 1 said to him, ‘I understand why
you might be uncomfortable giving
me access, but you can talk to some
of the other guys in the league who
are giving me access.” He ended up
coming back to me and saying okay.”

No one is obligated to talk to you,
Feinstein adds. “If someone should
choose not to, 1 say, ‘Okay, that’s
your right. I'm going to try to be as
fair to you as I can, but you need to
understand if you don’t talk to me,
then I can’t tell your side of the
story.” If vou just say Joe Blow’s an ass
because he wouldn’t talk to vou, then
you're an ass. If you can describe
something that shows why he’s an
ass, then vou're being fair.”

Slam-Dunking Interviews

Feinstein’s books depend on his inter-
viewing skills. “Ask the easy questions
first,” he advises. “Never start out by
asking the guy if he stopped beating
his wife yet. That should always be the
last question. [ always try early on to
give the person a sense that I know
about them. You say something to
Curtis Strange like, ‘When you
knocked it in the bunker at 17 on the
last day of the Open and made that
bogev, was playing 18 having lost the
lead as difficult as anything you've
done in golf?’ In other words, Curtis
Strange knows I remember the 1988
US Open and how he ended up in a
playoff with Nick Faldo.

“That’s simply a matter of doing
your homework and being prepared,
so you don’t walk in and ask what we
call the Seve Ballesteros question.
The Masters people always insist that
their chairman asks the first question
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which, when Ballesteros won the
Masters in 1983 was, ‘Seve, just how
tall are you?'”

It’s also important to make sure
the meaning of your question is
clear, as Feinstein discovered cover-
ing the 1979 Pirates-Orioles World
Series. “The Pirates won Game 6. Jim
Palmer pitched well, but gave up a
home run to Willie Stargell to lose
the game. Palmer was the obvious
person to talk to. He’s standing at his
locker. Everyone is hanging back. No-
body went over to Palmer. It’s getting
toward the deadline, so I walk over.

“I'm looking for an easy opening
question to get him to start talking.
I'm thinking the guy pitched well, so
the easy question is, ‘How'd vou feel
out there?’ The answer should be,
‘Well, I had good stuff, threw the ball
well, I made one mistake to Stargell,’
and then you get him to talk about
pitching to Stargell and what pitch he
hit and how he felt when he saw the
ball go out. So 1say, ‘How'd you feel?’
He looks at me and screams, “How
did I feel! How did I feel? What kind
of stupid question is that? I lose the
sixth game of the World Series and
vou come in here and ask, ‘How do 1
feel?” What kind of stupid asshole are
vou?” Palmer storms off to the train-
ing room screaming, ‘Can vou be-
lieve this asshole comes in here ask-
ing how do [ feel?””

It was horrible. T just stood there
and waited at his locker until he
came back. Then I said, ‘Hey, can we
try this again?’ He said, ‘Do you have
a better question?’ I said. “No, I'm
going to try to ask the same question.
How d-i-d v-o-u f-e-e-l o-n t-h-e
m-o-u-n-d t-o-n-i-g-h-tz I know you
feel terrible now. You've made that
clear.” And he said, ‘Oh,” and he
talked and he was fine.”

Saying It Better

Once you have the material, you've
still got to sit down and write the
story. Feinstein’s daily regimen usual-
lv consists of having breakfast with his
son, swimming and working out. He
gets home about 11. “I edit what I
wrote the day before, take a break

and go through materials, interviews,
notes, tapes, whatever. Then I break
to have a bite to eat. I sit down around
1 and write until about 6. I found if 1
go much beyond 6, the writing gets a
little sloppy.”

He writes for a fixed amount of
time rather than words or pages. “If
at 6 I've only written 1,500 words,
why write another 1,500 since T'll
probably just have to rewrite them
anyway. If at 4 I've already written
3,000 words and I'm on a roll, I stop.
I'm not sure if it was Hemingway who
once said you should always stop writ-
ing when you're on a roll. Don't stop
writing when you're stuck because if
you do, when you sit down the next
day, you'll be stuck again. But if you
stop when vou're mid-thought and
then start the next day, you're still in
mid-thought and can pick up and go.”

Feinstein finds that writing comes
easily to him when he’s prepared.
“Writing has never been something
that I've struggled with. It’s like any-
thing else, there are days when it’s
harder than others. Usually when I
have a day that is hard to write, I
haven’t done my job as reporter,
haven’t asked enough questions.”

After wr‘iti'ng for a newspaper,
Feinstein appreciates the luxury of
contemplation writing books. “You
can think, ‘How do I say this so that
i's not a cliché?’ It’s not like working
at 4 newspaper and being on a dead-
line where you have to have it fin-
ished in ten minutes and you realize
there are going to be nights when
you're not as good as you want to be.
My books usually have fairly tight
deadlines because they relate to a spe-
cific period of time. But you do have
an opportunity to go back and say,
‘How can I say that better?””

The answer is that John Feinstein
will probably find a way to say it bet-
ter. wp
What Mitchell Bard really wanted to do in life “was
be the next Howard Cosell. Interviewing John Feinstein
was a chance to live the sportswriter's life vicariously.”

Bard's articles have appeared in 8'nai B'rith Jewish
Manthly, Lifestyles and The World & .




