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EXCALIBURS CHARGERS 

Deatrich Wise Jr. – a back-up during the regular 

season – celebrates after making one of the key 

plays of the game, a sack of Tom Brady on 4th 

down that stopped short a York drive at the St. 

Charles’ 5-yard line. A bit player making a big 

play in a big moment was ‘Charger Power’ in 

action in Gale Sayers XII. (Full story inside) 
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1 2 3 4 OT Total 

York  0 3 3 0 - 6 

St. Charles 7 0 7 9 - 23 

       

Passing Cmp Att Yds TD 

Brady 22 34 192 0 

Rushing Car Yds Avg TD 

Henry 9 52 5.8 0 

Receiving Rec Yds Avg TD 

Ertz 6 47 7.8 0 

Passing Cmp Att Yds TD 

Wentz 10 15 119 1 

Rushing Car Yds Avg TD 

Cook 10 74 7.4 1 

Receiving Rec Yds Avg TD 

Thomas 4 70 17.5 0 

6 23 

TEAM LEADERS 

LLaattee  iinn  tthhee  33rrdd  qquuaarrtteerr,,  22nndd  &&  66  aatt  tthhee  4499--yyaarrdd  lliinnee,,  YYoorrkk  ttrraaiilliinngg  1144--66,,  

aann  88--yyaarrdd  ppaassss  ttoo  DDaannnnyy  AAmmeennddoollaa  iiss  ddiissllooddggeedd  bbyy  TTJJ  CCaarrrriiee  aanndd  

rreeccoovveerreedd  bbyy  JJuulliiuuss  PPeeppppeerrss..  CChhaarrggeerrss  ggoo  oonn  ttoo  kkiicckk  aa  FFGG..        

TEAM LEADERS 

CHARGERS FULFILL IMPROBABLE DREAM! 
DEFENCE HOLDS YORK OUT OF THE END ZONE TO KEY CHAMPIONSHIP WIN 

SUMMARY: A record-setting low-high temperature of 1°F in Minneapolis-St. Paul, exacerbated by winds 

that made it feel like -24°, created  outdoor conditions that would have challenged even Bud Grant and the 

Vikings of the 70s. Fortunately, for the York Exacliburs, the St. Charles Chargers, and their fans, the 12th 

EFL Championship would take place inside gleaming Wilhalla Stadium, where the temperature was set at a 

balmy 70° and the only wind was the gentle circulation of purified air cycling through the LEED Platinum 

certified state-of-the-art HVAC system.  

 Wilhalla Stadium was the crown jewel of sports in the State of Minnesota. When completed prior 

to the start of the 2016 season it immediately supplanted Patriot Place as the most modern indoor facility in 

the EFL. This would be the stadium’s first appearance on the championship stage and the pride felt by 

Minnesotans at being the center of the football world’s attention for Gale Sayers Week was dampened only 

by their regret at the failure of the Triumph to advance to the final game.  

The team that had knocked the Triumph out of contention was now one game away from 

cementing their status of the best “Cinderella Team” of all time. The Chargers, an expansion team in only 

its third season, had come out of nowhere to emerge as the surprise sole survivor of a brutal war for 

supremacy in the highly competitive Pacific Conference. Opposing them, an older franchise nearly as new 

to post-season play as the Chargers. The Excaliburs were in the Final for the first time in just their third 

post-season appearance in 11 seasons. They too had been considered a team on the border of playoff 

contention – a dark horse at best. But thanks to the leadership of veteran quarterback, Tom Brady, and a 

stubborn defence that held its ground when it mattered most, they were one game away from also being 

able to claim the status of All-Time Cinderella. Either way, Cinderella was going to get her glass slipper. 

 

  

  

QUOTES: “It’s not 

complicated what happened. 

They made the big plays and 

we didn’t. Field goals don’t win 

championships! We’ll lie down 

and bleed a bit but we’ll rise 

up and fight again!” – York 

coach, Jay Hammond 

“My question for the media is 

what are you all going to talk 

about now? There aren’t any 

more games left for us to lose! 

So, I guess you’re stuck trying 

to explain our Championship 

win. I’ll save you the trouble. 

It’s called teamwork. Coming 

together when you need each 

other. That was a good York 

team we beat today. Couldn’t 

have done it if we weren’t a 

team first!” – Chargers’ owner, 

John Clingan. 

HHAAPPPPYY  FFAANN  AANNGGRRYY  FFAANN  

Thomas Jenifer @thomasjeniferM-I  

All the Chargers do is win. No 

apologies required for how they do it. 

Merlin @MerlinRTchronicle 

Forsooth, there was wizardry at play 

that foiled the Master when he 

pounded at the castle gates of the foe.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

         

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 “Oh, the weather outside is frightful, as the song goes, but it is positively delightful inside beautiful Wilhalla Stadium as we get set 

for the moment of truth between the two most surprising finalists to contest a Gale Sayers game – the St. Charles Chargers and the York 

Excaliburs,” declared ESPN play-by-play specialist, Phil Winterall as the TV camera panned across the sleek arches and glittering roof of 

Wilhalla Stadium before circling down to focus on the ‘EFL’ logo at the mid-field. “But nobody is going to convince the players on either team 

that they don’t belong here. It’s been a fairy tale run for both these squads and the final chapter will be written today!” 

 “That’s right, Phil,” chimed in colour commentator, Bill Badden. “Nobody in the Charger or Excalibur locker room doesn’t believe 

they are the best in the world right now. You and I and some of our viewers might have doubts, but don’t tell that to any of those players on 

the field!  Those guys feel they’ve earned the right to be here and, you know what, they have. They’ve won the games. They should be here!” 

 “A lot has been made of the failure of the Triumph to make it to the final, Bill,” added Winterall. “Some people have said they 

succumbed to local pressure to appear in the game in their hosting year. Do you think that the Chargers may have played a little looser in the 

conference final? That they had, in effect, nothing to lose, and that may have helped them?”  

 “It’s not a matter of loose, Phil!” Badden replied in an admonishing tone. “There’s a saying, that I just made up, that if you play 

loose, you lose. Playing loose is what causes fumbles and missed tackles. Loosey goosey will get you goosed!  No, you want to be wound 

up tight as a drum going into the game so that when you make that first tackle or that first cut, you give it all you got. You want to send a 

message to the other guy that you won’t be messed with. The Chargers went in with that attitude because, if you recall, they hate the 

Triumph because of what they did to them in their first year. That game was payback, simple as that.” 

 “York is favoured slightly in this game, Bill,” Winterall continued, “and many think it is because of the veteran Tom Brady. He has 

been on this stage before and he is coming off a legendary comeback against Cowtown in the Atlantic Conference Championship. Do you 

think the younger Carson Wentz will be overawed? What does the youngster have to do, first and foremost, to lead his team to victory?” 

 “Well if he’s looking to be overhauled it’s too late for that, Phil,” Badden chortled. “Carson will have to go with what he’s learned this 

year. He’s the kind of player who learns from his mistakes and he sure made a lot of them. When I look at his tape, I see a p layer with talent 

and a ton of desire, but no consistency. A lot of hurried throws and tap-dancing in the pocket. He’s looked better in the playoffs, so he’ll have 

to build on that. Do the little tings right, but also do the big things. He’ll have to do it all if he’s going to compete with Tom.” 

 “Some people have called the Chargers a leaderless team, Bill,” remarked Winterall, “in the sense that there is no standout veteran 

player or All-Pro to rally around, like York has in Tom Brady or Von Miller. Who do you think is the leader on the Chargers?”  

 “The Chargers are like a good college team when it comes to leadership, Phil,” Badden answered. “The leader is whoever is 

making the key play at the key moment. It’s a real team atmosphere on that sideline and I credit coach Mike Martz and owner John Clingan 

for instilling that team mindset. A lot of people don’t like Clingan because he’s kind of cranky and can’t keep his mouth shut. But he supports 

his players and takes the heat off them in the media and, as a player, you appreciate that and want to play for that guy.” 

The camera switched to a shot of head official, Gene Steratore striding along the 50-yard line toward the center of the field, which 

was adorned with a pristine white, red, blue and green EFL logo in the middle of a giant gold XII. In tow behind him were the team captains 

for both squads. Leading the Chargers, in their dark blue and yellow jerseys and white pants with a lightning bolt down the sides, was 

receiver, Michael Thomas, followed by safety Marcus Williams and special teams gunner, Jordan Lasley. Leading the Excaliburs, dressed 

all in white with light green numbers and silver/grey trim, was Tom Brady, Von Miller and special teams standout, Sam Acho.  

“And here comes Gene Steratore to the center of the field for the opening coin toss,” announced Winterall in his most officious-

sounding voice, before suddenly switching to a conversational tone as the players set up on either side of the center field logo. “Steratore 

and his crew were the top-ranked officiating team in the league this year, Bill, but that was not the only reason the EFL Committee decided to 

assign them to the championship game this year.” 

“Yeah, Phil. Interesting story,” Badden jumped in. “A little stat that becomes a big deal in the championship game is the coin flip. 

Steratore has something like over 200 consecutive perfect coin flips – “ 

“210 actually, Bill, “Winterall interjected. 

“…200-something, going back to the first season of the EFL,” Badden continued. “And he was the last referee to toss a perfect coin 

in a Gale Sayers Game, Phil, back in the 2013 season final between Charleswood and Markham. With the problems the league has had 

lately with the championship coin flip, the Committee decided to go to their veteran coin flipper to try and turn things around.”  

All attention turned to center field. Steratore displayed both sides of the coin for the captains as he solemnly explained the rules: 

York as the visiting team would call heads or tails. Steratore flipped the coin with a smooth upper arm motion and a crisp flick of his right 

thumb. The coin turned slowly as it rose above the peak of his hat. Tom Brady called ‘heads.’  The coin halted in mid-air for the briefest 

instant then tumbled downward onto the turf where, to the relief of all, it landed flat. Steratore bent over and read the upside. 

“It is tails!” he declared. “St. Charles, you won the toss, what is your choice?” 

“We will defer,” Michael Thomas stated with perfect enunciation.  Steratore turned to Tom Brady, who replied, “we will receive” in 

a clear, crisp tone. “York has elected to receive,” Steratore declared.  “St. Charles will defend the north goal. Gentlemen, good luck!” 

There was a momentary pause as fans and announcers waited for a sign that something had gone awry. But the players shook 

hands while Steratore pocketed the coin, turned and jogged toward the sideline. When it was clear there was no problem, the crowd roared.  

“The perfect streak continues!” announced a giddy Bill Badden. “I’ve never been so nervous about a coin flip!” 

  

 

 



 

  
1st QUARTER (St. Charles 7, York 0) – To the swelling roar of the sellout crowd at Wilhalla Stadium, Charger kicker, Steven Hauschka kicked 

off the EFL’s 12th Gale Sayers Game with a low line drive that skimmed over the head of up-man De’Anthony Thomas and tumbled into the arms of 

Victor Bolden Jr 5 yards into the end zone. The Excalibur kick return specialist promptly took a knee, flipped the ball to an official and seconds later 

the York offence, led by Tom Brady, jogged onto the field. 

 “And here comes the Excaliburs’ offence, with their veteran quarterback looking confident at their head,” Phil Winterall declared with a flair 

as the TV camera focused in on a stoic, steely-eyed Brady arriving at the 15 and summoning his offence into the huddle. “I imagine an experienced 

quarterback like Brady has to give that group of youngsters on the York offensive line a lot of confidence in a big game like this. Do you agree, Bill?” 

   “I do, Phil,” Bill Badden replied. “Brady’s been in big games like this before and he’s come out on top in those big games. Mind you, the 

last time was back in 2008, when he was quarterback of the Florida Dragons. That was the best team of that era, without question, and they had a 

dominant offensive line. This group isn’t up to that level and they’re the youngest front five in football to boot. Their young tackles are going to have 

their hands full with Julian Peppers and Yarrick Ngakoo on the other side. But yes, they’ll be extra motivated to protect a meal ticket like Brady.”  

 “Speaking of Julius Peppers and Yannick Ngakoue,” Winterall continued, “They accounted for 16 sacks and 24 hurries between them during 

the regular season, which was nearly half of the pass pressure generated by the Chargers’ defence. How do you think they are going to approach a 

cool-in-the-pocket pro like Brady?” 

 “Well, we all know Brady has a quick release, so you can bet Mike Martz is aware of that too and has told his players about it,” Badden 

expounded. “So, it will be all about clogging the passing lanes on most plays and going all out to sack the quarterback on blitz plays. The Chargers 

aren’t afraid to blitz and when they do, they like to send it from different areas, rookie Darius Leonard and Shaquil Barrett from the edge and Demario 

Davis up the middle. But it’s funny, because Brady’s like one of those catch-22s. You blitz him, he’ll make you pay, but if you don’t pressure him, he’ll 

pick you apart. By the way, why do they call it a catch-22? That’s one of those sayings I never understood, but I use it all the time…it’s like – “  

 “Brady steps up under center,” Winterall interjected as the first snap neared. “York in a two tight end set, Derrick Henry in the back field.”  

 True to form, Brady took a quick three-step drop, set and fired a sideline pass that was caught by a wide-open Delanie Walker at the 31. 

The powerful and agile tight end bolted forward, reaching mid-field with a full head of steam before cutting back and running into the grasp of safety 

Ron Parker at the St. Charles 42. As Parker and Walker fell to the turf, the ball popped out. Cornerback TJ Carrie pounced on it, but lost control 

almost immediately as he rose to attempt a return. Derrick Henry, trailing the play, picked it up on one bounce but he too suddenly lost the handle as 

he tried to carry it forward. Finally, receiver Kelvin Benjamin fell on the ball and cradled it as he was buried by a mass of Charger defenders.  

 “Looks like Benjamin had it before he was submerged,” Winterall remarked as the officials began clearing the pile. 

 “It sure did, Phil,” Badden agreed. “But there’s no guarantee he’ll still have it when the officials get to the bottom of that pile. Most fans don’t 

want to know what goes on at the bottom of those big piles of men, Phil.” He started to chuckle. “There’s a saying in the trenches: ‘what happens 

under the pile, stays under the pile!’”  

 “And York maintains possession!” Winterall declared as the official pointed toward the north goal. “And after all that, York has a 33-yard play 

to start the drive. It could have easily been a turnover, Bill.” 

 “Yeah, looks like both teams are nervous, Phil,” Badden observed with a sagely air. “Blown coverage on that play by the Chargers. Walker 

gets all charged up – you know he’s thinking touchdown – and he doesn’t see Parker, who gets his hand under the ball and pops it loose. Then it’s a 

three-ring circus as everyone tries to do too much. Three fumbles on the first play! It’s a crazy way to start the game!” 

 A pair of consecutive runs by Henry netted 11 yards and a first down at the Charger 31 before Brady went back the air. He dropped back, 

faked a handoff to Henry, and turned to look downfield, only to find Charger linebacker Demario Davis in his face. 

 “Brady goes down…the ball is loose! And Brady falls on it at the 36,” Winterall shouted. “Oh boy, Demario Davis was right there, fortunate 

bounce for the Excaliburs.” 

 “Well, they were hoping that the Chargers would go after that fake, Phil,” Badden remarked as York regrouped for 2nd & 15. “But the 

Chargers were playing pass blitz all the way. Davis just shoots that A-gap between Mason Cole and right guard Russell Bodine. Before Tom Brady 

can set his feet, next thing he knows he’s on his knees scrambling for that ball. Luckily, he got it back.” 

 Two pass attempts on crossing routes over the middle were broken up by nickel corner, Ahkello Witherspoon, which caused York coach 

Jay Hammond to shake is head slowly and send out punter Donnie Jones on 4th & 15 from the Charger 36. 

“Are you surprised they aren’t going for the field goal attempt here, Bill?” Winterall asked as the Excaliburs lined up in punt formation.  

“Not really, Phil,” Badden replied. “In the two seasons Graham Gano has been with York, he has never attempted a field goal of more than 

50 yards. His longest kick was from 46 yards. I’m not sure why that is. He was making them from 60 yards in the warm ups. This would be a 54-yard 

attempt, which kickers in the pros make over half the time these days. Jay Hammond is very conservative about long kicks for some reason, preferring 

to pin his opponents back and trusting his defence. Not that I agree with that, but it seems to work for them. They’re here, aren’t they?” 

Jones’ pooch punt hit the turf at the 7 and spun violently forward into the Charger end zone for a touchback. The punt had netted just 16 

yards, giving the Chargers lots of room to work with from their own 20. The blue shirts jogged onto the field, trailed by their quarterback, Carson 

Wentz, who had stayed back momentarily for last-second instructions from head coach Mike Martz. 

  

  

  



 

  

 “Now it’s the Chargers’ turn to show what they can do on offence,” Winterall pronounced as St. Charles grouped in the huddle. “This offence 

has not been particularly efficient this year, averaging just 19 points per game, yet here they are in the Gale Sayers Game. What is the secret of their 

success, Bill?” 

 “Well, they haven’t really had much success moving the ball on offence this year, Phil, so there is no secret to tell,” Badden chortled. “They 

just kind of …get by. They are committed to the run, using a lot of double tight end sets, and they don’t turn the ball over. Those are plusses. But they 

really don’t have anyone you’d lose sleep over trying to figure out a way to stop ‘em. Michael Thomas led the team in catches, with 84, but he only 

scored 3 touchdowns. They get lots of chances because of their defence. That’s the secret of their offence, Phil; their defence! Heck, look what it did 

for them just now!” 

 On the first play from scrimmage, Michael Thomas sprinted 10 yards forward then cut across the middle of the field. The pass from Carson 

Wentz was low and away, but the sure-handed Charger receiver dove and caught it, rolling forward a few extra yards before being touched down by 

safety Kevin Byard.  

 “Thomas dives…and he makes the catch!” cried out Phil Winterall. “Touched down by the York at the 33. Good start for them, Bill.” 

 “Yes, Michael Thomas makes a play on the ball that not a lot of receivers can make,” Bill Badden joined in. “That pass looks like it was off 

target, but it’s where it needs to be. Carson is worried about linebacker Joe Schobert over the middle. That moved his passing lane to the left. Only 

Thomas can catch that ball and he did. The Chargers are setting the tone here. They’re going to attack this York defence through the air.” 

 Six consecutive running plays followed – 4 to the right side and 2 up the gut – covering 25 yards to the York 42-yard line. These were 

straight ahead run plays, with no deceptive feints or motions to misdirect the attention of the defence. But just as the York defence was tightening up, 

the Chargers hit them with a neatly executed screen pass to Dion Lewis. The Charger back-up slipped free from Lawrence Timmons and darted 19 

yards to the York 23-yard line. A crisp pass from Wentz over the middle to Thomas secured another 12 yards then, with the Excaliburs, linebackers 

gunning for the lone setback in the backfield, Frank Gore, Wentz flicked a short in to Jimmy Graham. The veteran snatched it from the air, made a 

move on Jordan Poyer, and glided into the end zone unscraped for a touchdown. 

 “Touchdown, Jimmy Graham!” Winterall cried out. “And the Chargers made it look easy on the last three plays to cap off that drive, Bll!” 

 “Well, that whole drive was a thing of beauty – football beauty, not the Miss America type,” raved Badden in reply. “I mean, the Chargers 

really attacked the trenches after opening with a pass. No big plays, just hard, bloody-nosed, trench warfare. That’s where everything starts – in the 

trenches – with the big men winning the battles. The Excaliburs were drawn in and that gave Wentz the time he needs to be successful today.” 

 Victor Bolden Jr fielded the ensuing kickoff at his own 2 and returned it 23 yards to the York 25. An illegal block by DeForest Buckner 

pulled it back, however, putting Brady and his offence at their own 11 to start their response to the St. Charles touchdown.  

 The Excaliburs led with Nick Chubb on the ground. He pounded out 9 yards on two carries to set up a Brady sneak for a first down. A 

couple of short completions and a pair of modest runs set up a 3rd & 5 check down for 8 yards to Danny Amendola and a new set of downs at the 

York 48-yard line. The Excaliburs were inching up the field and chewing time off the clock in the process. A pitch to Giovanni Bernard found space  

around the right corner and appeared to be heading for a big-gainer until Charger linebacker Darius Leonard flew in from the side and viciously 

decked the York running back. The run was still good for 8 yards and brought them across mid-field as the clock ticked down on the 1st quarter. 

 “And that will bring us to the end of the first quarter here at Wilhalla Stadium,” announced Phil Winterall officiously. “The Chargers are in 

front, 7-0, but York is on the move. We’ll be right back!” 

2nd QUARTER (St. Charles 7, York 3) – Following a lengthy commercial break the action reopened with a camera shot from the roof of Wilhalla 

Stadium that gradually zoomed in on the St. Charles 44-yard line, where the Excaliburs would resume their march. As the teams stepped onto the 

field, the commentary from the booth attempted to summarize the game to that point. 

 “And we’re back to start the second quarter with York facing 2nd down and 2 from the St. Charles 44,” Winterall set the scene. “The 

Excaliburs had something going before the break, Bill. But the end of the quarter gave St. Charles a chance to regroup. What can we expect here?” 

 “We can expect more of the same from Jay Hammond on the York side,” Badden replied confidently. “This is not a very explosive offence. 

Tom Brady completed just one pass of more than 30 yards through the air this year. The Charger defence has been playing at a high level here in the 

playoffs. It is a defence that you want to try and beat down if you can and York has the running game to do it. Both coaches have been very 

conservative so far and I don’t expect it to change as long as the score remains close.” 

 A short slant to Amendola covered 8 yards and gave York a first down at the 36-yard line. On the next play, Brady faked a handoff to Chubb 

and dropped back deep in the pocket as Kelvin Benjamin made his cut toward the post about 20 yards downfield. But the Charger defense did not 

bite on the play fake. The pocket around Brady quickly collapsed and he was buried. 

 “And Brady is taken down by Julius Peppers behind the 40-yard line!” narrated Winterall, with a touch of dismay in his voice. “It looked like 

they wanted to take their shot there, Bill, but Julius Peppers spoiled their plans.” 

 “Julian Peppers has spoiled a lot of plans in his career, Phil!” Badden chuckled. “As I expected, York came out aggressive after the break, 

but the Chargers were ready for it. Mike McGlinchey gets caught leaning toward the outside and gets beat on the inside move. Now York is facing a 

2nd & 15 and they’re going to have to throw it to keep this drive alive.” 

 Showing poise in a sturdier pocket, Brady calmly dropped back on the next play and drilled a low pass that tight end Zach Ertz corralled on 

a dive at the Charger 29-yard line for a 12-yard gain. On 3rd & 3, pressure from a blitzing Demario Davis forced Brady out of the pocket toward the 

sideline. His receivers covered, he faked a throw to hold the linebackers in coverage then suddenly darted across the line of scrimmage, reaching the 

first down marker before Davis was able to track him down. 

 

  

  



 

  

 “Well, you don’t see that very often, Bill,” Winterall observed, as the chain gang was summoned onto the field by referee Gene Steratore for 

a measurement. “Tom Brady running with the ball. He showed some wheels on that play!” 

 “Ha! When Demario Davis has you in his sights, that’s when you find wheels you never knew you had!” Badden chortled. “That’s 235 pounds 

of lean ‘n mean muscle charging down on Brady there, aiming to turn him into a pancake salad. Brady can’t slide there if he wants to get the first 

down, but he sure went down fast once he reached the 26. Let’s see if he got the first down.” 

 On cue, the referee pointed his arm towards the Charger end zone, indicating a first down. It was the thirteenth play of the drive and the 

Excaliburs had still not reached the Charger red zone. Three straight trap plays by Chubb into a wavering Charger line gained 21 yards, however, 

giving the Swords a 1st & goal at the Charger 5-yard line. 

 “They’re wearing out that Charger defence, Bill,” Winterall commented as Brady called his team to the huddle to call the play. “They started 

way back at their own 11, with over five minutes to play in the first quarter, and they still have it here well into the 2nd with the 17th play of the drive 

coming up. That has to be taxing on a defence.” 

 “It’s just a matter of time, Phil,” Badden added. “You can see that York offensive line is a lot meaner when they’re blocking in a downhill run 

game like this. Those yards are paid for in mud ‘n blood – even if they don’t have mud here in the Willy Dome. Those big linemen know that they’d be 

covered in mud if it was outdoors in old Metropolis Stadium. Today, they’re covered in sweat and blood, and they have to imagine the mud. The big 

guys in the trenches on both sides are paying the price and it looks like it’s about to finally pay off for York.” 

 Brady handed off to Chubb for the fourth straight time, but this time the Chargers linebackers were ready for it. They swarmed the York 

running back as he tried to kick out to his right, with Shaquil Barrett stopping him cold 1-yard behind the line of scrimmage at the 6-yard line. On the 

next play, Yannick Ngakoue blew past left tackle Kolton Miller and took Brady down before he could set himself after a quick three-step drop. 

  

   

  

Chargers’ tight end, Jimmy Graham puts a move on Excaliburs’ safety, Jordan Poyer before scooting into the end zone for the first 

touchdown of Gale Sayers XII. The Charger offence was clicking in all phases on its opening drive, moving 80 yards in 10 plays.   



 

  

“Whoa! And down goes Brady!” Winterall exclaimed, as if surprised. “Yannick Ngakoue with the sack at the 10-yard line…and he is fired up! 

Now, it’s 3rd and goal from the 10-yard line.”  

“Well, they’re going backwards, Phil, when they should be going forwards,” Badden weighed in sagaciously. “The left tackle, Miller, is set out 

too far wide to protect the outer edge and that tips off the defender. Nagasaki uses that forearm and cuts inside before Miller can get into his stance. 

That’s about as bad as you can beat a guy. Now, the Excaliburs need to get the ball in the end zone if they are going to score a touchdown here!” 

 Lined up in the shotgun with a tight end in-line on either side and the running back split wide, Brady took the snap and surveyed the field. 

His protection held up against the simple three-man rush, but the Charger back end stuck to their assignments. Suddenly, Brady snapped his arm and 

fired the ball down the middle through a veil of Charger linebackers. Davis got his hand on the pass, which sent it wobbling like a wounded duck 

toward the goal line, just out of reach of a diving Walker – incomplete.   

 “That was a dangerous throw, Bill,” Winterall remarked. “And that will bring on the field goal unit for York.” 

 “You don’t see that kind of gamble very often from Brady,” Badden joined in. “That was a reaction throw. Instead of anticipating, he reacted 

to a window then it closed immediately. I don’t think he even saw Davis underneath. But that’s the thing about this Charger defence. They are a   

disciplined bunch. Nobody’s trying to be a hero on that play – they just play their man. It’s a lot easier to play man when the offence is running out of 

room on the field.”  

 After a 20-play, 79-yard drive that had lasted over 10 minutes, the Excaliburs settled for a simple 28-yard field goal. Celebration on the field 

was muted after the kick from Graham Gano sailed through the uprights for 3 points, but at least they were on the scoreboard.  

 “I don’t think anybody will be second-guessing that decision to send on the field goal unit, Bill,” Winterall said as the York kicking team set up 

to kick the ball back to the Chargers. “But it has to be a little disappointing to come away with only a field goal in that situation.” 

 “Well, I agree, Phil, especially when you look at where they were with first and goal,” Badden replied soberly. “But you have to give credit to 

the Charger defence there. They had their backs to the wall and came out fighting when it looked like York was about to rub their faces in the dirt. 

That’s a warrior mindset right there that the Excaliburs need to match. You can see Jay Hammond on the sideline – he knows it. He’s waving that toy 

sword trying to get his defence fired up so they can get the ball back.”   

 The Chargers took over at their 25-yard line after the kick was downed in the end zone. They promptly went three-and-out after Ethan 

Westbrooks took down Wentz on a third-down scramble one-yard short of the first down marker. The rotational lineman, a career back-up, had made 

all three tackles on the series. He bounced up after falling on the Charger quarterback and raced off the field with his fist raised, bellowing wildly as the 

York fans in the stands voiced their approval, “EN GARDE! EN GARDE!” 

“Whatever Jay Hammond said to his defence on the sideline obviously resonated with Ethan Westbrooks,” Winterall observed. “Not often do 

you hear me or anybody else calling his name three times in one series.” 

 “Yeah, Westbrooks is one of those guys who doesn’t get a lot of recognition, but he is coming off his best season as a pro, with five sacks in 

2018,” Badden added. “He played in the Mexican league before he was signed as a free agent by York in 2016. Now here he is making a name for 

himself in football’s biggest game. That’s the great thing about the Sayers Bowl – a total nobody can become a somebody, and a somebody can 

become a nobody, all because of how they perform in this game. If Westbrooks keeps this up, he’s going to go from a nobody to a somebody.” 

 The Excaliburs took over deep in their own territory after a majestic punt by Shane Lechler travelled 53 yards and out-of-bounds at the 13-

yard line. Rather than chip away like they had on their last possession, they tried to get it all back on the next play, with Brady airing out a bomb to 

Josh Doctson that was slightly underthrown and nearly intercepted by Adoree’ Jackson. 

  “Through the hands of Adoree’ Jackson!” announced Winterall. “That ball was almost intercepted, Bill.” 

 “And it should have been, Phil,” Badden replied. “That’s one of those plays you look back on at the end of the game if you end up losing. 

You can bet John Clingan knows his team missed an opportunity there. Brady really has struggled with the long ball this year. The only way that play 

works is if the Chargers key on Henry in the backfield. But they were looking for the pass there, expecting Brady to take a shot, and it almost turned  

into a disaster for York.” 

 Having averted danger, the Excaliburs reverted to the ground game, with Derek Henry toting the ball on four consecutive runs for a pair of 

first downs and 31 yards up to the 44-yard line. Then back-to-back third-and-long conversions – an 18-yard slant to Giovani Bernard and an 11-yard 

sideline completion to Danny Amendola – brought the Swords to the Charger 23-yard line as the clock stopped to signal the two-minute warning. The 

Excaliburs had moved 64 yards in 11 plays and were again chewing up the clock  

 After an expanded commercial break, network coverage resumed with Phil Winterall making conversation as the teams prepared to resume 

play: “We’re back, with York trailing 7-3, but on the move again with another long drive. It seems like they haven’t had trouble moving the ball against 

this Charger defence, Bill. Yet they haven’t been able to get it in the end zone.” 

 “Well, for some reason, to this point in the drive, Mike Martz has his defence playing the pass,” Bill Badden went into his analysis. “That’s 

what allowed Derrick Henry to get this drive moving with those big runs and now, well, the Chargers have been on the field a lot and Brady is doing 

that Tom Brady thing, making those third down throws that drive his opponents crazy. This sequence coming up will tell us how this drive ends.” 

 A pitch to Bernard and a check-down to Amendola netted 14 yards and brought up 1st and goal from the 9. The Charger defence was 

beginning to teeter. Another pitch to Bernard looked like it was heading home at last, as McGlinchey and Walker began to clear a path down the 

sideline. But a charging Shaquil Barrett shot by the lead block and met Bernard with force, bringing him down a yard short of the end zone.  

 “Bernard to the right…he gets a block…and there he goes…,” Winterall announced, his voice rising in anticipation of a touchdown. “But, no! 

Barrett rings him up short of the goal line! What a tackle by Barrett!” 

 

 

 



  

  “That tackle saved a touchdown, Phil,” Badden cut in. “That’s what we call a touchdown-saving tackle! The whole world thinks Giovani 

Bernard is going in for the touchdown and then <bam!> Shaquil Barrett says not so fast, Giovani, you gotta get by me. That’s a big-time play by the 

Charger linebacker, but it won’t mean much if York gets it in the end zone here.” 

 On 2nd & goal from the 1, Brady again pitched the ball to Bernard. This was the third pitch in four snaps and this time the Chargers were 

ready. The York scat back was blasted out of bounds by Barrett at the five-yard line, for a 4-yard loss. 

 “Oh boy, that play went nowhere!” Winterall said with obvious confoundment. “Shaquil Barrett again – saw it coming all the way.” 

 “It went worse than nowhere, Phil,” Badden joined in. “It went backwards! We’ve seen this before; the Excaliburs going backwards when 

they get close to the Charger goal line. It’s like there’s a forcefield there. See the replay…Barrett is watching Bernard the whole way , even before the 

snap. He just makes a bee line for him, through the guard, Russell Bodine, and lays the lumber on him before he can even square his shoulders. 

Barrett is firing up this defence!”  

 Facing 3rd and goal, the Excaliburs took extra time in the huddle as they waited for a play, forcing Brady to quick snap as soon as he arrived 

under center. He slipped and fell then rose as he turned to hand the ball off the Henry, who had entered the game in place of Bernard, only to find him 

approaching from the other side. He spun awkwardly to get him the ball but the two ended up locking arms and stumbling forward, where they were 

stoned by Vita Vea for no gain. A furious Jay Hammond signalled timeout with 0:11 left on the clock and motioned to bring the offence off the field.  

 “I’m not sure who had the ball there – Brady or Henry – but it doesn’t matter now, because that will bring up 4th down and another field goal 

attempt,” Winterall said with a tone of bewilderment in his voice at the sudden reversal in fortune for the York side. 

 “That kind of miscommunication drives a coach crazy!” Badden vented as he evidently imagined himself as a coach in that moment. “It’s 

hard enough scoring touchdowns when you hand the ball off properly, but when you can’t execute the handoff then you have no chance. The good 

thing is that the Excaliburs still have a shot at an easy field goal here.” 

 “Oh, what’s this?” Winterall exclaimed in surprise. “The York offence is coming back on to the field. What do you make of this, Bill?” 

 “It looks like they’re going for it, Phil,” Badden replied, after a lengthy pause. “I don’t think they’re doing this to try and cause an offside. That 

won’t get them a first down, just a closer fourth down chance. It looks like Jay Hammond won’t settle for a field goal this time. He’s rolling the dice!” 

  In the final test of the first half the fans on both sides sensed a moment of truth approaching. They stood as one, waving pennants, raising 

arms and bellowing at the top of their lungs: 

 “STAB – CUT – SLASH – EXCALIBURS!    STAB – CUT – SLASH – EXCALIBURS!” hollered the York fans in green. 

 “CHA - JAH – POW – AH!” boomed the St. Charles fans in blue.   

  The Excaliburs lined up in their two-tight end formation with Bernard split wide in the slot and Brady under center. The Chargers linebackers 

 

 

 

  

  

 

   

  

  

 

   

  

   

  

  

  

  

York’s Tom Brady falls to his knees in his rush the get the snap off on 3rd & goal 

from the five. It was the first mis-step on a broken play that set up a fateful gamble. 

crowded in tight behind the four-man front while the 

safeties guarded the goal line. Brady barked signals 

as he scanned the Charger defence. The ball was 

snapped off rhythm, catching the Chargers off guard 

– all except defensive end Deatrich Wise Jr., a late 

substitute replacing Peppers. Whether by accident 

or insight, Wise Jr timed the snap perfectly. He 

quickly cut inside the tight end Walker, who chipped 

the Charger lineman, but not enough to stop him 

from gaining a clear lane to the quarterback. Brady 

didn’t see Wise coming and, in a swoosh, he was 

taken down. 

 “And Brady is sacked again!” Phil 

Winterall cried, as the Charger defence and 

sideline celebrated. “The Excaliburs get nothing!” 

 “CHA - JAH – POW – AH! CHA - 

JAH – POW – AH! CHA - JAH – POW – 

AH!” reverberated in the stands. 

 “Well, if you didn’t know who Deatrich 

Wise Jr was before, you know who he is now!” 

gushed an impressed Bill Badden. “That’s just a 

fired up defensive lineman there! He comes off the 

bench in the biggest moment of the game so far and 

delivers the play of the game. But this was all set up 

by Shaquil Barrett’s tackle at the one-yard line and 

that big stuff on second down. Wise backs up his 

teammate with a gimangous play!” 

 

 



  

 Despite only 3 seconds remaining in the first half, the Excaliburs called their last two timeouts on consecutive kneel downs by Wentz, hoping for 

an improbable miracle – a fumbled snap or a disastrous stumble-fumble – to overturn the calamitous result of their second long, deep drive into Charger 

territory. But the Chargers, well versed in victory this year, executed the “victory formation” to perfection. Would it be a foreshadowing?   

3rd QUARTER (St. Charles 14, York 6) – “Welcome back to Wilhalla Stadium in Miinneapolis-St. Paul, where we are about to bring you the second 

half of the 12th EFL Championship game here on ESPN! I’m Phil Winterall along with Bill Badden and we’re looking forward as much as you are to see 

what happens here in the second half.” Winterall then addressed his booth partner; “Bill, the Chargers have the game’s only touchdown, but it was their 

defence that really grabbed all of the attention in the first half, with the two defensive stands inside their own 10-yard line holding York to just 3 points. 

What can we expect in the second half?” 

 “Well, we can expect the Chargers to finally get the football again, as they are about to receive the kickoff here!” Badden chuckled. “It seems like 

it was last week when they scored their touchdown. They had only two real possessions the entire first half, not counting those kneel downs at the end.”   

Statistics from the first half appeared on the screen as Badden continued:  

“See that time of possession! York had the ball for 21 minutes and 15 seconds to the Chargers’ 8 minutes and 45 seconds. They also out-gained 

St. Charles 193 yards to 88. But they couldn’t get it in the end zone on either of their big drives. The reason for that, Phil, is our stat of the 1st half: tackles 

for loss. The Excaliburs were tackled 7 times behind the line of scrimmage, 4 of those were sacks of Tom Brady – and three of those sacks caused drives 

to fizzle out. Not counting the kneel downs, the Chargers have not been tackled for a loss in this game. The York offensive line has to do a better job of 

pass-blocking and coach Jay Hammond has to change up the schemes to account for the pressure the Chargers are bringing, while continuing to run the 

ball. As for the Chargers, their offence has got to hold the ball longer, or their defence will wear down in the second half and their heroics in the first half 

will be wasted. I expect both teams to try to do better here in the second half!” 

The kickoff from Gano was fielded by Dion Lewis 7-yards deep in the end zone. The Charger return specialist thought better of testing the York 

special teams and knelt for a touchback. The Charger offence trotted on to the field for just the fourth time in the game. Their appearance on the field was 

brief. York linebacker, Antonio Morrison stuffed Dalvin Cook for a 1-yard loss on 1st and 10. Then a short quick out from Wentz to Kendall Wright was 

almost picked off by Darqueze Dennard. On 3rd and 11, a tipped pass caught by center, Ben Jones for no gain brought the opening drive of the second 

half to an abrupt and feeble end. The St. Charles punting unit took to the field. 

“And that will bring Shane Lechler out to punt the ball back to York,” Winterall announced. “This York defence is doing a good job as well, Bill.” 

“Yeah, Phil, they are. They don’t need big red zone stands if they can keep the Chargers out of the red zone,” Badden added. “And they are 

getting solid play from guys you haven’t heard of…like Antonio Morrison. He was another one of those depth signings in free agency. Didn’t see a lot of 

action in the regular season behind Lawrence Timmons. But here he is, on the big stage, stuffing Dalvin Cook for a loss. His mother has to be proud!” 

Lechler launched another long, high punt that Amendola thought better of returning. He made the fair catch at the 25-yard line and Brady’s 

offence took the field for their first series of the second half.  

A blend of runs and short-to-medium passes brought York all the way to the St. Charles 28-yard line in just 7 plays. As it had in the first half, the 

Excalibur offence was chipping away at the Chargers’ defence, wearing it down slowly but surely. Sensing the time was right, the Excaliburs subbed the 

monstrous Derrick Henry into the game. He pounded the right interior of the Charger line for runs of 5 and 2 yards, to bring up 3rd and 3 at the 21. But a 

false start penalty on Bodine pushed the offence back 5 yards, turning a 3rd and short into a 3rd and long situation. 

“And there’s movement before the snap!” Winterall exclaimed. “The Chargers are pointing at York…and yes it looks like it will be a false start 

penalty on the right guard, Russell Bodine.”  

“Well, you know you’re having a good game as an offensive lineman when the announcer never mentions your name. But that’s the second time 

you’ve mentioned Russell Bodine’s name, Phil, after something has gone wrong for York,” Badden commented as the referee, Gene Steratore paced the 

ball back 5 yards. “That means Russell Bodine is not having a good game. On dinkly-dunkly drives like these, a false start penalty on 3rd down is a big 

deal. You know Jay Hammond has to be steaming right now.”  

The Chargers flooded the secondary with six defensive backs on 3rd and 8. The shotgun snap almost went over Brady’s shoulder, but he got his 

hands up in time and plucked the ball from the air. He scanned the field, finding nobody open, then flicked the ball toward outlet, Nick Chubb. The 

halfback started forward with the release, but the ball went behind him. He turned but could not haul it in – incomplete.  

“No doubt about it this time, here comes the field goal unit for York,” Winterall announced as Brady stormed off the field, shaking his head and 

Gano snapped his helmet on.  

 “That forcefield guarding the St. Charles end zone looks like it’s moved out to the 20-yard line, Phil,” Badden chortled. “It was another long 

possession for the Excaliburs that fell short deep in Charger territory. And now Graham Gano is going to have to make a kick to salvage something out of 

this drive…and it’s no gimmy!” 

 Gano’s kick from 44 yards out was never in doubt once it launched off his foot. He drilled it down the center with authority to make the score 7-6 

as pockets of green-clad Excalibur fans stood and applauded in support. The way the game was going, a 4-point deficit was significant, but a 1-point 

deficit felt as good as a tie, provided the Swords could continue to hold the Charger offence at bay.  

 The excess adrenaline from making what was, for him, a long field goal, added some distance to Gano’s kickoff. It sailed through the end zone 

for a touchback. St. Charles would start at the 25-yard line. 

 “And here comes Carson Wentz to try and make something happen on offence,” declared Winterall as the camera focused in on the Charger 

quarterback. His expression was grim and intense. “After that opening touchdown drive, we’ve hardly seen this squad, Bill.” 

 “Yeah, they’ve had a lot of rest, that’s for sure,” Badden teased. “You’d think that would make them fresh, but it’s a fact of football that rest 

favours the defence. And the York defence has been getting just as much rest as the Charger offence. There’s a saying out there that while the defence  

 

 

 



  

rests, the offence rusts. Let’s see if Charger coach, Mike Martz can grease up this offence with a bombs-away play or two!” 

  The first play of the St. Charles drive promised more futility, as Wentz rejected his first read and rushed a throw to his safety valve, Cook, for 

a 1st down incompletion. The situation looked equally as bleak on second down, with Wentz forced out of the pocket by Von Miller, who got a hand on 

him on the dead run and looked ready to bring him down. But the Charger quarterback turned on the jets at the last moment, slipping out of Miller’s 

grasp and taking off downfield for a gain of 11 yards and a first down. 

 “Flushed from the pocket…Miller is after him…and he gets away!” Winterall cried. “Wentz will run…and he’s tripped up by the safety Byard 

just past the 35-yard line. First down, St. Charles! That looked like it would be Von Miller’s first sack of the championship, but Carson Wentz turned it 

into his first big run of the day and a Charger first down. That’s just their first 1st down since the first quarter, Bill.” 

 “That’s what a quarterback with running ability can do – run the ball,” Badden jumped in. “The Excaliburs do everything right defensively on 

this play – coverage is good, pass rush gets through – but Carson Wentz’s survival instincts kick in. He gets away from Von Miller and uses his speed 

to generate a big play. That’s what Carson Wentz is going to have to do to get this offence out of the rut they’re in!” 

 As often happens after a big gain on a broken play, the Charger offence immediately shifted up a gear. Dalvin Cook evaded a trio of 

pursuing linebackers to get around the corner and step out of bounds for an 8-yard gain. Then, with the York defence holding their gaps and zeroing in 

on Cook, Wentz took a seven-step drop and fired a laser deep over the middle that Michael Thomas snatched as he raced toward the post. The all-

pro ripped off another 10 yards before Joe Schobert laid a big hit on him from behind, bringing down at the York 24-yard line for a 32-yard gain.  

 “Wentz back to pass…he fires downfield…caught by Thomas with room…and Schobert nails him! But he holds on for a big gain!” Winterall 

announced excitedly, apparently relishing the opportunity to call a rare downfield highlight in a game that had been tight as a knot.  

  “That was a thing of beauty, Phil!” Badden declared. “Protection was good, pass was in rhythm on a clean route by Thomas and Carson 

Wentz delivered the ball on target. Perfect time for that call, too! York was in a run defence on that play, expecting another handoff to Cook. That’s a 

big play there – 32 yards – and in this game it’s an even bigger play than that. Let’s see if the Chargers can take advantage.” 

 With a new set of downs at the York 24, the Chargers pushed forward to inside the 10-yard line on a couple of carries by Dion Lewis versus 

the York nickel package.  

 “The pass to Thomas must have spooked Jay Hammond, Phil,” Bill Badden observed unprompted. “He brought in a fifth corner to cover, 

but the Chargers kept Lance Hendricks in the H-back slot to block on those plays. That formation mis-match is helping them run the ball there.”  

“Jay Hammond must have heard you, Bill. He is sending Lawrence Timmons back in,” Phil Winterall continued. “I guess he doesn’t want St. 

Charles running it down their throats from the nine-yard line.” 

 

 

York kicker, Graham Gano steps forward to boot his second field goal of the game, capping a 12-play drive midway through the third 

quarter. The successful kick brought the Excaliburs to within 1-point of the Chargers, trailing 7-6. It was the closest they would come. 



 

  

fans in green leaped to their feet and roared “EN GARDE! EN GARDE!” The fans in blue slumped in their seats. 

 “Von Miller must have heard you, Bill,” Winterall remarked after pausing to catch his breath. “That was a huge play when they needed it!” 

 “Von Miller has carried this defence all year,” Badden gushed with enthusiasm. “His numbers weren’t the all-pro numbers we are used to 

seeing from him, but as a leader, as a force on the field, he is one of the best. You saw it on that play.” The replay played on the TV screen and 

Badden continued, marking up the screen with an electronic pen: “Look here. Miller’s coming on the blitz. Both the tackle and guard are engaged and 

Kendricks doesn’t pick him up. Watch as he times his swat perfectly, just as Wentz’s arm is coming forward…oh…oh…I don’t know…they may want to 

take another look at this one, Phil. It looks like Wentz’s arm may have been coming forward before the ball was knocked loose.”  

  “Coach Mike Martz must have heard you, Bill,” Winterall interjected. “He’s thrown the challenge flag. This play will be reviewed.” 

 “This is going to be close, Phil,” Badden commented as the replay ran for the sixth time, this time from the opposite angle. “It looks like his 

arm is just starting to move forward as Miller hits the ball loose. That’s why the ball spins forward, Phil. The arm moving forward with the ball causes 

the ball to also move forward. You see Miller bats Wentz’s arm down, not forward. So, if the ball is moving forward it’s going to keep moving forward, 

unless it gets stopped by something. But it’s not stopped until it hits the ground and Joe Schobert falls on it. The rules say that is a forward pass.” 

 Tension in the crowd was building as the replay ran over and over for what felt like an unnecessary length of time. Then a commercial break 

pushed the decision back further. Gene Steratore finally approached center field, turned on his microphone, and announced: “Upon review, the 

quarterback’s arm was moving forward when he was contacted by the defender. That is a forward pass. By rule, the ball is dead  when 

it touches the ground, therefore it is an incomplete pass. It will be second down. St. Charles will not be charged a timeout.” 

 “Gene Steratore agrees with you, Bill,” Winterall remarked as the St. Charles offence went into the huddle, the York defence reluctantly 

returned to the field and Wilhalla Stadium erupted in simultaneous cheers and boos. “But there are thousands of angry fans in green who don’t.” 

 “You got to love the fans, Phil!” Badden replied. “Whether they’re booing or cheering they’re making the noise the players love to hear on 

game day. Some fans are crazy, and some are kind’a cerbeal, you know, brainy types who’ve never put on shoulder pads in their lives. Whatever they 

are, they’re fans. What would the league do with all those stadium seats if there weren’t any fans to sit in them?” 

 On second down, Wentz looked off a double-covered Thomas, tucked the ball in and began to run, only to find his new nemesis, Von Miller, 

closing in on him on his ball-carrying side. Miller slammed into Wentz as he tried to duck, jolting the ball loose. It caromed and spun off the turf towards 

the outer hash inside the 5-yard line, where a sliding Kendall Wright recovered it cleanly to keep possession for the Chargers. 

 “No doubt about that one, Bill,” Winterall commented as the referee signalled St. Charles ball. “It was definitely a fumble this time, but 

fortunately for the Chargers they were able to maintain possession.” 

 “That’s the kind of year it’s been for these Chargers, Phil,” Badden remarked. “They fumbled a lot this year – 26 times. Only Erieau fumbled 

more. But they only lost 6 of those fumbles. That’s a recovery rate of 77%, best in the league. Sometimes it comes down to simple luck, Phil. There is 

no question that the ball has bounced the Chargers’ way this year. It bounced their way again, on an important drive in the biggest game of the year.” 

 The York defence was becoming frustrated. Two potential game-changing plays had gone against them. They could still hold the Chargers 

to a field goal with a third down stop. The tension got the better of reserve lineman Lawrence Guy. He jumped before the snap, giving Wentz a free  

  

  

“No, he sure doesn’t, Phil,” Badden replied 

solemnly. “These are the tough yards. Here is where you 

need the big men, the muckers and rakers, the growlers 

and bog-grubbers. This is where it gets ugly and dirty. You 

want to be dumb and mean in this situation if you’re the 

defence. If you think too much you can be tricked. No, just 

go at that quarterback, go at that running back, jam that 

wide receiver at the line. Try to kill that guy! And it’s no 

time to back down if you’re the offence, either. Those guys 

up front have to attack. The way things are going, a 

touchdown for St. Charles here could be the difference in 

this game. York can’t give up a touchdown here.”  

The seriousness of the situation was not lost on 

York linebacker, Von Miller. The Excaliburs needed a big 

play and the captain of the defence delivered when it 

mattered most. Miller came on the blitz, shooting the gap 

between the left tackle and guard and homing in on Wentz 

like a guided missile as the quarterback dropped back to 

pass. As Wentz raised his arm to throw Miller blindsided 

him, swatting the ball out with one arm while he wrapped 

his other arm around Wentz’s waist to bring him down. 

The pigskin rotated forward and bounced to the turf, 

where Schobert fell on it for the recovery. York ball! The 

 

 

  

  

 

   

  

  

 

   

  

   

  

  

  

  

St. Charles star, Michael Thomas catches a pass from Carson Wentz and 

streaks through the York secondary for a 32-yard gain. The longest pass of 

the day for St. Charles was a pivotal play in the Chargers’ second TD drive.  



 

  

play. The Charger quarterback was unable to cash in, forcing the ball into a tight window for Wright. The ball was batted away and almost intercepted 

by Dennard, but it did not matter as the offside penalty on York gave the Chargers another chance from just outside the two-yard line.  

After calling three consecutive pass plays, each of which had almost ended in disaster, Mike Martz returned to basics, handing the ball to 

his best running back. Cook took the handoff from Wentz as Miller came on the blitz for the fourth time in the last five plays. The Charger tailback 

charged right into the heart of the defence as Miller jetted past, cutting through the line with remarkable ease and into the end zone for a touchdown. 

“The give to Cook…and he’s in! Touchdown St. Charles!” Winterall cried as the line judges on both sides raised their arms in the air. “He 

made that run look easy, Bill!”   

 “Nothing fancy about this play, Phil,” Badden answered. “It’s a straight line buck up the middle, except there was no line to buck. The interior 

of the Charger line seals their blocks and Dalvin Cook is barely touched as he fires through the hole. That’s smashmouth football without the smash. 

It’s a smish. When the defence whiffs completely, that’s a smish. Look at Ben Jones and Will Hernandez getting in on the celebration with Dalvin 

Cook. It’s their touchdown, too, and they know it!” 

 The extra point from Hauschka was good, making it 14-6 for St. Charles with 4:01 left in the 3rd quarter. York coach, Jay Hammond paced 

the sideline, play chart in one hand, toy sword in the other. He glared at the field, red-faced and agitated. He yelled in the direction of the head official, 

but what he said was swallowed by the noise of thousands of jubilant Chargers fans. “CHA - JAH – POW – AH!” filled the air. 

The kickoff was field by Victor Bolden Jr close to the sideline at the 2 and returned to the 16-yard line. The precision kick from Hauschka 

had taken half the field out of play and limited the return options to how much distance the York kick returner could cover along the sideline before 

being knocked out of bounds. The Excaliburs started in less-than-optimal field position, but they had been in this situation before and had managed to 

reach the red zone. If they could, somehow, do it again but then reach the end zone, they would be a two-point conversion away from tying the game. 

Despite the worsening situation, there was no panic in the play-calling for York. Brady opened with a crisp out pattern to Zach Ertz, good for 

12 yards, and proceeded to direct the offence up the field with runs and short passes, converting a key 3rd & 4 with a rare 11-yard scramble to his own 

45.  A 4-yard pitch to Bernard brought them one yard shy of mid-field and established a good rhythm. On 2nd & 6, Brady took a short drop and flicked 

the ball to Danny Amendola, who was running a short slant from left to right. Close to the line, Brady had to account for a reaching Yannick Ngakoue 

and delivered a high ball. Amendola leaped and came down with it, but as he took his first step, he was blown-up by corner TJ Carrie.  

 Phil Winterall called the play: “Brady…short drop…high over the middle to Amendola…he has it and whooahh! He’s hit…and the ball 

comes out! Peppers jumps on it…it looks like he has it…and yes, they’re signalling Charger football! Oh my! What a turn of events here!” 

 “What a hit by TJ Carrie!” raved Bill Badden as the replay played on the screen. “Danny Amendola makes a lot of those tough catches over 

the middle, but he had no defence against that hit. The throw from Brady is a little high, but it has to be or its going to get knocked down. You can see 

Carrie licking his chops as the receiver goes up for the ball and he delivers a big pop! It’s almost not fair, but, hey, that’s football! It’s a violent, bloody 

sport. If you can’t make the receiver pay a physical price for going high over the middle, then its going to be pitch-and-catch time in this league. 

Huganamous turnover! That might just be the turning point of this game, Phil!”  

 The Chargers took over at their own 43-yard line. Carson Wentz paced onto the field to the live soundtrack of thousands of blue-and-yellow 

clad Charger fans chanting “CHA - JAH – POW – AH! CHA - JAH – POW – AH!” He handed the ball off to Lewis, who went off right 

tackle and was met solidly by William Hayes after a modest 2-yard gain. It was a simple, low-risk play intending no more than to bring the Chargers 

into the 4th quarter with the lead and still in control. The whistle blew to signal the end of the third quarter. It was now the Chargers’ game to lose. 

4th QUARTER (St. Charles 23, York 6) – As play resumed to start the final frame of Gale Sayers XII the momentum had decisively shifted in 

favour of St. Charles. The York turnover near the end of the third quarter had been a stunning blow that had sucked the life out of the Excalibur 

sideline and the thousands of York supporters in the stands. A despondent Danny Amendola sat on the bench with his head in his hands. His pose 

captured the mood of the offence. The defence had no such luxury of contemplation; it had immediate work to do to limit the damage. 

 After initial success moving the ball into York territory on passes over the middle and runs off tackle, the Chargers’ drive to put away the 

game once and for all stalled at the York 22-yard line when an unpressured Wentz fired high and off target to an open Wright on 3rd & 7. The miss was 

a gift to York, but one that the York faithful would happily accept.  

 “And Steven Hauschka will come on to attempt to make this a two-score game after the miss on third down,” announced Winterall as the 

camera followed the Charger kicker on to the field. “Big kick coming up here, Bill.” 

 “Yes, it’s a big kick, Phil,” Badden readily agreed. “This is a three-point kick, which will add three points to their lead and make it…3 points 

more than they had before. Every little bit helps in a championship game like this one, where the offences are struggling to put points on the board. 

You just know Tom Brady is hoping they miss this kick.”  

 The snap from Jones was on target and the hold by Lechler was clean. Hauschka stepped forward and hit the ball squarely, sending it high 

and true 40 yards through the uprights to give St. Charles a 17-6 lead.  

 “The kick is up…and it’s good! Steven Hauschka hits it from 40 yards out and the Chargers now lead 17-6,” Winterall exclaimed. 

 “This is not what York wanted,” Badden observed solemnly. “But it is better than giving up a touchdown. If I had to give up a field goal or a 

touchdown, I’ll give up the field goal every time. The key here will be how Tom Brady responds to this challenge. And we all know the answer to that! 

He’s going to respond by trying to get his team into the end zone, like he’s done many times before.” 

 The kickoff from Hauschka sailed through the end zone, giving the Excaliburs the ball at their own 25-yard line with slightly under 10 minutes 

remaining in the fourth quarter. They had been in a similar situation in the Conference Championship game against Cowtown the week before when, 

at its worst, they had been down 20 points mid-way in the third quarter. Brady’s short cross to Giovanni Bernard for 52 yards late in the 4th had turned  

  

  

   



 

  

choices; run the ball or pass the ball. I think we’re going to 

see one or the other here on this first play, Phil.” 

 The opening play was a handoff to Dalvin Cook, 

who barrelled straight for the center of the York line and right 

through a big hole opened by center Ben Jones. Cook’s 

dodginess and speed propelled him to the second level in a 

flash. He shrugged off Micah Hyde and made Darqueze 

Dennard miss before he was finally shoe-strung at the York 

22-yard line by safety Jordan Poyer. What had begun as an 

straightforward attempt to burn seconds off the clock had 

turned into a 35-yard gain, the longest play from scrimmage of 

the day, and it put the Chargers in field goal range. 

 “CHA - JAH – POW – AH!” echoed in the 

background as the booth team of Winterall and Badden 

processed the event. 

 “That’s a 35-yard run for Cook and it could have 

been a lot more if Jordan Poyer is unable to trip him up, Bill,” 

observed Phil Winterall. “Is that the play of the game, in your 

opinion, Bill?” 

 “Well, it’s a big play in the game, Phil…not sure if I 

would call it the play of the game yet,” Badden replied 

cautiously. “Still, lots of football left. But if I am Jay Hammond 

right now I am asking myself: Where were my linebackers on 

that play? I’ll tell you where they were. Miller, the all-pro, was 

getting blammelled by guard Will Hernandez and the other 

one, Schobert, was getting baffalated by the fullback Zach 

Line. The Excaliburs thought they were ready for Dalvin Cook, 

 

 

  

the tide irreversibly in York’s favour then. As if trying to rekindle that spark, the first play of the ensuing drive was a short pass in the flat to Bernard 

that sailed high and out of bounds, impossible to catch.  

“Brady fires to the left, way over Bernard’s head and that’s incomplete!” Winterall announced with a tinge of surprise in his voice. 

 “You don’t expect to see Tom Brady throw a ball that far off target on a pass to the flat,” Badden added. “He rushed that throw, trying to give 

Bernard more space, and he didn’t set his feet or follow through. That’s not a Tom Brady throw and certainly not the way he wanted to start this drive!” 

On second down the Excaliburs substituted a third wide receiver for the tight end Walker and lined up in the shotgun. Knowing what was 

coming, coach Mike Martz subbed in a fifth corner and sent Shaquil Barrett on the blitz. The Charger linebacker exploded toward the outside of right 

guard, Bodine then, in a flash, crossed his front and shunted him aside. Brady saw Barrett coming at the last instant and tucked the ball in but was 

unable to get away before he was wrapped up and brought him down seven yards behind the line of scrimmage.  

 “Shaq Barrett takes Brady down for a loss!” Winterall announced as the Charger linebacker jumped back to his feet and turned to the crowd. 

He flopped his arms and head rhythmically in unison in a strange celebratory dance.  

 “Well, Russell Bodine is having a rough day, Phil,” Badden remarked in a somber tone as the replay ran on the screen. “He just gets 

fummoozled by a rip move by Barrett here and Brady doesn’t have time to do anything but protect the ball. Barrett is playing like a man who wants to 

win a championship and if he keeps sacking Tom Brady like this, he’s going to get his wish.” 

Brady stood in the shotgun on third and long and surveyed a field littered with Charger defensive backs. His protection held against a token 

three-man rush, giving him time to process his reads. He spotted Paul Richardson veering toward a gap in the Charger zone near the first down 

marker and fired a bullet that hit the mark. The ball ricocheted off Richardson’s hands. He flung out his arms in a desperate attempt to recover but lost 

the handle. The ball tumbled to the ground incomplete.  

 “He had him, Bill!” Winterall remarked as the York offence abandoned the field. “But Paul Richardson could not pull it in.” 

 “That was a big-time throw by Tom Brady there,” Badden added. “The receiver has to catch that ball! If he doesn’t, well…it’s incomplete. 

And we know that incomplete passes don’t win championships!” 

 Donnie Jones punted the ball away to Travis Benjamin, who returned it 7 yards to the Charger 43-yard line. Wentz and the St. Charles 

offence strode purposefully on to the field. The clock displayed 8:49. 

 “So, if you are the Charger’s coach, Bill, what approach do you take to this series?” Winterall asked his booth partner. 

 “Well, I’ve got the lead and the way my defence is playing, I like my chances of holding that lead,” Badden began. “But I want to take some 

of the time off that clock, just to make sure. That means I want to run the ball in this situation. But I also know the York defence is probably going to be 

playing the run. Even though I want to run, I don’t want to go three-and-out. So, I must think about throwing the ball as well. That gives me two  

 

 

  

   

 

   

  

  

 

   

  

   

  

  

  

  

A downcast Danny Amendola heads to the sideline after fumbling the ball 

in Charger territory. The turnover ended a budding York drive late in the 

3rd quarter and set up a Charger field goal that increased their lead to 17-6.   



 

  

but they got a mouthful of smashmouth from the big dudes up front. Those were the fat kids in high school – the linemen. That’s where you put the fat 

kids – on the football team. And the fullbacks, you know, they were guys who tried hard but weren’t very good. But they kept on trying and you know, 

they stuck around because a coach likes a kid who tries hard and sticks his head in there and doesn’t mind getting hit. Not big enough for the line, not 

fast enough to be a running back, can’t catch, but thick as a brick and tough as nails. That’s a fullback! And that play showed us why they have 

fullbacks on the roster!” 

 Cook came out for a breather. The York defence, still geared up for the run, handled Frank Gore and Dion Lewis on the next two carries, 

limiting them to a net 1-yard loss. On third down, Wentz found Kendall Wright over the middle but a sure tackle by Dennard held him short of the first 

down. On 4th & 2, Hauschka drilled the routine 32-yard kick for another three points. The Chargers now led by a pair of converted touchdowns, 20-6. 

With 6:05 left on the clock. Time was becoming a major factor for York. 

Hauschka kicked off and landed a dime on the goal line that forced Victor Bolden Jr to attempt a run back. The St. Charles special teams 

unit swarmed like killer bees, holding their lanes while Shaquill Griffin slammed into the York return specialist at the 10-yard line. A grim-looking Tom 

Brady led his offence onto the field. With 90 yards to cover to make a tie even feasible, there would be no more room for error. 

“And the Excaliburs will start a very important drive all the way back at their own 10-yard line,” announced Winterall. “This has been one of the 

stories of the game, Bill. The Excaliburs have not started a drive better than their 25-yard line. They have started four times behind the 20-yard line.” 

“That’s why they have so many long drives, Phil,” observed Badden. “The further back in your own end you start, the farther it is to the other 

team’s goal line. You look at that stat on the screen; their average starting field position today has been the 18-yard line. That’s less than the 20-yard 

line, which used to be where the losers started in the old days. They managed to reach that Charger red zone a couple of times already but come away 

with just one field goal. Now down by two touchdowns, they need to score touchdowns here, not field goals, or they are going to lose this game.” 

 The Excaliburs deployed in a four-wide set with an empty backfield and the tight end, Ertz split wide. Arguably their two best skill position 

players after Brady – Henry and Chubb – were not on the field. But desperation forced the coach’s hand – the Excaliburs could not afford to chip away 

with their running backs hoping for the damn to break on their opponent. They needed yards in big chunks, and they needed them quickly. 

The drive to save the prize began well, with Brady connecting on passes of 8 and 10 yards to Kelvin Benjamin and Paul Richardson then 

securing another first down at their own 34-yard line as a result of a 6-yard pass interference penalty on safety Marcus Williams. With some breathing 

room, it was time to stretch the field. Brady took a deep drop but was forced to step up in the pocket as his edge protection broke down on both sides. 

He stepped right into the waiting arms of nose tackle, Justin Ellis, who dragged him down for a 4-yard loss.   

“Pressure on the edge…Brady steps up…and he’s gobbled up at the 30-yard for a loss!” Winterall cried. “Justin Ellis with the sack. And the 

Excaliburs are going to have to hurry now!” 

“Poor job of protection on the outside,” Badden jumped in as the Excaliburs raced to the line of scrimmage. “And the big guy cleans up the 

mess with his second sack of the post-season!” 

The well-drilled Charger secondary held their zones, and the York wide receivers were unable to find the gaps. Twice Brady was forced to 

check down for small gains limited to 3 yards each due to the hot pursuit of the Charger defensive backs. Facing 4th & 8, Brady rushed his team to the 

huddle and began to bark out signals. 

“No hesitation here,” Winterall announced. “They’re going for it without the benefit of a huddle even!”  

“It’s fourth down – they’ve got to get a first down here,” Badden observed as Brady began to shout instructions at the line. 

The ball was snapped quickly, and Brady hurried back to his launch point, only to find his receivers well-blanketed. He fired to Ertz as he cut 

toward the right hash. He was wrapped up as soon as he caught the ball by the safety, Williams, who dragged him down at the 39-yard line for a 3-yard 

gain, five yards short of the first down.  

“And the Excaliburs will turn the ball over on downs!” declared Winterall, dragging out the sentence in such a way to give it an air of finality. 

“This is the outcome you expect when you don’t reach the first down marker on fourth down,” Badden added. “They needed 8 yards and they 

got 3 yards – that’s not enough yards. Now the Chargers are in the driver’s seat.” 

With 3:50 remaining in the fourth quarter and the Chargers almost in field goal range, there was no longer any doubt what was coming. The 

veteran Frank Gore entered the game to mop up, carrying the ball with two hands on three consecutive dives into the York line for a total of 6 yards. A 

pair of York timeouts preserved the clock at 2:51, but the upcoming 51-yard field goal attempt would make the time saved practically irrelevant if it was 

successful.  

“Steven Hauschka comes onto the field looking to put his team up by 17 points,” Winterall commentated as the Charger kicker indulged in a 

couple of half-speed practice kicks. “Is this the end for York if he makes it, Bill?” 

“Well, it won’t be the end if he makes it here, Phil, because there will be still time left on the clock,” Badden chuckled gently, as if correcting a 

child. “It’s not over until the fat lady sings…and I don’t see any fat ladies on the field. I never understood that expression, but it makes me laugh. But 

seriously…if Hauschka makes this field goal it is going to put York down by three scores. That’s three times they have to score in less than 3 minutes. 

That’s tough to do, even with Tom Brady trying to do it. York is hoping that Hauschka misses this kick.” 

The Charger kicker, looking composed and confident, stepped forward and drove his right leg into the ball with authority. 

“No doubt about this one!” declared Winterall, as the ball sailed straight down the middle and through the posts. “And that w ill give the 

Chargers a 23-6 lead. It’s going to take some kind of miracle for York to come back at this stage, I imagine, Bill.” 

“Well, it won’t be the end if he makes it here, Phil, because there will be still time left on the clock,” Badden chuckled gently, as if correcting a 

child. “It’s not over until the fat lady sings…and I don’t see any fat ladies on the field. I never understood that expression, but it makes me laugh. But 

 

  

  



 

  

Charger QB, Carson Wentz celebrates after leading his team to a win in 

Gale Sayers XII. Wentz did what he had to do in the big game, but remains 

the exception to the rule that only great QB play wins championships. 

Charger coach Mike Martz gets the Gatorade bath he richly deserves after 

masterminding a game plan that emphasized the team over the individual and 

resulted in an impressive, if unlikely, championship run and ultimate victory. 

seriously…if Hauschka makes this field goal it is 

going to put York down by three scores. That’s three 

times they have to score in less than 3 minutes. 

That’s tough to do, even with Tom Brady trying to do 

it. York needs Hauschka to miss this kick.” 

The Charger kicker, looking composed and 

confident, stepped forward and drove his right leg 

into the ball with authority. 

“No doubt about this one!” declared 

Winterall, as the ball sailed straight down the middle 

and through the posts. “And that will give the 

Chargers a 23-6 lead. It’s going to take some kind of 

miracle for York to come back at this stage, I 

imagine, Bill.” 

“Yeah, but if you ask any coach, he’s going 

to tell you that he doesn’t believe in miracles,” 

Badden replied. “He believes in his players believing 

in themselves that they can make the plays to win. At 

this point, it’s going to take a lot of belief for York to 

win this game. But if you have no belief that you can  

 

 

 

  

  

 

   

  

  

 

   

  

   

  

  

  

  

and Ben Jones plodded clumsily toward the back of their head 

coach, Mike Martz, and dumped a giant tub of blue Gatorade 

over his head. The two-minute warning had not been reached, 

but the outcome was essentially ensured. 

A 3-yard dive by Gore brought up the two-minute 

warning. With one more timeout in their back pocket, it was 

mathematically possible for York to get the ball back with one-

minute remaining. But if truth be told, most of the players and 

all but the most fanatical fans were ready to put the game to 

bed. As if by unspoken mutual agreement, Gore was permitted 

to cover the remaining 7 yards to the first down marker and 

Poyer was allowed to bring him down with little more than a 

firm shove to make sure the run ended without further damage. 

Jay Hammond called his final timeout – one last mandatory 

gesture of defiance to appease the crazies in the fanbase – 

and took off his headset.  

On the Charger sideline, the hugs and handshakes 

began in earnest. In the stands, fanatics in blue-and-yellow 

danced, bellowed and tossed foam yellow lightning bolts into 

the air. As Wentz kneeled for the last time, the sound of the 

final gun was drowned out by an explosion of fireworks and  

 

 

do it, you won’t believe you can do it…and then you won’t do it. It’s that simple.” 

Whatever level of belief the York players might have had about their ability to come back from a 17-point deficit with just 2:45 remaining, it 

was not shared by their fans. Those still in the stands, distinguishable by their green or silver outfits, sat slumped in their seats, looking profoundly 

glum. Their misery was made worse by having to endure the triumphalism of the blue-and-yellow crowd, whose chants of “CHA - JAH – POW – 

AH!” grew ever louder, accentuated by a sense of obnoxious abandon at the realization that the game was all but over. The Charger sideline 

concurred. While not yet time for the coach’s Gatorade bath, it was clearly time for the owner to start gloating. John Clingan appeared on the sideline 

shaking hands with random players and coaches. It was not often that the owner of the Chargers smiled…and he had a big smile on his face. 

The kickoff was downed by Bolden Jr. five yards deep in the end zone. Tom Brady gathered his offence into the huddle to call the play that 

would either start the greatest comeback in football championship history or begin the countdown to an amazing Charger victory.  

The York effort on their final drive of the 2018 campaign was a reprise of their penultimate drive. Brady checked down twice to Benjamin for 

a total of 9 yards, then missed on his next two attempts. When Ron Parker deflected a short out to Ertz on 4th & 1, the Charger sideline and their 

supporters in the stands leaped to their feet in unison. As delirious Chargers fans danced in the stands and Charger players embraced, Zane Beadles  

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

  

  

    

  

 

   

  

   

  

  

  

  



 

  

  

CCHHAAMMPPIIOONNSSHHIIPP  MMVVPPSS  

II  ––  22000077    

LLaaDDaaiinniiaann  TToommlliinnssoonn  

CChhiinnoo  CCoonnvviiccttss  

  

IIII--22000088  

WWiillll  WWiitthheerrssppoooonn  

FFlloorriiddaa  DDrraaggoonnss  

  

IIIIII--22000099  

DDeeAAnnggeelloo  WWiilllliiaammss  

FFlloorriiddaa  DDrraaggoonnss  

  

IIVV  ––  22001100  

CChhrriiss  JJoohhnnssoonn  

PPiicckkeerriinngg  SSppaarrttaannss  

  

VV  ––  22001111  

JJoosshh  FFrreeeemmaann  

LLooss  AAnnggeelleess  KKnniigghhttss  

  

VVII  ––  22001122    

EEllii  MMaannnniinngg  

MMaarrkkhhaamm  NNoorrtthh  SSttaarrss  

  

VVIIII  ––  22001133  

JJaaccoobbyy  JJoonneess  

CChhaarrlleesswwoooodd  PPaattrriioottss  

  

VVIIIIII  ––  22001144  

BBrraannddoonn  BBooyykkiinn  

AAuurroorraa  MMuussttaannggss  

  

IIXX  ––  22001155  

LLaammaarr  MMiilllleerr  

CChhaarrlleesswwoooodd  PPaattrriioottss  

  

XX  ––  22001166  

AAnnttoonniioo  BBrroowwnn  

TTwwiinn  CCiittiieess  TTrriiuummpphh  

  

XXII  ––  22001177  

DDaannnnyy  WWooooddhheeaadd  

AAuurroorraa  MMuussttaannggss  

 
XXIIII––  22001188  

SShhaaqquuiill  BBaarrrreetttt  

SStt..  CChhaarrlleess  CChhaarrggeerrss 

The Honour Roll of EFL Champion MVPs. 

Shaquil Barrett earns the honour of being #12, 

only the second defensive player to win the award. 

Charger owner, John Clingan, calls out Triumph owner Guy Williams and invites him 

to shine his new pair of “championship shoes” for the “home crowd.” The Charger 

owner’s first act after winning the 12th EFL Championship was to call out his despised 

rival for humiliating his Chargers in the inaugural game at Wilhalla Stadium in 2016.  

streams of blue and yellow confetti blasted out of tubes positioned at each corner of the field.  

 “And there you have it! The Chargers are champions of the EFL!” Phil Winterall 

proclaimed. “Their incredible season ends in fairy tale fashion with a command performance 

over York and Tom Brady. Really, nobody when the season started thought these Chargers 

would be playing in this game, let alone winning it. What do you think has allowed them to 

rise above the perception many people had of them, Bill?” 

 “Well, it all starts with the players in the locker room, Phil,” Bill Badden answered. 

“The locker room’s the part the fans and the media don’t see. Games are won and lost in the 

locker room. I can tell when I go into a locker room whether it’s a winning team or a losing 

team, just by looking at the locker room. If guys are spreading their stuff all over the place, 

using a new towel for every body part and throwing them on the floor, hogging the 

whirlpool…that’s a team of guys who don’t care about the space they share with their 

teammates. But when guys keep to their space, put towels in the bins, clean up their 

mess…those are guys who take care of their own business and respect their teammates. The 

Chargers didn’t have the best talent, but they had the best team. They put their towels in the 

bins out on the field today.” 

 The camera panned the field as players from both teams mingled with each other 

among a mass of accredited journalists, team staff, close friends and family. John Clingan, 

dressed in a top hat, long coat and white spats, strutted around the congregated players, 

beaming with pride. Jay Hammond, his sword sheathed in an equipment bag, tramped 

briskly up to his counterpart, Mike Martz and shook his hand. They exchanged a few words 

before the York coach turned on his heel and made haste toward the tunnel, his head bowed. 

 Sideline reporter, Lisa Salters, sidled up to a smiling Shaq Barrett. The Charger 

linebacker had just been named Gale Sayers MVP for his 16 tackles, sack and 2 stuffs, a 

sustained and dominating effort that had played a key role in keeping York out of the end 

zone. The song Don’t Stop Believin’ by Journey blared over loudspeakers as Chargers fans 

swayed and sang along in the stands. Nobody had believed in the Chargers except the 

Chargers and their fans. Disbelief melted before reality as Steve Perry’s voice echoed 

through Wilhalla Stadium. Believe it or not – the Chargers were EFL Champions! 

    

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

Who was slick in 

the 

Championship? 

“Brylcreem” THE 

EFL’S FIRST SPONSOR 

10 Carries; 74 yards; 1 TD. Scored key 

TD and set-up FG with 35-yard run. 

Dalvin Cook 

RB 

St. Charles 

Chargers 

PPOOSSTT  GGAAMMEE  

The 12th EFL Championship was no masterpiece of play. The offences on both sides combined to produce a skeletal highlight reel. The defences on 

both sides played their part in depriving the Gale Sayers XII audience of the dazzling offensive fireworks expected from good teams in the modern era, 

but those defences were generously assisted by stodgy play-calling and stilted execution by offences frozen under the spotlight of football’s largest 

stage. Three fumbles on the first play from scrimmage foreshadowed the overall offensive clumsiness of the effort that was to come. The game was an 

incremental struggle, sparsely punctuated by the odd gentle shift in momentum and occasional dramatic twist. There was no definitive turning point 

after the Chargers jumped out to a 7-0 lead on their opening drive. Instead, there were key plays, set out like mileposts at various points in the game, 

that indicated how far the Chargers had advanced along the road to victory. They gained the upper hand early and never relinquished the advantage in 

the face of dogged resistance from the Excaliburs. It was that strong spirit of resistance, coupled with the hope that the veteran Tom Brady would 

repeat his heroics of the Atlantic Conference Championship, that kept the outcome legitimately in question up until about the nine-minute mark of the 

4th quarter. That was when Brady’s brilliant 3rd & 17 throw through a throng of Charger defenders bounced off the hands of receiver, Paul Richardson to 

force a punt. It was a critical drop, made more so because York had squandered its scoring opportunities earlier in the game. The Charger defence had 

been at its toughest near its own goal line. The York offence had blinked first each time it had threatened to break the plane. The pattern had been 

established, and after the clutch throw failed to land it had been confirmed – there would be no miracle comeback. While the game itself will fade 

quickly from memory, the Chargers’ fairy tale season will stand the test of time. An expansion franchise, three years old with unassuming talent, had 

claimed the ultimate prize. In a season when a bundle of more talented and storied franchises had failed to produce a clear front-runner in either 

conference, not one, but two Cinderella teams slipped into the ball, confounding the pundits and recasting the storyline in a mold never seen before. If 

there was a favourite in this scenario, it was tough to divine. York was generally seen as the stronger team. Their three-game win streak to end the 

season – capped by a thrilling 4th quarter comeback over Brooklin to win the Division – followed by Brady’s Conference Final heroics, lent them 

genuine credentials when put up against a St. Charles team that most had expected would turn into a pumpkin at any moment. But the refusal of the 

Chargers to fail as expected, paired with barely adequate output in every statistical measure apart from wins, bestowed on them the mystique of 

Destiny. ‘Charger Power’ – the mantra invoked by their fans to inspire – was the dark matter that explained the mechanics of a universe that had 

allowed a team ranked no.13 in the Power Rankings to climb over half the league and finish the post-season tournament at no.1. It was a team without 

a face, bereft of star power and personality, except for that of their cantankerous, out-spoken owner, John Clingan. He was the face of the franchise, a 

lightning rod for barbs and criticism, providing space for his young players to gel as a cohesive team under a veteran coach. The outcome of the 12th 

EFL Championship emphasizes an important lesson often lost in the glitter of the game’s individual stars: Football is a team sport. Never forget it.  

Shaquil Barrett 

OLB 

St. Charles 

Chargers 

16 Tackles, 1 Sacks, 2 Stuffs. Led D 

with key tackles all over the field. 

Charger linebacker, Shaquil Barrett smiles at an appreciative crowd of Chargers’ fans after 

being named Gale Sayers MVP for his leadership and impressive red zone performance. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BARRETT 

ST. CHARLES 

Touchdown-saving tackle in 2nd 

quarter one of 16 tackles on the day. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

MINNEAPOLIS – For those of you who enjoy reading my mostly unedited and intimately revealing accounts of true, on-the-

ground beat reporting at the Gale Sayers Game media frenzy, you might be slightly disappointed in this year’s offering. I was put 

on a strict word count by my editor, Mr. Finchley, limiting the size of my story and restricting it to football-related content. Not 

that I cannot include some local colour to serve as ambience, but to quote my official censor directly: “No more drug-addled fairy 

tales about fake history and alternate universes!”  

 He was referring to my controversial piece written at last year’s Championship game in Avalon. So controversial that over 

half of it – the best half – was cut out of publication and had to be reserved for private dissemination to my Patreon subscribers. 

Then Patreon suspended me from their platform for disinformation under their Community Guidelines. The Orwellian named 

‘Trust and Safety’ team (The Team) wanted a ‘fiction’ disclaimer above the account of my astral trip through the past guided by 

Merlin the Magician. Having, of course, really experienced it and believing what I witnessed to be real, I refused to do so. 

According to ‘The Team,’ my claim that Avalon – the strange island that one day popped up in the middle of Lake Simcoe – is not 

only the home of the York Excaliburs, but the actual legendary resting place of the true King Arthur, is dangerous in a way likely 

to “bring harm” to an individual. No explanation for who the individual might be or why it would bring harm. I suspect it’s a load 

of bull-hooey. But it does suggest that somebody influential – who knows who – doesn’t want my account of my trip in the spirit 

realm to be general knowledge. Interesting… 

…but since I am already beginning to cross the line that I am not allowed to cross if I want this piece to be published, I 

will suspend further discussion of the nature of the world in which we live and regale you with the relatively mundane happenings 

during the week of the 12th EFL Championship in the very real, and very cold, Twin Cities.  

  THE TWIN CITIES 

Minneapolis, site of Wilhalla Stadium, home of the Triumph, is bigger, younger, and trendier than its neighbour to the east, St. 

Paul, the state capital. A once bitter and intense historic rivalry between the “twins,” going back to the late 19th century, would 

have placed me in mortal peril on the east bank of the mighty Mississippi had I dared to pen such an opening sentence in the St. 

Paul Dispatch of the early 1900s. But the twins have since grown up and buried the hatchet. The arrival of Major League Baseball 

and the National Football League to Minnesota in 1961 served to unify the antagonists, as citizens from both cities rallied to 

support the Minnesota Twins and Vikings. Pointing out that Minneapolis is more modern, while St. Paul is more preserved and 

picturesque, no longer causes offence to either “side.”  

 One being more modern, or one more picturesque, is relative to the other. As a denizen of New York City, the greatest 

city in North America and likely the world, neither twin is “more” anything in my eyes. Minneapolis is like a pretentious suburb; 

while St. Paul is indeed quaint, in the provincial sense. Trinity Church in Manhattan had undergone its third iteration and was the 

tallest building in the United States in 1855 when the little cottage known as the Justus Ramsey Stone House – the oldest surviving 

building in St. Paul – was built. And there is no contest between the Manhattan skyline, with the giant among giants One World 

Trade Center as its pinnacle, and its Minneapolis counterpart, crested by the trifling 57 stories of the IDS Center. The Minneapolis 

skyline would be lost in Manhattan, like Waldo in the Mall of America. Now, that is something Minnesota does have over New 

York City – the biggest shopping mall in the United States. But the Mall of America is in Bloomington, so it doesn’t count. It’s not 

the Triplet Cities – let’s stay focused.  

 While hailing from New York City invariably spoils my visits to other cities – all being inadequate in some way by 

comparison – at least this year’s Gale Sayers Game was being played in a large and built-up metropolitan area with all of the 

modern amenities and slick venues required for a large, week-long party. Twin Cities is New York when compared with other 

recent EFL Championship venues in York, Canton, Ferraroland and sleepy Columbia, South Carolina. The Minnesota Gale Sayers 

Game Host Committee had ensured that there were plenty of events to choose from for fans looking to turn Gale Sayers Week into 

a full-blown winter holiday. For writers like me, concerned with getting the inside scoop on football matters during the day then  

   

 

  



 

  

retreating to a charming drinking hole at night – one hopefully well-stocked with local microbrews within staggering distance of my 

hotel – there was a panoply of options available.  

 I was aware from sources within the league that an intense bidding war had been going on between the ‘Big Three’ hotels in 

Minneapolis for the right to be the EFL Headquarters Hotel. The Hilton Minneapolis was thought to have the upper hand, due to its 

size. But the two main challengers had other advantages: The Hyatt Regency is located on Nicollet Mall, down the street from where 

the host committee had planned their showcase event, EFL Live; while the Marriott City Centre is next to the Target Centre and City 

Center shopping mall and less than a mile walk down South 6th Street to Wilhalla Stadium. All three had frozen advance bookings until 

the bid was awarded by the league. 

 I was tipped off in advance that the Hyatt would be awarded the contract – a bit of a surprise, since it was the smallest of the 

three and furthest away from the stadium. But, apparently, one of the top-ranking members of the shadowy ‘EFL Committee’ that runs 

the league liked the “regal-ness” of the name and thought it reflected better on the committee. One wonders how many other decisions 

the EFL makes that are based on such capriciousness.  

 As a result of this tip, I was able to immediately get on the website as the freeze was lifted and book a room for the week at 

the Hilton Minneapolis before they quickly filled up. It put me less than a mile from Wilhalla Stadium and close to important locations 

like EFL Live and the Minneapolis Convention Center. Once again, Spats McChad would be at the center of the action at the EFL 

Championship. And what a week of action it would be! 

  EFL LIVE 

Nicollet Mall between 6th and 12th streets was the site of EFL Live, the host committee’s week-long signature event designed for 

tourists and locals alike. At its center was the Brylcreem stage and fan zone, where free public concerts were scheduled nightly 

beginning on the Saturday prior to Gale Sayers weekend. Idina Menzel kicked off the festivities with her song “Let it Go,” from the  

 

 

  

A view of Wilhalla Stadium, home of the Twin Cities Triumph, from Charlie Wood’s penthouse suite at the Hyatt Place 

in downtown Minneapolis. Charlie, using his twin expense accounts from the Charleswood Banner and Charleswood 

Sun, scored a luxury room close to the stadium and turned it into the down time “party room” for EFL beat reporters. 



 

  

Disney movie, Frozen. It was bitingly appropriate as snow fell all day and temperatures hit minus 5. The deep winter that had beset 

the state of Minnesota did not plan to go away just because it was getting close to March. Fans and media alike were soon referring the 

host committee’s ‘Bold North’ slogan as ‘Cold North.’ No stranger to winter, I was still taken aback at the coldness of the Viking 

state. If it could get this cold in the comparatively balmy metropolitan area of Twin Cities, what was the rest of the state like? 

 The host committee had clearly put a great deal of thought into EFL Live. But it was the kind of thought that focused on the 

family and the safest possible attractions. I quickly became bored of it after a couple of inquisitive inspections of its diversions. I was 

accompanied on one of these outings by Gabrielle “Gabby” Laurent-Vainluven, beat reporter for the LA Knights. She had managed 

to land a room at the nearby Hyatt Regency, despite it being booked full by the league itself.  

“Oh Spats, you might have connections inside the league, but I have connections with the production companies!” she had 

replied giddily, when I expressed my surprise at her good fortune. “I know the CEO of Blumedia, the company that designed the  light 

show at the hotel.” Then she had suddenly frowned. “But I don’t know what the big deal is – there isn’t anything going on there. It’s 

like, all work people …production crews and people in jackets. And those old men in the black robes and old coats are kind of creepy. 

Tom Brady’s not even there!” 

 By the men in black robes and old coats, Gabby was referring to members of the shadowy EFL Committee of 13, the body 

that runs the league from a back room behind closed red oak doors in Canton. Twelve years into the experiment to replace the old 

NFL, much is still unknown about this controlling group. Their first public appearance together took place in 2016 during the opening 

ceremonies for the 10th EFL season in Canton. They had frightened everyone in attendance. Media pool footage showing their part in 

the ceremony is scarce today. The topics of the committee’s origins and its source of power are not openly discussed or covered in 

most Media (except here and a few blogs). Whispers about deals with the devil abound, corroborated to some extent by clandestine 

photos of the Committee performing a fire and blood ceremony around a statue of the Babylonian God, Marduk, on the shores of Lake 

Meyers on the eve of the 10th Gale Sayers Game. But when leads to the group’s mysteries occasionally pop up, they are usually not 

pursued – or pursued for very long. When the irreverent investigative football journalist Tarkin Smith-Abdullah of Deathspun backs 

away from a topic, it’s a good indicator that danger lurks somewhere.  

 The topic of Tom Brady was an entirely different matter. Gabby’s obsession with the York quarterback stemmed from his 

marriage to supermodel, Gisele Bündchen. This put Brady in the ‘Celebrity’ bracket. Celebrity-watching and high fashion had been 

the focus of Gabby’s gossip columns for many years up until the slander lawsuits caught up with her and she took on the “safe” job of 

covering the Los Angeles Knights for the LA Daily News. 12 years into her assignment, the fact that Gabby was still struggling to 

grasp the concept of downs had not deterred her from sticking to her Knights column. The weird thing was that nobody in the LA 

market objected to her lack of sports acumen. That should tell you something about the state of football fandom in LA. 

 “If you’re looking for Tom Brady, he’s at the JW Marriott at the Mall of America with the rest of his teammates,” I said.  

 “Oh, really? Why?” Gabby asked, genuinely surprised. 

 “I don’t know. Maybe he has a game to prepare for?” I replied with gentle sarcasm.  

 “But he should know all the plays by now!” Gabby countered, without sarcasm. 

 This was why football conversations with Gabby often ended before they began. It was much less effort to follow along with 

her whimsical attention span, as she latched fleetingly onto things in her immediate surroundings, than it was to attempt to convey to 

her the importance of football practice.  

As a result, we meandered about Nicollet Mall, with Gabby taking the lead in what we did and saw. This meant we spent an 

inordinate amount of time in the KARE 11 warming house where, unlike most other attractions, it was warm.  

 “I can’t believe people live in this city!” Gabby chattered as we entered the warming house for the umpteenth time in two 

hours. The ice sculptures had held her attention longer than most things we had seen, but not enough to take her mind off the sub-zero 

temperatures and prevent another quick retreat indoors.  

 The cold temperatures posed a challenge to staff operating the Brylcreem stage and the artists on it, who visibly struggled to 

keep the chilled fans warmed up and enthusiastic while fighting the cold themselves. An “up-and-coming” artist named Bailey Bryan 

was performing as we passed the stage on our way to the warming center. “I can’t feel my fingers, guys, I hope I’m playing the chords 

right,” she said as an aside between verses of a gentle country ballad.  

 I had never heard of most of the artists scheduled to appear on the Brylcreem stage – many of whom were of the “up-and-

coming” type or native to the state of Minnesota. But the broad trend in Twin Cities during Gale Sayers Week pointed upward in 

terms of the calibre of artists performing venues like the Armory, the St. Paul Union Depot, the Warehouse District and International 

Market Square. Prior to this year, the biggest mainstream acts to have performed at the big game had been the halftime headliners, 

Ellie Goulding in Mission Viejo, Bruce Springsteen in Canton and Imagine Dragons in York. But over the course of the full week 

leading up to GSXII, music lovers could take in shows featuring The Revolution, Minnesota-native Prince’s back-up band from the 

Purple Rain era, as well as Sting, Machine Gun Kelly, Snoop Dog, Jennifer Lopez and Kelly Clarkson, among others. The game 

would feature Pink singing the ‘Star-Spangled Banner,’ the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra performing ‘America the Beautiful,’ and 

Ariana Grande on stage for the Pepsi halftime show. It was an unprecedented array of stars for an EFL event. 

 Some snickered openly that the State of Minnesota had gone all out to make this the greatest ever EFL Championship due to 

 

  



  

the anticipated appearance of the Triumph in the final game. Although the Chargers had secured the no.1 seed in the Pacific 

Conference, many disbelievers in the burgeoning Charger legend had believed more strongly in the coaching legend of Guy 

Williams and the veteran leadership of Carson Palmer. After the Triumph had dispatched the Cubs in the Quarter Final round, many 

had expected them to bring the Chargers down to earth in the conference championship. It had not gone according to the script. 

The Chargers’ win was considered a somewhat fluky upset by fans and writers distressed over a questionable facemask call 

on Jurrell Casey that had kept alive the Chargers’ go-ahead touchdown drive in the 4th quarter. While the Triumph had turned the 

ball over twice, none had resulted in points for St. Charles. Otherwise, Triumph fans felt their team had outplayed “Cinderella,” but 

for ill-timed and ill-called penalties. The fact that the Chargers were now invading Twin Cities to attempt to claim the league’s 

biggest prize was galling to locals. Minnesotans were overwhelmingly rooting for the Excaliburs – a team the average Triumph fan 

cared little for one way or the other. They were not the Chargers and that was good enough to rent out their loyalty for a week.  

The enmity went the other direction as well. Despite having beaten the Triumph twice in 2018 – once in the regular season 

and once in the playoffs – Charger owner John Clingan and the team’s fans still nursed a grudge against Triumph owner, Guy 

Williams. It stemmed from the first ever meeting between their franchises in 2016, the inaugural game at Wilhalla Stadium, when the 

Triumph christened their new home with 43-7 beat down of the expansion Chargers. The game is a subject I have covered extensively 

in previous columns and won’t belabour here, but the irony of the first team to lose a game in Wilhalla Stadium being possibly the 

first team to win a championship in it, after having won the privilege from the stadium’s owner, was not lost on anybody.  

Knowing the acute embarrassment this would cause his nemesis made the Charger owner paranoid. He refused the league’s 

customary arrangement, whereby the team representing the home conference has the privilege of using the home team’s facilities 

(which are in most cases better than those of the visitors). Fearing some type of sabotage, he demanded at the last moment that the 

practice and locker room arrangements be switched.  

“I will not allow my players to set foot in the locker room where the attempted genocide of my young team was planned and 

executed by Führer Williams,” he had scandalously declared to a local ABC affiliate in St. Charles prior to his team’s departure for 

the Twin Cities. “Who knows if gas won’t come out of those showers instead of water?” 

This outrageous comment had not gone over well with the national Jewish community. Clingan had been forced to issue a 

public apology for trivializing the Holocaust. It is rumoured that a substantial “anonymous” donation to the Congregation Sha’are 

Tikvah in St. Charles was what prompted Jewish community leaders to accept his apology. But his players, caring less about the 

details around the comment and more about the sentiment behind it, saw it is another example of the owner having their back. Not 

many people liked John Clingan, but his players certainly did.  

 “…Senator Klobuchar promises to do better after former aides share stories of her abusive behaviour…,” the mellow, rich 

and resolute voice of news anchor Julie Nelson cut through the din of dozens of EFL Live visitors inside the comfortable confines of 

the KARE-11 warming center. Families young and old were in various stages of thawing out from the winter chill and many were 

watching the show in fascination. The local NBC affiliate was broadcasting its 5 and 6 pm newscasts live from Nicollet Mall in the 

days before the big game. The “northern lights” built into the ceiling of the center cast an ethereal glow onto the studio that made bad 

news, like the heavy snow causing up to 40 car crashes and the closure of northbound lanes of the Interstate 35W, seem less dire. 

 “Weren’t you just here a short while ago?” one of the greeters asked Gabby, betraying his amusement with a big grin. He 

was a tall, older gentleman in his 60’s wearing a blue Viking helmet and a yellow fur vest – one of the thousands of local volunteers 

pitching in to help the host committee. He was tasked with ladling out cups of hot chocolate for grateful refugees from the frost. 

 “It was at least wa-one hour ag-go, th-thank you,” Gabby chittered, her teeth rattling between sentences. “I’ll have an-nother 

c-cup of th-that chocolate, p-please.” 

 It had been closer to 20 minutes since we had ventured out to see the ice sculptures. The only reason it had been that long 

was because Gabby could not believe they were made of real ice and kept badgering a security guard to let her touch one. When she 

finally became convinced, she dismissed the whole display as silly. “All that work and then they melt!”  

 “Well, well, well…look who’s here! Spats McChad! Why am I not surprised?” a familiar and jarring voice blared from 

somewhere deep within the mass of winter-jacketed patrons. People’s heads turned. The 60-something hot chocolate ladler paused in 

his ladling. Gabby’s teeth momentarily stopped chattering.   

 A red-nosed, flushed and glassy-eyed Charlie Wood emerged from a knot of touristy types, who were clearly startled to 

have discovered a boisterous drunk in their midst. He was dressed in a blue autumn jacket, grey light cotton slacks and black Eddie 

Bauer storm sneakers – attire clearly inappropriate for the weather.  

As usual, Charlie had seen me before I had seen him and had immediately sprung his social ambush. It was embarrassing, 

but I maintained my poise as he covered the distance between us with choppy, swaying steps. When he got into conversation range, I 

said: “Charlie, what a pleasant surprise – not! Looks like you’re hitting the sauce early today!” 

“Never stopped, Spats!” he declared with evident pride. “Been going pretty much non-stop since last night.”  

Charlie, Patriots beat reporter for both the Charleswood Sun and the Charleswood Banner, had taken advantage of his dual 

expense account and the discount offered to him by the Sun’s “sister paper,” the Star-Tribune, to land the penthouse suite at the Hyatt 

Place in downtown Minneapolis, less than half a mile from Wilhalla Stadium. His hotel room had soon become the “party room” for 

about a dozen EFL beat reporters who were scattered in hotels all across downtown Minneapolis. I had been a regular the first two 

nights in 

  

 



  

Courtesy of EFL Live, a photo of my daring zipline across the Mississippi was 

captured for posterity. For some, this will be proof of my nerves of steel. For 

me, it paled next to crossing a deep gorge on a rope bridge in Kashmir.  

nights in town, but had opted out of yesterday’s ‘poker night,’ being averse to gambling and not an accomplished poker player. The 

event had been organized by Quentin San Pedro of the Chino Champion and Mike Myers of the Scarberian, both of whom fancied 

themselves to be amateur Texas Dolly’s. I was not going to swim in that shark tank, even for a penny ante – which it wasn’t. 

 “I take it you won, then?” I asked, seeking an explanation for his exuberance.   

 “Hell, no!” he laughed. “Lost everything – including the room. It’s Quentin’s now.” 

 Poker night had been a disaster for its host. An intoxicated Charlie had apparently gone all-in with a pair of fours, throwing 

his room into the pot in a bid to induce his table to fold. Two did, but the wily Quentin called his bluff and took the pot with three-of-

a-kind nines. The Convicts’ beat writer immediately made himself at home in the penthouse, rejecting appeals made by the likes of 

Swordfish reporter, Jean Boisvert of the Swampland Proof that Charlie had been in no condition to make a bet and shouldn’t be held 

to the terms. Quentin partially relented by graciously allowing Charlie to either take his room at the La Quinta Inn in Bloomington or 

sleep off the tequila on the couch in the penthouse living room.  

Losing his prize room had basically caused Charlie to temporarily lose his mind. He had stormed out of the room and gone 

on an all-night bender, which by late afternoon had brought him strangely full circle to a quasi-lucid state of inebriation. He reeked 

and he teetered, but he spoke fully formed thoughts clearly, in full sentences.  

“I’m looking for something dangerous to do, Spats,” he declared out-of-the-blue after having told us his tale of woe with a 

curiously detached, third-party amusement – as if he was talking about what had happened to somebody else.  

“Oh Charlie, no!” a concerned Gabby jumped in. “Don’t hurt yourself. It’s just a hotel room. You can stay with Spats!” 

“What?” I replied, betraying a touch of resentment at Gabby’s generosity on my behalf. Then my better side attempted to put 

myself in Charlie’s shoes. I paused briefly to consider what it must feel like to lose your home-away-from-home in a poker game. I 

quickly decided that I would never be so stupid and felt I would deserve to sleep in the streets if I was. But seeing as the streets were 

somewhere between minus-13 and minus-5 at night this time of year, I gave in. “But…of course, you can stay in my room, Charlie.” 

“Ah, shucks, Spats!” Charlie said as turned his head to the side. “I knew I could count on you!” His glassy bloodshot eyes 

turned a little glassier. “Now let’s go ziplining over the Mississippi!” 

The Bold North Zip Line was one of the signature attractions of EFL Live. Tickets had sold out within 24 hours of going on 

sale, but Charlie had received a pair of complimentary tickets with his room. They, and his wallet, were two of the things he had not 

put on the poker table for Quentin to take from him.  

“Oooh! Ziplining! Sounds like fun!” Gabby clapped her mittens in excitement then stopped. “What’s zipling?” 

 As we took the shuttle to Nicollet Island, Charlie and I attempted to explain to Gabby what ziplining was. As she took in the 

details her expression went from confusion to horror. When it was done, she frowned and stated flatly, “You boys are crazy! I’m not  

   

 

  

doing it!” 

 It had not entered either my 

mind or Charlie’s that Gabby would 

attempt a 750-foot zipline ride across the 

Mississippi. There were three of us and 

only two tickets. It was therefore 

convenient that she had excluded herself. 

As Charlie and I got off the shuttle at the 

launch point, Gabby took another to the 

landing zone across the river. We did not 

expect what happened next. 

 “I’m sorry, sir, we can’t allow 

you on the ride,” a young man wearing a 

yellow vest with the words ‘EVENT 

STAFF’ across the front said as Charlie 

produced his ticket.  

 “But I got these tickets from the 

Hyatt Place!” Charlie objected. “They 

were complimentary as part of my room!” 

 “It’s not the ticket, sir, the ticket 

is fine. It’s you who is not fine,” the 

young man replied matter-of-factly.  

 The sharp-eyed staff member 

with the keen sense of smell was pointing 

out the obvious – that Charlie was 

intoxicated. I chided myself for not  

  

 

  



 

   

anticipating this problem, but all the normal and obvious signs of severe impairment had become too normal, and therefore less 

obvious, when displayed by Charlie. I texted Gabby in an attempt to get her to return. I did not want the ticket to go to waste and it 

struck me that it would be amusing to hear Gabby scream for 30 seconds straight as she glided at 25 mph over water secured to a 

cable by nothing more than nylon straps and carabiners.  

 Her response was swift and sure: ‘YOU ARE INSANE.’ The all-caps made the decision final. 

 Charlie, of course, objected vigorously with several wild and contradictory ruses to explain his condition. First, he claimed 

to be a diabetic; then that he had a severe allergy to snow; and finally, that he had a metal plate in his head that caused permanent 

flushing and eye-watering. All of this slurred fast talk simply proved the original diagnosis as far as the staff member was concerned.  

 When the threat of being physically removed by security was backed up by the appearance of two surly and burly men in 

black flak vests emblazoned with the words ‘EVENT SECURITY,’ – with two pink hearts and the words ‘WELCOME TO 

MINNESOTA’ printed directly beneath – the two remaining sober cells in Charlie’s brain took control. 

 “Okay, I’ll go! But you will be hearing from my lawyer!” Charlie barked as he turned around to leave. “Come on, Spats! 

Let’s get out of here.” 

 “Not so fast, Charlie! I want to do this!” I objected. I turned to the staff member who had barred Charlie from entry. “I’m as 

sober as a judge,” I declared proudly. It was not often – in fact never before – that I could truthfully claim to have not had a drop of 

liquor when spending more than an hour with Charlie Wood. 

 Before Charlie could gather his jumbled thoughts further, I slipped through the gate and made my way up the stairs to the 

launch point. It had been several years since I had dangled by nothing more than a rope over water. In my younger days I was what is 

often referred to as an ‘extreme tourist.’ That is, I sought out dangerous and remote places for my holidays instead of the beaches. I 

did this in order to awaken the slumbering animal inside me that had been put to sleep by comfortable life in the big city. Our ancient 

ancestors had lived hard lives and survived. I felt the legacy of their struggle for survival needed to be reinforced occasionally in 

order to avoid the total deadening of visceral survival instincts that afflicted civilized man. Eventually it dawned on me that, rather 

than spend a fortune travelling to remote places in the heart of Africa, northern Pakistan or Siberia, I could simply take the subway to 

Brooklyn and wander around unarmed and richly dressed to experience the same thing. But, while cheaper in terms of up-front costs, 

roughing it in Brooklyn or Baltimore’s North Monroe Street did not offer the impersonal danger of Mother Nature. It had been too 

long since I had crossed a deep gorge on a rickety rope suspension bridge – where one misstep, one loose plank or a strong gust of 

wind could have caused me to tumble into the abyss. The Bold North Zip Line offered me a convenient, cheap, albeit ersatz survival 

thrill, and I was not going to pass up the opportunity. 

 It was disappointing. Thirty seconds and it was over. It had taken over five minutes to harness me in adherence to the 

strictest safety standards possible. I could not have fallen off if I had struggled with all of my might to do so. Houdini would not have 

been able to escape that contraption before it landed as gently as a flake of snow on the other side. Most of the riders screamed in 

peril or bellowed with bravado as they experienced a flood of adrenaline induced by their inflated sense of risk. In reality they were 

probably safer riding the zipline than they had been driving their car or riding the bus to get there.  

 As the attendant unhooked me at the landing zone, I was touched by an odd combination of amusement and contempt as 

each of my ride partners, without exception, gushed with excitement at what had been either the thrill of a lifetime or the scariest 

moment in their lives. One of these was a man at least 25 years younger than me. He beat his chest and “WOO-HAHH’d” for the 

gallery of observers, pausing to pose for the cameras. When I was his age, I was rock-climbing in Machu Picchu without a safety line 

– the way the Incans had done it. You want to talk about scary! It suddenly occurred to me that America would never win a major 

war if we had to rely on his generation for the conscripts. No wonder the Pentagon was out-sourcing Afghanistan to contractors. 

 All of these thoughts swirled in my head while I made my way down to the exit. As I passed through the gate and into the 

crowd of onlookers I was suddenly engulfed from the side by a soft, white, furry thing. It flung its arms around me. It was Gabby. 

 “Oh Spats! I watched the whole thing!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “You are so brave!” 

 EFL BEAT WRITER’S AWARDS  

The local EFL beat writers in every city in the league faithfully and tirelessly follow their respective teams 365 days a year. They 

follow them from the draft through OTAs and the gossip-ridden off-season; through 16 intense weeks of the regular season; through 

even more intense playoffs (if they’re lucky); then through the agonizing post-season debrief of what went wrong and how to fix it in 

the upcoming draft; and finally, back to the draft again. They are the veritable “road crew” of the media – the blue-collar sources the 

networks turn to when they want the inside scoop – the story behind the story.  

 For the first time in 12 years, the venerable group described above was completely shutout of the awards at 

Tuesday night’s Press Dinner and Awards Night at the Hyatt Regency. It was a slap in the face to local news outlets everywhere and 

a profound “diss” to the dying art of physical on-the-ground reporting. The networks and national media swept everything – even the 

category of Top Beat Reporter, which ended up going to Jim Dome, host of ESPN’s KingDome, a daily sports talk show that focuses 

much attention on the EFL. “Jim has the biggest beat of all – the entire EFL,” Peter Prince cracked while announcing the award at 

the podium, to polite chuckles from the assemblage of tuxedo-clad football literati. The snub had become official.  

Had a local or small outlet pundit been mentioned as a runner-up in any main category, it might have lessened the sting very 

slightly. But of the many dozens of writers who toil in relative obscurity, away from the national spotlight, not a single one was  

 

 

  



 

 

  

mentioned over the course of many smarmy, self-congratulatory speeches made at the podium by the corporate media luminaries and 

EFL Committee members. It was enough to drive a sensible person to drink, and I am nothing if not sensible.   

I did not even place in the freelance category, of course, despite having an established and large national readership. I am 

told I hold “controversial views,” which is code for being politically incorrect. Given that, I was kind of surprised that I even got a 

ticket to the dinner. The EFL Head Office must have nobody reviewing or updating the dinner mailing lists, except to add people on. 

That would explain why old Coots Schweizerschnitzel of the Kutztown Dispatch, the florid drunk who once covered the Golden 

Bears (the team that went on to become the South Carolina Regulators and today the Peg City Crusaders) was present at one of the far 

corner tables. It was impossible to miss him in his feathered red cloth cap, wheezing with laughter at the whatever Lanny McDonald, 

formerly of the Markham Economist & Sun, was blathering to him. The two legendary, now semi-retired drunks, had found each 

other once more – like in the good old days – and they had taken full advantage of the complimentary booze.   

 It had been Dave Hodge, a freelancer covering the Wrecking Balls and a regular guest writer for the Ashbury Park Press, 

who had first suggested that the beat writers have their own awards night. It was the kind of suggestion that normally would have 

gone nowhere due to all the work involved. (Writers deeply resent work because it interferes with their writing). But on this occasion, 

Hodge’s suggestion lit a fire that rapidly spread in proportion to the collective blood alcohol content of our outraged group. 

 Lars Odegard of the Valhalla Press was the first to follow up with tangible support. As a fringe member of the host 

committee, he was alarmed at how the committee had focused on attracting the big corporate advertisers and had ignored the league’s 

roots. The EFL, after all, had been built brick-by-brick at the grassroots level to restore credibility to a sport that had almost ceased to 

be a sport by the end of 2006. The NFL had become a corrupt “entertainment” spectacle by then – following the business model of 

professional wrestling. Except, unlike pro wrestling, widespread betting and the manipulation and fixing of games by organized crime 

and the league had gotten out of control. Putting Rex Grossman up against Peyton Manning to get the latter a Super Bowl ring was 

the smoking gun for suspicious regulators and the whole corrupt enterprise was taken down with shocking quickness.  

But the EFL was making people forget the NFL’s ignoble fall from grace. It represented a new chapter – a reset. It had been 

like the modern equivalent of the early American Professional Football Association (APFA) and had grown rapidly. By the start of 

the 2018 season, the EFL had attained popularity equivalent to what the NFL had experienced at the merger with the AFL. The story 

of its rise had been written most compellingly in sometimes quaint, sometimes brutal detail by local beat reporters. Once valued and 

recognized for their diligence, passion and insightfulness, these writers were now getting lost in the corporate swarm. Sensing that the 

pro football market was finally restabilizing, the really big money was starting to move back in. And where better to put the corporate 

stamp on pro football than in Minneapolis – the largest championship venue since Gale Sayers VII in Los Angeles?  

 The Triumph beat reporter was aware that a booking had been cancelled at the prestigious Manny’s Steakhouse on 

Marquette Avenue. He quickly offered up that spot as a venue for our protest. But the $75 per head price, that did not include spirits 

or the mandatory 20% group service fee, scared off the more parsimonious members of the group. Eventually, Lars was able to track 

down a deal at Ray J’s American Grill on Central Avenue in southeast Minneapolis. The price of $25 per head for unlimited wings, 

pasta and an all-you-can-eat salad bar was irresistible when combined with the optional $10 ‘Bottomless Bloody Marys/Mimosas’ or 

$15 ‘Bottomless Draft’ and a free shuttle bus ride to and from Wilhalla Stadium. For a microbrew Epicurean like me, however, the 

restaurant offered no special inducement, apart from the prominently displayed, laminated premium beer menu. When the night 

arrived, it winked at me seductively as I took my seat and I succumbed in less than five minutes. Ray J – whoever he was – was no 

fool. He knew the microbrew market was willing to spend extra to avoid Miller Genuine Draft hell. What can I say? I am weak.  

 Hastily arranged as it was and fueled by bitterness, the first ever EFL Beat Writer’s Awards Dinner was a cathartic exercise 

as opposed to a formal attempt to turn the power pyramid of journalism upside down. While we could still bring the message of this 

night to hundreds of thousands, we still remained, collectively, a Micronesia of tiny journalistic islands in a vast ocean of corporate 

noise. In an age when technology allowed anybody to watch every game, rewind the tape and isolate the action, a reporter (or random 

bloggist) did not need to be physically at the game to report on it. To add value to his/her reporting, the beat writer had to develop 

relationships to glean insights and access those off-camera moments that could break big stories ahead of the monolith. But one had 

to be careful. Airing the dirty laundry could compromise those relationships. It was a game of give and take – with the balance 

between access and story always having to be weighed. Many stories never got written. It was the price of being able to write 

anything original at all.  

 In the planning, the question of who would oversee this event and decide the awards was the stickiest. Dave Hodge, who 

had once reigned with some authority at mass media outlets CBC and TSN in Canada, was the most polished and well-rounded 

presenter in our modest group. He appeared like an honest broker. But in his semi-retirement he had become an unabashed Wrecking 

Balls supporter and his previous air of neutrality could no longer be trusted. Molly Qerim, spokesperson for the Triumph, was more 

than a pretty face, but still tainted by her association with the host venue – a place where Charger supporters and their beat writers, as 

well as anybody associated with Virden, Charleswood and Peg City, felt distinctly unwelcome. Gabrielle Laurent-Vainluven, of the 

LA Knights, was seen as the most neutral, but unfortunately also the most ignorant when it came to football. The awards night would 

degenerate into a fashion contest if she was put in control. She was given the job of physically handing out the awards.  

 I was in the odd position, as a neutral freelancer, of being included in an event to recognize the most partisan of sports 

writers – the beat reporters. Through the years I had socialized and corresponded with all of them. I had my favourites, but I was also 

  

  



 

  

universally viewed as the kind of irascible a**hole who would throw any of them under the bus if the mood hit me. While that made 

me untrustworthy in one sense, it made me trustworthy in the sense that I was unafraid of giving offence or speaking my mind to the 

truth as I saw it. As a result, under the strenuous objections of Aristedes Kalogiannis of the Pickering Post and Thomas Jenifer of 

the Maryland Independent, both of whom feared and despised my brand of truth, I was selected as the MC.  

 I was also the Awards Committee. Being on the Committee disqualified one from receiving an award, and it appeared that 

all the others wished to be eligible for an award. This was slightly pathetic on one hand but moving on the other. Despite the 

impromptu nature of the event, there seemed to be an underlying desperate hope that this would evolve into something of significance 

and, in retrospect, elevate its humble beginnings to legend – like the meeting in the Hupmobile showroom in Canton, Ohio that gave 

birth to the National Football League. Someday perhaps, the EFL Beat Writers Awards would expand and be the gold standard for 

measuring boots-on-the-ground journalism, the kind that was rapidly disappearing in the 21st century mainstream media. 

 This meant I had to change tack from my original plan to roast the audience, dispense a handful of light-hearted, comical 

awards to the standout clowns, grumps and fools in the group then call it a night. I now felt actual pressure to find unique journalistic 

qualities to recognize in this quirky assembly, littered with more than its share of hotheads, alcoholics, nerds, geeks and freaks.  

As I surveyed the field of candidates, alone in my hotel room as time counted down the day before the event, it became 

starkly evident to me why my colleagues had been shutout of the EFL’s Press Dinner & Awards Night. No amount of dry wit, cogent 

technical analysis and colorful accounts of the Hawks defence trying to rally after giving up another touchdown could have overcome 

the outlandish spectacle of the Brooklin Town Crier’s Birdman of Brooklin appearing at the podium dressed in s hawk costume. 

Nobody knew his real name even. Imagine the Marquis de Sade, of the Virden Eviscerator – whose vivid accounts of violence on 

the gridiron subtly evoked fetishized Gothic images of dominance-submission – being given access to a microphone in a public place, 

with no editor positioned to mute his more extreme libertine ramblings. He would undoubtedly say something grossly inappropriate.   

 The list of characters virtually unpresentable in prime time went on: The toga-clad Marcus Aurelius of the Gwinnett 

Tribune; the savagely homicidal-looking Attila the Hun of the Budapest Weekly Goulash; Merlin the Magician of the York Round 

Table Chronicle in his cartoonish wizard garb; the preposterously pretentious, pith-helmeted, out-of-place Victorian artifact known as 

Sir Reginald Malcolm Clapham of the Durham Diggatel & Pick; and the histrionic, morbidly rotund, terrets-prone loudmouth, 

Aristedes Kalogiannis of the Pickering Post. These people were lucky to get invitations to the official awards dinner in the first 

place. Since they had, they had been discretely tucked away at a corner table, away from the bright lighting.  

 The bulk of the remainder were composed of journalism grads who had been led into print and radio by the absence of any 

notably attractive physical quality; sometimes accompanied by a mild personality disorder or a substance abuse problem or a 

tendency to introversion or general quirkiness or poor hygiene, or a combination of all of the above. Such defects would be 

impossible to conceal over long periods in front of the TV cameras. The big money was in TV or video, but one had to look good, 

sound good and be able to stick to the script to get a job. In defence of my beat colleagues who fall into the non-TV, or ‘Nerd’ 

category – like most nerds they tended to be exceptionally intelligent and detail-oriented. They brought their passions to the page, 

even if they tended to recoil when faced with a mic. There was a lot of good and interesting writing to sift through from this bunch. 

 There were, of course, presentable extroverts among our group, some of whom were experienced in front of a camera and 

thrived when “live.” Dave Hodge, Molly Qerim, Gabby and actor Mike Myers, (who covers the Blue Eagles as a guest columnist 

in The Scarberian) do not shy away from public-speaking and are each quite good at it. But Qerim isn’t really a writer, Myers is a 

party animal who gets most of his material from Chris Dickinson’s booze and drug-addled buddies, Gabby still doesn’t know the 

rules of football, and Hodge is new to the EFL and still not fully forgiven in some powerful quarters for the “pen flip” incident in 

1987. One of the other photogenic and “normal-looking” members of the group, James Duthie of TSN and The Auroran, was 

virtually indistinguishable from 100 other mainstream talking heads in his polished, formulaic, style-over-substance delivery. These 

qualities had taken on an exceptionally mind-numbing monotony due to the steady stream of Mustangs’ victories over four years of 

league dominance. Duthie’s main achievement as a Mustangs journalist had been to exhaust all of the superlative adjectives in the 

English language to describe Rich Liotta, Matt Ryan and other Mustang notables. But he had few words to describe or explain 

Mustangs defeats, apart from implying vague malfeasance on the part of the officials or the other team, or simply chalking it up to 

bad luck. While media outside of Aurora were attempting to dissect the Mustangs’ first ever failure to reach the post-season under 

Coach Liotta, Duthie passed over the reflection piece and went straight to writing about how great the 2019 Mustangs will be.    

 As I considered all of the relevant factors, my task as the sole member of the Awards Committee became clear. In order to 

fill the void created by mainstream rejection and to make this a truly affirmative event for the downtrodden beat writer, I would have 

to do something I had never done before. I would have to suppress my naturally acerbic wit and attempt find the best quality in each 

of my colleagues. Then I would have to recognize it publicly without a hint of irony. For some of them, this was not going to be easy.  

I decided to get the easy ones out of the way first: Orville Smucker, of the Cowtown Plain Dealer, would receive the 

Legacy Award for being the first accredited journalist in North America to publish a story about the new EFL, out-scooping even 

Peter Prince of North America Today. Orville had received this same award from the league during the 10th Anniversary banquet in 

Canton, OH, but I was certain this narcoleptic relic from the EFL’s ‘Brigadoon’ franchise did not remember. This was due to the 

relative recency of the event. While he could still recall Otto Graham in minute detail and measured every Corn King quarterback 

who had ever played by that standard, Orville still occasionally forgot what city he was in when posting his stories to the web. 

  

 



  

 Charlie Wood, of the Charleswood Banner and Charleswood Sun, would receive the Influencer Award for leading the 

public campaign to bring Peyton Manning back to the Patriots to win a championship in 2013, a year after he had been spuriously 

traded to the Spartans in one of the more bizarre and premature rebuilds in league history. The fact that Wood was dating both 

Findlay twins at the time certainly helped get the ear of Pats’ management. But Charlie’s caustic ridicule of the decision – drawing 

attention, with syntactic and stylistic brilliance, to management’s disloyalty and lack of common sense– contributed to a fan revolt 

that forced Jason Findlay’s hand. The happy ending in 2013 tied a pretty bow on this remarkable achievement of journalist activism. 

 The reputation of Sparky McGillicuddy, of The Iowan was built on his epic, documentary-style, 21-week series of articles 

covering the on and-off-field antics of the Cubs in their first EFL season. This seasoned reporter, who attends games dressed in early 

20th century style – button-up cotton dress shirt, red bow tie and a flat-top straw hat – had once covered the Iowa Baseball 

Confederacy before that league suddenly vanished into a crevice in time, spitting up Sparky in the process to tell its forgotten tale. 

Sparky certainly writes about sports like nobody else – in finely crafted detail, using simple but impeccable English to layer textures 

and moods in his writing that bring sports and athletes to life. He writes as if there is no television. As a result, the 7-9, one-and-done 

Cubs of 2007 enjoy a devoted cult following despite the team’s unimpressive season finish. Sparky would receive the Legend Award. 

 Quentin San Pedro, of the Chino Champion, is a motorcycle enthusiast, with a media background in radio. He had been a 

DJ for the pirate radio station, Rabid Chihuahua Radio (KRCR), playing alternative and grunge metal deep tracks from obscure bands 

like Helmet, Far, Jawbox, Deftones, and controversial, blacklist bands like Bullets in Your Mother, Gimp and Fag Buster. At some 

point in the early 90s he became a Hangaround in the Hells Angels and was soon busted for gun and drug offences. He spent 10 years 

behind bars in the Chino Penitentiary then was paroled. He took up writing for local community papers and published accounts of the 

penitentiary sports leagues. When Chino landed a franchise, Quentin was hand-picked by “the Warden,” Rob Nazar, to cover his 

team. Seen initially as a gimmick pick to bolster the Convicts’ ‘bad boy’ image, Quentin proved to be a solid writer, with a sense of 

humour and sharp insights into team chemistry and dynamics. His checkered past is now but a prop in his guise as a bad ass beat 

writer. Quentin would receive the Rehabilitation Award.   

 Lars Odegard, of the Valhalla Press is often criticized for “homerism” in his coverage of the Triumph. I think this is a 

stupid criticism, given that all beat writers are, by necessity and function, homers to some degree. It is the degree that matters. Lars 

does a good job of focusing on progress and deftly skirting around direct criticism of Triumph management while, at the same time, 

leading the reader via the back door to an understanding of why the Triumph succeed and fail. For example, he described GM Guy 

Williams’ failure to solve the quarterback problem in the two frustrating seasons before the team’s breakthrough in 2016 as a case of 

the quarterbacks’ “failure to live up to management’s expectations, which are necessarily quite high when unapologetically pursuing 

excellence.”  In other words: relying on Jay Cutler to play like Peyton Manning; or gambling on Johnny Manziel to come in and 

save the day; was unrealistic, but Guy Williams was right to expect it anyway. When dealing with an authoritarian who will cut off 

your access without a second thought, that’s how one has to roll. Good job, Lars! You will receive the Pravda Award. 

 Faart von Wijnendaele of the Brussels Times is at his core an ardent Flemish Nationalist who covers the Belgian national 

sport of cycling and the Bombers with the same level of passion that he has for beer. This latter quality attracted me to him in Avalon 

last year. We spent a few drunken nights in the lead-up to Gale Sayers XI debating the merits of cycling versus more commercial 

team-sports like football and discussing the cultural differences between Europe and America. Faart has some interesting insights into 

the game of American Football, as well as a strange idolization of Ken Main that stems from his belief that the Bombers’ owner 

secretly supports Flemish separatism. However, very little of this frenzied radicalness comes through in his coverage of the Bombers. 

As a sportswriter, he is a pro. His style and analysis bring credibility to a sport held in suspicion by most Belgians. For his efforts to 

cement the sport in his home country, Faart would receive the Advocacy Award. 

 That the former Heraldric Arms authenticator, French-American Jean Boisvert of the Swampland Proof, became a football 

beat reporter at all is a puzzle with no easy solution. That he continues to pursue the career and excel is a testament to his discipline 

and self-confidence (some might call it arrogance). The road was not easy. Jean went from one of the league’s most prestigious 

assignments, covering the Dragons, to one of its most humble, covering the Swordfish. Writing for a small market paper about a 

small market franchise requires big writing. Jean delivers with a bold, blunt style that spares nobody, especially the team’s eccentric 

coach. His writing is, at times, ‘New York’ in its uncompromising brashness, while maintaining an element of rustic refinement in 

portraying sympathetic vignettes about the fans of Sebastian. He reminds me of me, so he will receive the Spats Award of Excellence. 

 Anyone who can beat out Alex Trebek for a TV gig has the credentials to shine in any media awards night. Former Hockey 

Night in Canada icon, Dave Hodge joined the Wrecking Balls’ beat boasting an impressive resume built on his coverage of hockey. 

He soon showed that he knew a lot about football as well, and had other interests, such as music. Hodge’s pre-game interviews with 

the bands booked to open Wrecking Balls games at Stone Pony Shore are packed with dry wit, playful jabs, and short philosophical 

tangents about music and sports that always conclude with Hodge asking the band member(s) for a prediction of that day’s game. In 

the early days, the musicians were into the spirit of Wrecking Ball Mania and invariably predicted a New Jersey victory. As wins 

became as rare as hen’s teeth, these predictions became quite humorous. Predicting a Wrecking Balls victory every time has now 

become a running gag in Hodge’s interview series. As accomplished as he is in front of the camera, Hodge allows his Wrecking 

Balls-centrism to get the better of his writing. Still, the man shows remarkable versatility acquired through a long and distinguished 

career. As a result, he is the uncontested winner of the Lifetime Achievement Award.   

 



  

 The question of whether or not Max Dood, a.k.a. Max “Mini” Dood is a real person was answered when he showed up at 

the EFL’s Awards Night decked out in a blue & yellow Wolverine-coloured baggy top, gold pants rolled up halfway between his 

ankles and knees, and floral-coloured Nike ‘Air Zoom Pegasus’ runners. With a pale wax face, ethnically ambiguous eyes, malleable 

cheek bones and an Instagram account that never sleeps, many assumed Max was a CGI created by Wolverines’ owner, Ryan Rich – 

the richest boy in the world – to influence the GTA’s Generation ‘Z’ into taking up watching the Wolverines with the same 

enthusiasm as they support environmental causes and gender fluidity and play video games. It was partly true. A computer graphic of 

Max pulls off impossible dance and skateboard stunts posted to his Instagram account. But the Max it is based on is a real person who 

follows the Wolverines for the Toronto Moon – a “woke” counter paper to the conservative Toronto Sun. Max’s articles are posted on 

Instagram, Snap Chat and Tik Tok and are reproduced in the Toronto Moon with emojis included. The ploy is having an effect, as the 

Wolverines have the youngest average age of any fanbase in the league. For that, Max will receive the CGI-Influencer Award.  

 There were a few other relatively “easy” ones. For the reasons already stated, James Duthie of TSN and The Auroran would 

receive the Matt Ryan Award, for his inspirational (bordering on sycophantic) accounts of the Mustangs’ future Hall-of-Famer. Mike 

Myers of the Scarberian would receive the Screenwriter’s Excellence Award for his vivid portrayal of the dramatic reality show 

dysfunction around the Chris Dickinson-led Blue Eagles. Setting aside that Thomas Jenifer of the Maryland Independent is a 

disagreeable, lazy, entitled prig in person, the fact reamins that he is also a highly skilled writer who understands and effectively 

captures the essence of this miraculous Charger run to the final. Tom (he hates it when I call him that!) is an inveterate prick, but a 

damn good beat reporter. He would receive the Band Wagon Award – not for jumping on, but for leading it. 

 It was now midnight of the night before the awards ceremony and I had hit a low, but solid, brick wall. I contemplated the  

 

That’s me on the right presenting the Bird’s Eye View Award to the Birdman of Brooklin, beat reporter for the Hawks. 

The Birdman writes from a universal view, much like I do, and never fails to capture fine details. His writing is among 

the best in the business, but he remains unrecognized by the mainstream due to his idiosyncratic belief that he is a bird.  



  

remainder of the field and shuddered. Most of these writers were akin to circus acts. Evaluating their writing was not unlike searching 

for musical merit in the rock band, KISS. The few that fell outside that category – like Ferguson Jenkins of the Chatham Daily 

News, (beat writer for the Cadillac), Aristedes Kalogiannis of the Pickering Post, and Dori Monson of the Seattle Times – each 

posed unique challenges in attempting to isolate that particular journalistic thing they did better than anyone else. 

The only one of the “virtually-unpresentable-in-prime-time” group whose writing came across as if it was written by a real 

21st century human was the Birdman’s. Take away the photo of him in a hawk mask at the top of his columns and one could imagine 

a mid-thirties, be-spectacled, short-haired white male with a slightly receding jawbone tapping away on his laptop after having 

witnessed firsthand the frenetic Hawks’ sideline on any given Sunday. He would receive the Bird’s Eye View Award.  

 The Marquis de Sade is the pen name for Andre Delorme, a sports and culture writer from the small community of St. 

Adolphe, south of Winnipeg, Manitoba. Claiming Métis descent, he wrote a controversial book entitled Rape Nation, depicting the 

Métis as originating from the rape of Cree and Ojibwa women by Scottish and French fur traders. Based on dubious oral traditions, 

Delorme “transcribed” these obscure native histories into shockingly graphic rape scenes. Through various literary devices, he then 

transmogrified these acts of violence into heroic acts of redemption within a clash of civilizations – the result being the glorious birth 

of the Métis Nation. Although Delorme claims his book was intended to bring people together “by recognizing the transcendency of 

sexual violence in resolving civilizational conflict,” he was ultimately rejected by both the Métis and Canadian Government censors, 

who viewed the first four chapters of his book as “gratuitously brutal and pornographic” and “unsupported by historical facts.” 

Delorme’s penchant for sexual metaphors in his writings earned him widespread censorship and disapproval, but a small cult 

following defended his work as “art.” Still, with so few buying his books, Delorme needed to make a living and applied for the 

Violators’ gig at the Virden Eviscerator under a pseudonym. ‘The Marquis’ has managed to keep his material mostly PG so far, but 

the sophisticated reader can glean occasional oblique sadomasochistic references. Despite all this, he does his part to enhance the 

extreme doom image of the Violators while squeezing in some good football writing. He would receive the Avant-Garde Award.  

 I was in a quandary about Marcus Aurelius of the Gwinnett Tribune. The man who claims to be the stoic Roman Emperor 

of the 2nd century is clearly insane, but over the years I have grown to really like him. His egg-shell white make-up and porcelain 

beard, replicating the death mask of the original Marcus Aurelius, takes some getting used to. His black and gold toga and electronic 

chisel writing utensil are curious props. But despite these eccentricities he is one of football’s most no-nonsense writers. Perhaps due 

to the limitations of the electronic chisel, his writing is short and to the point. He spares little room for sentiment. He never tries to 

sugar coat Big Ben’s failures, nor glorify his successes and applies the same realism to his assessment of the Gladiators. He has never 

called for Dave Birdsall’s head, due to his belief that if he were to do so a Centurian would appear to execute the command (yes, 

he’s that nuts). It is only fitting, therefore, for his plain legalistic and realistic mind that he should receive the Tribune Award. 

 As for Merlin the Magician of the York Round Table Chronicle, the trick for me was separating the writer from the 

magician. Those of you who subscribe to my Patreon will have read my odyssey back in time with Merlin to the days of Camelot and 

subsequent revelations of the secret origins of the Excaliburs. The entire account had been scrubbed from the EFL Newsletter prior to 

publication. But for me and a select few it lives on, making us continuously question the “reality” in which we live. Setting 

metaphysics aside, however, and focusing on Merlin’s coverage of the Excaliburs; his fairy tale style, naturally written from the third 

person omniscient point of view, lends itself well to setting the scene and fleshing out action on game day, but the infrequent happy 

endings of York games over the years have created problems with the formula. Fortunately, this year the Swords are having a fairy 

tale season – overcoming early challenges and unfavourable odds to find themselves playing in the final. Merlin’s writing is in top 

form as a result, making him deserving of the Crystal Ball Award.   

 Attila the Hun of the Budapest Weekly Goulash is another comic book-like character who instantly sprang to life with the 

arrival of the North Stars in Hungary. The person playing this character, Attila Horvát, is experienced covering Hungarian Football 

Federation teams in the Budapest area, mainly Újpest FC, but also MTK Budapest and Ferencvárosi TC. Attila is fluent in English 

thanks to three years in England covering teams in Football League One. When the Stars arrived by boat in Budapest, Darrin Jones 

urgently needed a local writer to begin bolstering the team’s brand. Attila’s fluency gave him immediate access to the players, and he 

began producing columns and short video reports for local and international media. Dressing up as a Hun for broadcasts, Attila 

straddles the border between mascot and reporter, using visual theatrics on the sideline and bloodthirsty imagery in his columns to 

compensate for a rudimentary knowledge of American Football. It can get comic at times, but the enthusiasm he generates locally – 

where knowledge of the sport is equally rudimentary – has to be recognized by awarding Attila the Marketing Excellence Award.   

  Not much about the Durham franchise makes any sense, including their beat reporter. All the same, Sir Reginal Malcolm 

Clapham of the Durham Diggatel & Pick is one of the originals. Despite having extremely dubious credentials in the realm of 

football reporting he hit the ground running, even before the first twelve EFL franchises began scooping the cream off the top of the 

NFL’s remains. Sir Reginald – real name Reginald Smith – was the original tour guide for Jurassic Park, his character a composite 

of a Victorian era archeologist and Professor Challenger of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World. When pro football arrived in 

the theme park, he researched the game and infamously noted in his first article that “it is not much different from rugby.” The 

criticism of Sir Reginald is that he has fallen too deeply into his character, making his articles difficult to read due to the prevalence 

of Victorian slang and idioms; and the use of rugby terms such as “scrum” and “advantage line” to describe blocking up front and the 

line of gain, among others. However, he is very well-informed about behind-the-scenes matters in Durham, where there is no 

shortage  

 

 



  

shortage of tension between owner Celine Dion and Thunder Lizards GM/Coach, George Kaldis. If you can pick your way through 

his sometimes barely readable text, you’ll find he digs up a lot of interesting dirt. Give him the Explorer Reporter Award!  

 I looked at the clock. It was 3:27 am. I was down to my last Pilsener – one from a St. Paul microbrewery called Summit. I 

had three more teams to evaluate – five if I included Buffalo and Cincinnati. I decided to pass on those two. Buffalo media (and 

Buffalonians in general) were so starved for football that a platoon of beat reporters covered the team. To my knowledge, not one of 

them had joined our informal group. The Cincinnati beat reporter, Deacon Everett of the Church of the Crusading Jesus Herald and 

Cincinnati Enquirer was in jail and no longer covering the team. Seeing the writing on the wall after the FBI raid targeting 

Crusaders’ owner Reverend Bryan Menefee, the Enquirer did not bother to assign a writer to cover the rest of the Crusaders’ season, 

as everyone knew it would be their last in Cincinnati. The remaining three beat reporters were going to be a challenge, however, 

especially as alcohol and fatigue were taking their toll on my concentration.  

 Dori Monson of the Seattle Times is well-known in Washington State, but I had not heard of him prior to the Monarchs 

moving to Seattle. I met him briefly at the EFL Media Awards night and he seemed like a solid guy. I breezed through his Wikipedia 

page, listened to some audio, watched some video, and read his account of the Pilots’ Week 1 upset of the Cubs. Admittedly, this was 

not a lot to go on, but I don’t think there is much more there. What you see up front is probably all you’re going to get. If you like 

sports commentary with a conservative twist and MAGA overtones, Dori is the reporter for you. He was my odds-on favourite to 

spark a political debate at the dinner that could fracture the group, as had happened in Canton in the lead-up to Gale Sayers X. On the 

bright side, he sees and describes things plainly and gets the job done. For that, he would receive the Lunch Pail Award. 

 It is an open secret in Chatham-Kent that Ferguson Jenkins of the Chatham Daily News is merely a by-line picture for 

columns written by Archibald Davies, the grand nephew of novelist Robertson Davies. Fergie, the first Canadian to be inducted into 

the Baseball Hall of Fame, enjoys fraternizing with the Cadillac players and posing for photos on game day, but when it comes to 

writing articles, Archibald takes over. The writing is characterized by both parties as a collaboration, but the style and content therein 

are clearly the work of a professional writer. The occasional baseball analogy is slipped in for effect, but nobody’s fooled. Because of 

this, I did not feel compelled to maintain appearances. I decided to call it what it is: the Best Collaboration Award. 

 Finally came the most difficult one of all:  

Aristedes Kalogiannis of the Pickering Post had been my declared enemy since 2010, the year the Spartans thwarted a 

Florida three-peat and won the EFL Championship. In Week Four of that season, the Spartans lost the regular season match-up in 

overtime against Florida. My column that week took aim at a play-call made by Spartans’ coach Gus Konstantakos at a critical 

moment late in the game. The Spartans went on to lose. Reaction to my criticism in Pickering was swift and severe. I was accused of 

unfair judging while sipping lattes in a New York café and of being an “Athenian Boy-Lover,” which in Sparta is the worst kind of 

boy-lover there is. Aristedes, President of the Sparta Society, part of the Hellenic Cultural Centre, is a fierce defender of Spartan 

pride and, like many Greeks, perpetually angry – even when things are going well. The Spartans went on to win the championship in 

2010, fueled in part by a desire to dis-prove my accusation that Coach Gus was a “quiche-eater.” I was never thanked for my 

contribution, however. Instead, since then Coach Gus’ mouthpiece has launched ad hominem attack after ad hominem attack on me, 

which is ironic given that Aristedes likely doesn’t know what ‘ad hominem’ means.   

I share the above with you for context, so that you can appreciate what a superior being I am in setting ill-will aside and 

finding the good in my arch foe. Well…not so much “good,” rather, I was searching for that distinctive quality that sets him apart and 

makes him indispensable. From that angle, it was fairly easy. Aristedes writes like a propagandist, using bold, wide, melodramatic 

strokes, constant repetition and hyperbole that borders on outright falsehoods. He sustains the dominant narrative of the Spartans 

organization being an implacable warrior cult bound to a grim, ancient chivalric code of honour. The Spartan Code is strict, 

humourless and centered on internal discipline in-between frenzied outbursts of lethal violence. Every criticism of the Spartans is 

viewed as a challenge to their honour and way of life. That explains why Gus, Aristedes and Co. can’t take a joke. But they have 

clung to these principles and the ‘Never Surrender’ slogan unwaveringly since 2008 and have been well-served by them, even if those 

principles appear comedic when juxtaposed over their latest 6-10 season, in which they tended to surrender often late in games. So, 

for doing his part to bolster the image of his team in authentic Greek-Spartan style, Aristedes richly deserves the Champion Award.   

ZZZZZZZzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz……!! 

I was jarred awake, fittingly, by the song, ‘Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is…’ by Chicago blaring from the 

clock radio on my night table. I stumbled from the desk in my hotel room toward the bed and hit the snooze button. It was 8:00 am! I 

had fallen asleep in the chair at my desk sometime after closing off my awards list. Wracking my brain for an award for Aristedes 

Kalogiannis had finished me off. 

I was now in a race to prepare for the evening’s ceremonies. I had help in this. Gabby had appointed herself Event 

Coordinator and Awards Presenter for the evening. Lars Odegard was taking care of the dinner arrangements at Ray J’s. Molly 

Qerim was tapping the EFL Host Committee for door prizes. Things were coming together at the last minute, but the “awards” still 

needed to be printed and framed, a task I was looking to pass off to somebody with a touch for such things.  

Charlie Wood, a past-President of the Commonwealth Journalists Association in Winnipeg, still had the artwork for their 

awards saved on his computer. He mocked up his own Influencer Award on the CJA template with the appropriate changes and sent 

it to me as an example. It looked good to me. After swearing him to secrecy, I sent him the rest of the awards list and set about 

preparing  

 



preparing my jokes. As the MC, I would need some icebreakers to get the audience in the mood.  

 Having slept hardly at all, and nursing a low-grade hangover, I was lacking inspiration. Jokes about the weather had been 

done to death throughout the week. Jokes about Triumph fans and Guy Williams sabotaging the Chargers were becoming equally 

lame. Jokes about Trump were off limits in mixed company – for I knew for a fact there were several Trump supporters in the 

audience. Jokes about Hilary preposterously blaming her election loss on the Russians promised relatively fertile ground, but would 

be as dangerous as joking about Trump, especially with the Mueller report close to release.  

Commentators across the mainstream were now openly talking about a new “civil war of discourse” that made it next to 

impossible for Americans on either side of the country’s political divide to talk civilly to one another. I contemplated making my 

monologue about “unity,” but scrapped the idea as I realized that even suggesting unity would cause a schism – that was how 

polarizing political debate had become halfway through the Trump Presidency.  

I finally decided that I would make the EFL the butt of my routine, while acknowledging that it was what kept everyone in 

the room gainfully employed. Earlier in the week, EFL Committee Co-Chair Yorrgo Kaldis had slipped on the ice at a ground-

breaking ceremony for a new athletic field at Anwatin Middle School, made possible by a $200,000 donation from the EFL 

Foundation Legacy Fund. The fall had been caught on camera and replayed regularly throughout the week, so everyone by now knew 

about it. I would point out that it was not the only slip by the league this week and proceed to roast award-recipients at the EFL’s 

Press Dinner and Awards Night. Lampooning the mainstream media would be safe ground and I had plenty of material. 

Dinner time seemed to come around fast as we hastily made last-minute preparations. To add to the stress, Gabby had been 

loudly fretting all day that the silver gown she had purchased at the Queen Anna House of Fashion would not be ready in time and 

that she “would have nothing to wear.” This was an absurd statement coming from a woman who needs to rent a separate van to 

transport her luggage. Of course, what she really meant was that she would have nothing new to wear – Gabby always wore 

something new to a party. 

Ray J’s American Grill is laid out like a typical sports bar and restaurant with booth-lined walls around a centrally located 

bar, a small open dining area with tables, dart boards and TV screens all over the place. The outdoor patio was closed due to the cold. 

We had basically taken over the place, thanks to Lars, and had the full attention of staff and complete access to the venue. The layout 

was unfortunately not ideal for an awards banquet. Line of sight to the MC (me) would be obscured in some places and a few people 

would have to crane their heads around in their seats or move to watch the speeches and awards being handed out.  

Feeling the nerves building as the beat reporters arrived and mingled around the bar over cocktails, I hailed a bright young 

waitress named Katie and set up a tab. I pompously rejected the ‘Bottomless Draft’ and made a point of dramatically declaring that 

the extra cost of sampling the premium beer menu would be worth it because it would spare me the inevitable debilitating hangover 

that follows a night of drinking cheap draft beer. She smiled politely – as if had merely commented on the weather and not taken a 

principled stance on beer integrity – and asked, “what can I get for you?” 

 From more or less that point, the night is somewhat of a blur in my memory – not because I was drunk at that point, but 

because I was suddenly exceedingly nervous. I really had not done much public speaking in my life, which is a bit surprising given 

that my good looks, mellow baritone, erect posture and discerning taste in clothes made me eminently presentable. It was not that I 

was shy or had difficulty talking to people, it was that I had not spoken to a large group of people, with all of their attention focused 

exclusively on me, since I had given a speech at a friend’s wedding back in the early 90s while obliterated on scotch.  

I shuddered inwardly as I scrolled backwards in time.   

I had flattened the room then with my icebreaker, which consisted of me turning to the head table and addressing the groom: 

“You know, Connery, back in High School when I pictured this day coming, it was me sitting up there next to Allison….” The speech 

went downhill from there and, as you can probably imagine, Connery and I have not kept in touch since an awkward “I love you 

man” hug at the end of that night. Even through the thick veil of Glenlivet, the sound of a room so silent I could hear the gurgling of 

stomachs digesting the prime rib is seared in my memory. And it all came back to me in the moments before I was about to launch 

into my introductory monologue for this historical first ever EFL Beat Writers Awards Dinner. 

A dozen-plus assorted microbrews had not been enough to settle me down. Gabby’s warm introduction was a blur. Charlie’s 

eager smile, knowing, as he did, that he would be receiving the prestigious Influencer Award, reminded me how much the people in 

this room were counting on me to redeem their pride in their profession. A lot was riding on this. I looked down at my notes. It’s 

Anwatin Middle School, not Antawin, I reminded myself.   

I looked up from my notes, surveyed the room with a forced smile, and began: 

“You know, the other night at the Hyatt I think we all got a taste of what Hilary went through when she lost the election to 

Donald Trump. I’ve been thinking about it since, and I can come to only one logical conclusion: the Russians hacked the EFL’s Press 

Dinner and Awards Night…!”  

And it went downhill from there. 

My monologue immediately spiralled out of control. Trumpists in the audience had laughed at my opening line. But they 

were bristling a minute later when I compared the walls of Ray J’s American Grill to an “intellectual border wall” scapegoating 

others for our problems. After roundly criticizing everybody for their political intransigence while appealing for “unity,” I attempted 

to lighten the mood by making a joke about the weather: “Go ahead, give each other the cold shoulder based your different political  

 

  



  

  

beliefs! It can’t be any colder than the weather here in Minneapolis!”  

I had thrown away my script and was ad-libbing my inner thoughts, which had been unleashed courtesy of an ‘8 Count’ IPA 

and a dozen other high ABV microbrews on “auto-order” with Katie. [The reason I have written so candidly about my colleagues in 

this article is due to the fact that I basically said all of it in my speech that night, recorded for posterity on the new EFL Beat 

Reporters Association Website (but more on that later). The written version in this article fills in some additional details.]  

I won’t say that my performance was a complete disaster. Lanny McDonald, formerly of the Markham Economist & Sun 

enjoyed it. Being on a similar drunken wavelength, he laughed uproariously throughout, especially when I declared that Guy 

Williams would rather an ice storm level Wilhalla Stadium than witness the Chargers winning the championship in it. Faart von 

Wijnendaele was equally entertained, hooting loudly at every zinger, regardless of who it was directed at. Johnny Rebb, of The 

State, former beat reporter for the Regulators (invited as a courtesy), patted me on the back afterwards and said, “telling the truth as 

always, Spats, even if people hate you for it! You have guts, man!”  

Interestingly, Aristedes Kalogiannis approached me later in the evening and shook my hand. “I still hate you and believe 

you are an Athenian Boy-Lover but thank you for understanding that I am a true champion of the Spartan cause. Ares willing, 

Sparta will live on forever.” 

 Similarly, Thomas Jenifer took a moment to share his observation with me that: “My opinion of you as an arrogant jackass 

hasn’t changed and either has your opinion of me as a prig, but I appreciate your professional respect. They are different things, and 

you can make the distinction.” 

 It is ironic that the two people most adamantly opposed to me being both the MC and the Awards Committee made a point 

of appreciating my efforts. As for my friends, the real ones just shook their heads and let me have it. 

 “Wow, you really fucked that up, Spats!” Charlie Wood said as our collection of beat reporters and friends clustered into 

Democratic and Republican camps in the post-awards socializing. “You’ve only managed to unite everybody in thinking you’re a 

dick!” 

 Gabby was too busy repairing the damage I had done to the psyches of the “characters” in our group to pay much attention 

to me. After she had handed out the final award, she immediately worked the room, trying to smooth everything over. I saw her 

consoling a downcast-looking Birdman of Brooklin at a booth off in a far corner of the bar. My jest that he could have written the 

Bible and not been recognized for it because of his ridiculous outfit had apparently hit home. “He self-identifies as a bird, Spats!” 

Gabby explained to me afterwards. “Making fun of him for it is very insensitive.” 

 Jean Boisvert made his way over to me and shook his head. “Did you have to name my award after you?” he asked, rolling 

his eyes. “Now nobody wants to talk to me!”   

 Quentin San Pedro brushed by me on his way to the washroom, paused and whispered, “Didn’t appreciate you bringing up 

my jail time, Spats, but we’re still cool!”  

 A familiar “inner” voice materialized inside my head as I stood at the urinal relieving myself after my 16 th beer: ‘Don’t 

worry, Spats! You didn’t follow your script because you knew the script was fake. Better to speak from the heart. It’s giving 

people lots to talk about and talking is a good thing.’  

Thank you, Merlin, I thought; knowing he would hear. 

I had been the center of attention for almost two hours and now I was virtually alone in a room full of people. Even in my, 

by then, inebriated state I could feel the resentment hitting me from all angles like a psychic wave. 

My final beer count for the night was 23. I only know this because of the tab attached to my VISA receipt, which I found the 

next morning on the floor next to my bed in the hotel room. It must have fallen out of my pocket as I stripped down to my skivvies to 

collapse. You’d think I could have squeezed in one more to make an even 24, but like my performance at the mic, even that fell short.  

CINDERELLA BOWL  

The Press Gallery at Wilhalla Stadium was everything one might expect from a three-year old, state-of-the-art facility. Expanded for 

the championship, it could accommodate 220 reporters in comfort, with all the technical amenities and a bird’s eye view of the field. 

The network TV and radio broadcast booths were located above the main gallery. Their capacity had been expanded to permit on-site 

broadcasts in an EFL record 14 different languages, which included Hungarian, Flemish, Mandarin, Samoan, Greek, Japanese and the 

first-time additions of Portuguese, Russian, Italian and Polish to go along with the Big Four: English, French, Spanish and German.  

 It happened that the reporter seated next to me on my right was an Italian from Milan who covers the Italian Football 

League. He introduced himself in heavily accented, but grammatically correct English as Gabrioni Macaroni of the Corriere della 

Sera newspaper, one of the country’s oldest papers. This was his first appearance at an EFL Championship and he was unable to 

conceal a childlike excitement.  

 “Thees ees magnifico. Thees place, eet ees, as we say in Italia, come il cacio sui maccheroniothe, the cheese on the 

macaroni!” he raved as he cast his eyes about Wilhalla Stadium, taking in the Minneapolis skyline visible through the panes of glass 

that made up the roof and end zone walls of the glittering, streamlined football palace.  

 I had to admit to him that I had zero knowledge of an American-style football league in Italy. While the transfer of the North 

Stars to Budapest had caused me to survey the American football landscape in Hungary and its neighbours, the idea that Italians 

would be attracted to any football other than the soccer kind never entered my mind. Apparently, the cradle of the Roman Empire was 

 

 



  

not impervious to American cultural influences. It made me think again about the reach of the EFL – North America’s premier 

standard bearer for the sport – and wonder about the league’s long-term plans. They had already (prematurely) tried to penetrate Asia. 

Was a full-blown European expansion cautiously in the works? 

 Seated on the other side of me was Attila the Hun of the Budapest Weekly Goulash. Or rather, Attila Horvát, his secret 

identity. The flamboyantly belligerent Attila the Hun persona that he played while covering the North Stars was not needed in the 

Wilhalla Press Gallery when covering a game that did not involve the North Stars.  

 “My job is to report on the game and not to draw attention to the fact that the North Stars are not in it,” Attila explained to 

me in surprisingly clear and fluent English. Clearly, the ‘Hun’ accent and occasional misuse of pronouns and tenses was a deliberate 

part of his barbarian act. He continued: “Darrin Jones is sensitive about not making it to the final and doesn’t like the idea of his beat 

reporter reporting on other teams. But I have a job to do. This year I finally got tickets to the championship, for the fist time. I’m 

doing a straight sports article for the Goulash under the pen name Albert Bartok.” 

 I had gone easy on Attila when introducing his Marketing Excellence award at Ray J’s. Apart from noting that his 

understanding of the game of football was superficial, I had basically stuck to fun facts and had credited him with helping the North 

Stars carve out a market in Eastern Europe. All the same, he felt the need to dispute my assessment of his football IQ. 

 “Spats, I understand the American game as much as any reporter who hasn’t played the game,” he declared abruptly as we 

engaged in small talk. It was a complete non sequitur following a remark about the efficiency of the Minneapolis transit system. He 

caught me off guard, perhaps deliberately. 

 I paused, then looked at him and dead-panned: “So, I assume that your call for Jones to ‘unleash more arrows on the foe in 

the manner of the glorious Hun’ was merely a metaphor for action, in-character with Attila, and not a serious suggestion that he pass 

the ball more often with Tyrod Taylor as his quarterback?” 

 It was his turn to pause. “Yes…ah…no. I mean yes, it was meant to be a…meta…far,” he stammered, his Hungarian accent 

returning. “The fans wanted to see more offence.” 

 “Well, you can’t have it both ways, Attila,” I replied. “If you’re a playing a character stirring up the fans, you’re kind of 

bound by that character to make those kinds of theatrical statements that don’t make sense from a football perspective. Then people 

like me look at you as a role-playing character and don’t take your analysis seriously. Jones did all he could with Tyrod. The North 

Stars won’t win a championship again until they get a full-service quarterback.” 

 Attila muttered something and turned back to his computer. Once again, I was making people not want to be around me. 

 I surveyed the gallery. I could see a few EFL beat reporters spread out across the room. The Birdman of Brooklin, in the 

first row and off to my very far right, stood out like one would expect a man in a bird suit to stand out in a place filled with people not 

wearing bird suits. I looked for other “special” members of our group, but it appeared that they had not yet arrived. Close by, Orville 

Smucker was asleep three seats to my left in the second row next to Sparky McGillicuddy, who was busy unpacking his 

Underwood typewriter that, unless I was mistaken, looked a lot like the same model my Great Uncle Edgar had in his study in Darien. 

As I gazed to the left of the gallery, trying to discern who was there, my attention was drawn by the arrival of Faart von 

Wijnandaele, who took his seat directly in front of my Italian neighbour. 

 “Ah, Spats!” he hooted heartily. “I am still laughing at your speeches last night! Let me set up and I will get you a beer!” 

 For the first time ever at an EFL Championship, a beer was not the first thing on my mind as I took in the game day 

atmosphere. I had overindulged last night at Ray J’s and was concerned that I might have a problem. But I could not say no to my 

Avalon drinking buddy, Faart. 

 “Don’t get me any cheap stuff!” I warned. “You Belgians have a little Dutch in you, I know!” 

 “Ahhhrhhhhaa haa hhah haarrr!” Faart roared. 

 In the past, most of the beat reporters tended to congregate together in the seating area. But the set-up at Wilhalla gallery did 

not make that feasible. The seating was in rows and assigned by Media Pass, arranged to study the action on the field. One had to 

retire to the lounge area behind the gallery to socialize. And socializing was not currently my top priority. 

 I looked down on the field as the teams finished their warm-ups and event staff rolled a small portable stage and a large 

white platform in the shape of a football onto the field. Pink was to perform the ‘Star Spangled Banner’ and the St. Paul Chamber 

Orchestra would play an instrumental version of ‘America the Beautiful.’ The field looked to be in pristine shape. Two sets of the 

Roman numeral ‘XII,’ in gleaming gold, framed the brightly coloured EFL logo at the 50-yard line. A platoon of workers got 

everything in place in less than 10 minutes as the capacity crowd filed into their seats. It felt like a spectacle and the game hadn’t 

even started. The EFL was going all-out to make this the slickest and glitziest of all championships. 

 I pondered the irony. This world-class presentation, which was coming very close to being on par with the Super Bowl at its 

height, would soon have to yield center stage to the Chargers and Excaliburs, two teams that practically nobody had predicted would 

oppose each other in the final week of the 2018 campaign. The pre-season Vegas odds had pegged the Excaliburs at 36-1 and the 

Chargers five places behind them at 70-1 to win it all. The odds of these two longshots meeting in the final were astronomical.  

 Pre-season predictions can miss the mark, but it is not as if analysts completely whiffed on St. Charles and York. Neither had 

been dominant over the course of the regular season. Even in victory they could look like the “lesser” team. They were survivors. If 

anybody other than the Football Gods saw this coming in advance, I would want to see notarized, forensic proof.  

  



 

  

The artist, Pink, finishes off an exhilarating rendition of the Star-Spangled Banner in front of a packed house at Wilhalla 

Stadium in Minneapolis and millions of TV viewers world wide. The performance was slightly marred by a gum-spitting 

incident immediately prior to her performance and her detectable, albeit slight failure to reach the high note on “free.” 

The lack of indisputable mastery by either protagonist during the regular and post-season posed a ratings problem for the 

EFL and the media. The league had hoped for a rematch of the 10th anniversary championship between the Triumph and Swordfish to 

draw viewers. That scenario and the acceptable alternate involving the Wolverines – the exciting new kids on the block – came off 

the rails when the Corn Kings beat Sebastian and the Wolverines fizzled against York. The Cowtown-York conference final had been 

a relative ratings flop for a game of such importance. League officials must have shaken their heads in dismay when the Triumph, an 

already storied franchise that had achieved perfection a mere two years before, fell in the conference championship. Having them 

play the final in their home stadium was the last titillating story hook they had.      

At least the league had Tom Brady. The York pivot was still hanging on to his “legend” status despite having not won a 

championship since he led the Dragons to their first in 2008. His three Super Bowl wins with New England in the early 2000s were a 

distant memory and becoming more and more devalued as he failed to make a difference in the EFL. The NFL of that time was 

increasingly being viewed as a diluted and lower league. His 9 mostly futile seasons with Winnemucca and York since being traded 

by Florida had drawn mixed reviews. But his achievements in the 2018 season were undeniable. He had managed to get the most out 

of a manifestly unimpressive offence. Through the running tandem of Derrick Henry and Nick Chubb and the dogged determination 

of tight ends Delanie Walker and Zach Ertz, Brady had mastered the “slow-strike” in 2018 – long, grueling drives kept alive by a 

league-best 44.7% third down conversion rate. The York offence under Brady gradually sucked the life out of opposing defences, 

leading to late collapses like the one most recently suffered by Cowtown in the Conference Championship. 

The ‘Quarterback Duel’ story angle was a non-starter, however. Brady’s opposite number in blue, Carson Wentz, was the 

epitome of hype unjustified. It is not clear what led so many pundits to predict great things for the Charger franchise quarterback 

from the day he arrived at training camp in the 2016 season. His status as a no.4 overall pick certainly played a role. But hailing from  

 



  

a small school where he faced lesser competition should have raised a cautionary flag. Wentz was flashy, slippery, and had that steely 

look in his eyes that cried “winner.” But he was also a river boat gambler who had already thrown 31 interceptions and fumbled 36 

times over one full and two partial seasons. He was reckless with the ball and his shaky 39 to 31 touchdown-to-interception ratio was 

proof that his risk-taking was more harmful than helpful to his team. The Chargers had come this far in spite of their quarterback, not 

because of him.   

 The mainstream media had snatched up the ‘Charger Power’ battle cry to both promote and explain the Chargers’ success. 

The Legend, Tom Brady versus the elemental force known as ‘Charger Power’ became the principal story angle for this year’s Gale 

Sayers Game. “Who will be the Sole Survivor?” became the official sub-title, reflecting the developing consensus that the 2018 

season had been an unprecedented grind. It was a good spin and not a wholly deceptive one. The talent gap between the most 

successful regular season team, Sebastian, and the Chargers was clear both on paper and on the field. But once the Fish had been 

eliminated that became a moot point. When the deceptively strong Cowtown fell to York, the final took on a survival pool feel. 

 The unofficial title of this game was the Cinderella Bowl. However, after having referred to both St. Charles and York as 

“Cinderella teams” during their amazing post-season runs, the mainstream media backed off emphasizing this point in the lead-up to 

the final. Having two Cinderellas suggested no princesses were at the Ball. For Cinderella to have any appeal, she had to beat out a 

Princess for the Prince’s hand. But plenty of writers and non-network radio and TV personalities continued to joke about it being the 

Cinderella Bowl. I was one of those, except I liked to occasionally call it the Cinderella Ball (get it?). 

 “Here you go, Spats!” Faart bellowed as he plunked down a large plastic cup full of beer in front of me, snapping me out of 

my pre-game contemplation. “It is called Merica Beer but is missing the ‘A’. It is a pre-probation beer, whatever it means! Enjoy!” 

 I looked at the crown of slowly dissolving foam and shuddered inwardly. The last thing I needed was another beer. But it 

would be rude to refuse. Not to mention I had a reputation to uphold with Faart, who placed a high value on the ability to consume 

large amounts of malt beverage. I thanked him, tipped my cup to his and took a gulp. Ahhhh…not bad, I thought. Hair of the dog. 

 I was to find out later that the beer Faart had purchased for me was call #Merica, a “pre-prohibition” style lager brewed by 

Surley, a local micro-brewery. It was one of several premium offerings. The reporter’s lounge had been made up to look like a high-

end sports bar, with plenty of TV screens, drinks available at reasonable prices and a menu that featured not only wings, sandwiches, 

hot dogs, and the usual Birdie Burger menu items, but also classic pub items like Steak Frites, chicken curry and meat pies. In the 

past I would have settled down there and watched the game on the big screen while fraternizing with my fellow journalists. Not this 

year. I had placed myself in a kind of self-imposed exile at my desk, while sitting in plain view.  

 My physical position made it more difficult to take stock of who was here and where they all were. As the service colour 

guard marched onto the field in advance of the national anthem, I had yet to spot any of my cartoonish brethren (apart from the 

Birdman). In addition to those I have already mentioned, I could see that Quentin San Pedro was at a desk four spots to my left in 

the same row and Ferguson Jenkins and Archibald Davies sat together five desks away in front of me on my right.  

Charlie Wood was here as well, seated far to my rear right. He had made a point to let me know that he would not be sitting 

near me. “Nothing personal, Spats, it’s just better for my reputation if I am not seen being buddy-buddy with you today,” he had said. 

A soft drumroll and short horn intro by the US Marine Band signalled the start of the National Anthem. The artist, Pink, dressed in a 

silver jacket over a flowing white dress, spit out her gum and closed her eyes. Spitting out gum literally seconds before singing the 

national anthem in front of 100 million people was unheard of. It was a casual gesture unbefitting of the occasion. It spoke to how the 

solemnity of our traditional rituals was slowly degrading as the Me Generation focused on themselves. But Pink redeemed herself in 

my eyes by performing a mostly traditional version of the ‘Star-Spangled Banner,’ straining noticeably as she attempted to extend her 

range beyond normal human limits on the final “free,” but recovering with a strong, ornamented “brave” as the camera view on the 

big screen switched to outside Wilhalla Stadium where four fighter jets passed in formation overhead.   

 A very elegant and beautiful instrumental rendition of ‘America the Beautiful’ followed, masterfully performed by the St. 

Paul Chamber Orchestra. It had a profoundly contemplative feel in contrast to exhilaration and bombast of the national anthem. It 

settled the crowd down instead of pumping it up. It made me wonder what had gone into the decision to have it follow the national 

anthem. This TV spectacle required maximal excitement from the crowd for the opening kickoff. Then it occurred to me that Pink 

would have sounded garish following such a classical performance. In any case, the crowd would have settled down quickly and 

naturally with the start of the action, which turned out to be less than captivating. Reducing the contrast was not such a bad idea. 

  THE GAME – PART I  

A sign that both teams were struggling to cope with the size of the moment came on the first play from scrimmage. The Chargers 

somehow left Delanie Walker uncovered. Brady found him near the sideline and the veteran tight end took off with his eyes on the 

end zone 70 yards away. Someone fleeter of foot would have had a shot at six, but the slower Walker was eventually caught from 

behind by safety Ron Parker, who popped the ball loose. A mad scramble followed, with the ball changing hands four times. Kelvin 

Benjamin, the last to touch it, wisely fell on the ground and turtled as he was crushed under the weight of 20 players. Lady Luck 

would shine again on York three plays later when Brady was strip-sacked by Demario Davis, but the ball bounced back up into 

Brady’s arms, allowing him to fall on it for the recovery. The opening drive fizzled after that. Donnie Jones came on to punt the ball 

away on 4th & 15 at the Charger 36. Despite optimum conditions, York coach, Jay Hammond did not allow field goal kicker 

Graham Gano to test his range. They say that Fortune favours the bold, and it is perhaps not a coincidence that Lady Luck would 

decline to shine her light on York the rest of the day. 

  



  

decline to shine her light on York the rest of the day. 

 The Chargers started at their own 20-yard line after the touchback and marched straight down the field in 10 plays, scoring 

the game’s first touchdown on a pass underneath from Carson Wentz to Jimmy Graham that caught the York linebackers flat-footed. 

A heavy dose of the run had set up the rare aerial success. It was the optimal blueprint for the Chargers’ offence, but one they would 

fail to replicate the rest of the way. At the time, however, it felt as if the Chargers had rid themselves of early butterflies and had 

established control.   

 “Thees Charger quarterback is very roba forte, how you say…cold?” my new Italian friend, Gabrioni Macaroni remarked 

during the break as the special teams units walked onto the field. 

 “You mean cool, I think,” I replied. “He looked very cool on that drive, yes,” I agreed, deciding not to get into a discussion 

about how uncool the Charger quarterback had been through most of his career. But if one had only seen Carson Wentz on that single 

drive, one could be forgiven for thinking he was the second coming of Joe Montana.    

 An illegal block on the kick return put the Excaliburs back at their 11-yard line to begin their next possession. The penalty 

added 12 yards and close to two minutes more to what would turn out to be one of the longest drives in championship history when 

measured in real time. At 20 plays, it burned up 10:40 of clock time and over 10 minutes of real-time interruptions due to on-field 

clock stoppages, commercial breaks and an extra-long change of quarters. With York facing 2nd & 5 at their own 40-yard line, a 

viewer could have left the living room to answer the call of nature, stopped in the kitchen to make a sandwich and grab a beer on the 

way back, sat back down then gone back to retrieve his phone that he had left on the counter and grab two more beers for his buddies 

and return to find that York still had the ball and was threatening inside the red zone. At 23:33 in real time, it was epic drive, 

executed in classic York style with a mix of runs, short passes and four third-down converts. But after all of that, a sack of Brady by 

Yannick Ngakoue and a misfire on 3rd & goal from the 10 brought Gano onto the field to kick a chip shot from 28 yards out.  

 Judging from the reaction of the crowd to the York field goal, there were more York fans than Charger fans in attendance. 

More accurately, there were more Triumph fans supporting York for a day. The Excaliburs, a small market club with a low profile, 

were best known as the home of Tom Brady and little else. They had few fans outside of their hometown. The first time they had 

been in the national spotlight – the Conference Championship versus Death Valley in 2012 – video clips of coach Jay Hammond 

stumbling on to the field in slippers, track pants and an oversized fur coat waving a toy sword made their rounds on Twitter and 

became a popular meme. But the notoriety had been short-lived. The national spotlight moved on. With the return of that spotlight, 

the eccentric York coach had outdone himself today, taking the field in a knight costume in an effort to inspire his players.  

 “Mama mia!” cried Macaroni. “Thees York ees slower than Belgium in World Cup!”  

 Faart von Wijnandaele heard the remark about the Belgian national soccer team and turned around abruptly to face 

Macaroni. “You Italy stupid person!” he barked. “The Azzurri-holes did not even make the World Cup and you talk about Belgium! 

You have spaghetti in your brain!”  

 “Fungool, you thick face dummy!” Gabrioni shouted back, raising his fist in the fig sign. “You know your pants are like a 

girl! You wear girl pants!” 

 I burst out laughing, spitting out a mouthful of beer in the process, narrowly missing the keyboard of my laptop. It doesn’t 

get much funnier that two hot-headed Europeans insulting each other in a second language. And, indeed, Faart’s bright yellow and 

red cycling pants were very strange, given he had not ridden a bike to the stadium. It was a fashion statement, and one wide open to 

interpretation and ridicule. I forced a quick recovery and intervened. 

 “Hey, hey, guys, settle down!” I urged in my most calming voice. “This isn’t the World Cup Final. If it was neither 

of your teams would be there anyway, so relax and let it go!” 

This statement caused both men to freeze. A couple of seconds elapsed then they turned their heads in unison to stare at me. 

As if on cue they launched a simultaneous fusillade of insults and objections in my direction – a melange of Flemish and Italian 

curses with English words like, “stupid,” “crazy,” “fucker” and, if I am not mistaken, “butthole” mixed in. I had managed to unite 

against me possibly the last two people in the room who had been willing to engage me in social conversation. If base hits were 

awarded for each person, I had met and alienated this week I would be batting 1.000.  

I tried to defend myself, claiming I had been only joking, but it was to no avail. Although both gentlemen refrained from 

physical violence, the spirit that drove soccer hooliganism was alive and well in my Belgian and Italian neighbours. I waited for the 

fury to run its natural course. When it finally died down, I looked down at the field to see that York once again had possession. In the 

brouhaha I had missed the Chargers’ entire second possession – a three-and-out that had taken two minutes off the clock.  

The second Excalibur drive was much like the first, except this time it opened with a bomb attempt to Josh Doctson that 

was nearly – and should have been – intercepted by Adoree’ Jackson. Sobered by the near calamity, the York offence returned to 

their more familiar routine of running the ball to set up the odd short and medium pass. This time it was Derrick Henry who led the 

charge on the ground. His Clydesdale frame battered the Charger front seven for 30+ yards and a pair of first downs before he had to 

take a breather. The Excaliburs continued to move steadily up the field, a little more briskly than last time, but still sucking the life 

out of the clock and the wind out of the stadium.  

A 6-yard pitch to Giovanni Bernard cracked the Charger red zone. I looked up at the clock. It showed 1:19 remaining in the 

first half! In isolation, these long York drives were slow and tortuous. But in the big picture they had actually accelerated the game by 

 

  



 

  

reducing the number of possessions. This was just the third time York had possessed the ball. The Chargers had had it only twice. In 

terms of game rhythm, it felt like it was early in the 2nd quarter.  

The feeling in the press gallery was that the Excaliburs were about to break through and take a lead into halftime. The 

Charger defence had kept its discipline but was visibly wearing down.  

“Alright Brady, finish it off!” someone behind me cracked after the York quarterback had checked down for first-down 

completion to Danny Amendola at the Charger nine.  

The crowd noise swelled on the next play as Bernard took another pitch, turned the corner and darted for pay dirt. The 

growing roar of the York supporters abruptly diminished as Charger linebacker Shaquil Barrett slammed into him at the 1-yard line 

and threw him back. A burst of cheers from the Charger fans in attendance confirmed that the York running back had been stopped 

short. The Swords tried another pitch but having seen the play three times in the last four snaps, Barrett sniffed it out and blasted 

Bernard out of bounds for a big 4-yard loss! An ambiguous din filled Wilhalla Stadium – a mix of groans, sighs, curses and bellowing 

applause as the integrated fan base reacted to the big play.  

It was now 3rd & goal from the five. The Swords needed a big play, or they would have to settle for another field goal. Henry 

was back in the game, and it felt like even money that he would get the ball given the weariness of the Charger defence. Indeed, he 

did, or it looked like that was the intention. Whether Brady turned the wrong way or Henry approached from the wrong side, the 

handoff was botched and both players stumbled forward together into the arms of the massive Vita Vea. Not an inch.   

Charger fans leapt to their feet and broke into a loud rendition of ‘CHARGER POWER,’ while York fans shook their heads 

disgustedly and slumped in their seats.  

“What happened there, Spats?” Macaroni asked me, apparently forgetting that moments earlier he had called me a  

 

 

 

  

 

  

 “butthole.” The passion of the Latins must 

be quick to ignite and quick to fade.  

“They botched the handoff somehow,” I 

replied. “I’m not sure what happened there. Might 

have been a play action or Henry and Brady got 

crossed up. In any case, it’s fourth down and time 

for a field goal.” 

Or so I thought. Jay Hammond had other 

plans. The York coach had a stubborn streak in him 

that, once triggered, overrode common sense. A 

survey of the ground – even from my lofty vantage 

point in the press gallery – showed where the 

momentum lay, and it was all on the blue side of the 

field. The miscommunication on the third-down play 

should have been a warning sign. The blatant disgust 

showing on Brady’s face as he walked off the field 

was another warning sign; the veteran was 

uncharacteristically rattled. It does not get much 

easier than a 23-yard field goal. Take the points and 

head to the locker down by 1 instead of 4. 

Hammond instead sent the offence back 

onto the field. He did it with a dramatic flourish, 

waving his sword and pointing in the direction of the 

line of scrimmage. He bawled something in the air 

as he did so – who knows what inanity to do with 

battle and swordsmanship. The York offence 

trudged forward uneasily, as if it had been given an 

unpleasant task to perform. 

For the first time all game a thick and 

palpable gripping tension filled Walhalla Stadium. 

The collective mind of the crowd, split though it was 

in its loyalties, was united in understanding that the 

game had arrived at an early turning point.  

“I like this decision!” announced Faart 

boldly. He turned around to make sure I had heard  

  

 

 

York coach Jay Hammond is dressed for battle on the sideline. The 

eccentric coach, GM and part-owner of the Excaliburs carries a 

miniature sword he calls, Exie, that he waves to inspire his players. 



  

him. Apparently, he too had already forgotten that he had called me a “fucker” less than 30 minutes ago. “It shows pride and daring. 

Those are Flemish qualities!” 

“Pride before a fall,” I answered dryly, feeling like I knew in advance what the outcome of the gambit would be. I did not have a 

favourite in this game, which allowed me to see things clearer. I had picked the Chargers to upset the Excaliburs precisely because I 

saw the Chargers under Mike Martz and John Clingan as the more disciplined team, less prone to taking the kind of gamble that 

was being taken by the Swords here. In a game as large as the Gale Sayers Game, emotions were already high enough that attempting 

to manipulate them with grandiose gestures of confidence or blunt challenges to manhood and courage carried heightened risks. The 

coach who could stabilize the emotions of his players by focusing on the task at hand was doing them a bigger favour. Admittedly, a 

successful gamble in this situation could set a winning tone for York. But nobody would have faulted Coach Hammond for taking the 

three points in this situation. Going into the half down by one point was almost as good as going in with a tie. In a game that already 

looked like the little things were going to matter a lot, turning down an almost certain three points for a remote chance to break the 

serve of your opponent seemed a little premature. It was too early to put the game on the line, but this was essentially what the York 

coach was instructing his team to do as Brady settled under center and began his cadence. 

 The players knew it too. Throwing caution to the wind, Deatrich Wise Jr, a second-year player out of Arkansas who had 

been a back-up rotational end for the Chargers in 2018, timed the snap count perfectly and was in the backfield before Brady could 

get set. In a flash he engulfed the veteran quarterback and brought him down for a 7-yard loss. The crowd erupted in celebration. The 

jubilance of Charger fans filled Wilhalla Stadium, eclipsing the painful groans of York fans as they watched the croupier of the 

Football Gods rake in their chips.  

 In an act of uncompromising defiance, the headstrong Jay Hammond called his remaining two timeouts in succession with 

a mere 3 seconds left in the first half. Carson Wentz knelt three times and the gun sounded to signal the end of the first half.   

 “What is the point of that?” a bewildered Faart asked out loud, turning to me as if I would know the inner workings of the 

York coach’s mind.  

 “He’s making a point,” I answered. “It is a symbolic one, since he can no longer make real ones.” 

 “Ahhhrhhhhaa haa hhah haarrr!” Faart roared. All was well again. 

 It occurred to me that if Faart had been able to forget my slight against the Belgian national soccer team so quickly, perhaps 

my beat writer colleagues had slept away any animosity they may have developed toward me because of my stream-of-consciousness 

speech last night. I felt I could risk a trip to the lounge. I had to move at some point; the #Merica beer had may its way through me.  

 Another advantage of the Wilhalla Stadium press gallery was its access to spacious restrooms segregated from the long 

trough-style urinals used by the public. I joined a cluster of reporters heading to relieve themselves at the half time break. We filed 

into the washroom and lined up. I took up my position at a urinal and waited for nature take over. Then I heard my name… 

 “Blow me tight, if it i’nt the swizzler, Spats!” a familiar voice sounded to my immediate right. “You were right squiffy last 

night! A real boozer!”  

  It could only be one person. Yet, I had not noticed Sir Reginald Malcolm Clapham lined up against the wall, let alone 

right next to me. His tall white pith helmet, broad handlebar moustache, monocle and knee-high laced hiking boots usually gave him 

away from a distance. I turned my head to verify what I thought I had heard. The man to the right of me could have been Sir 

Reginald, but this man was clean-shaven, helmetless, and wearing a modern, rather stylish khaki commando sweater. He smiled. 

 “You didn’t recognize me, did you,” he said with evident satisfaction. His grin revealed typically bad English teeth, but 

apart from that one Victorian characteristic, one could have mistaken him for a Minnesotan. “You wouldn’t make a very good private 

eye!” he added in twentieth century English without a trace of an accent. 

 “Sir Reginald?” I asked, knowing the answer but feeling I should frame it as a question to underline my astonishment.  

 “Reggie to you, Spats,” he replied. The sound of a fly zipping up was detectable behind the privacy barrier. I knew for a fact 

that Victorian Era flies were strictly of the button-up variety. This meant that ‘Reggie’ was fully decked out in 21st century kit. 

“Before you say anything,” he continued. “I got to thinking after your speech last night that maybe you were right about my persona 

getting in the way of my football writing. I was too focused on building an image for the franchise and neglected the football. And the 

rugby references only damaged my credibility as a football analyst. So, I will be writing my Gale Sayers article under the by-line, 

‘Reginald Smith, at the Championship.’ And I will be focusing on the football, which to this point has been excruciatingly boring. Or, 

as Sir Malcolm would say, ‘not up to dick!’” 

 Reggie still had a way to go before I would take his football analysis seriously. There had been no big offensive plays – 

unless one counts the opening vaudeville act on the game’s first snap – but there was a lot to unpack from the first half chess match. 

Most intriguing to me was how the Charger defence had performed in the red zone with their backs against the wall. Was this a 

function of so-called ‘Charger Power,’ i.e., the ability to draw collectively on a reserve of collective psychic energy? Or was it a 

function of York’s offence somehow failing in the big moments to impose its will and execute? The Charger defensive line had been 

quicker off the ball and able to gain penetration on key red zone plays. Without the benefit of All-22, I could only reasonably 

speculate that the York line play could have been better in those situations.   

 As we dried our hands at the sink, I thought of opening Reggie’s mind to the hidden game then decided better of it. “Yes,  

 

 

 



  

not one of the livelier championships I’ve ever seen,” I agreed. 

“Let me buy you a cool one to celebrate your new persona.”  

 I allowed myself to mingle in the lounge after 

purchasing a couple of drafts at the bar. A blend of network and 

beat reporters clustered together in small groups to discuss the 

game, the weather and to comment on the penetrating vocal 

range of singer Ariana Grande, who had clapped her way with 

her dancers onto the Gale Sayers Stage in a prelude to her 

opening number, ‘Bang Bang.’ 

 “The firm denial of the Excaliburs at the point of 

climax demonstrates that the Chargers are in control,” an 

eldritch voice behind me crept through the din, causing an 

involuntary chill down to crawl down my spine. I had heard 

that voice before.  

 I turned around. Standing in a small circle directly 

behind me was a man of medium height, pale complexion 

wearing a black turtleneck sweater and slim-fit black jeans. His 

greasy black hair was fixed in a short ponytail behind his ears. 

A hairy mole protruded from under his jawline beneath his right 

ear. Although out of costume, I recognized his contemptuous 

mocking smile. It was the Marquis de Sade! But apparently 

this was how he dressed and looked when he was carrying on 

life as Andre Delorme.  

“But will they who appear to be the masters be able to 

hold the Master, Brady down?” another very familiar voice 

interjected. “When the empire appeared to be at its strongest is 

when it was undermined by hubris and determined foes!” 

There was no mistaking the tone and syntax of the man who 

had spoken those words. But his appearance was dramatically 

different from the plaster-faced, bearded, toga-wearing Marcus 

Aurelius I was used to. This man was wearing a cream, V-neck 

Gucci sweater and (if I was not mistaken) grey Boggi Milano’s 

men’s slacks – a stylish casual outfit befitting a 21st century 

Roman Emperor. He was quite florid in complexion with what I 

estimated to be a three-day salt & pepper stubble on his chin.   

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

   

 

  

  

 

  

 

  

Ariana Grande belts a high note in her halftime 

performance at Gale Sayers XII. The appearance of the 

year’s most popular singer is a sign the EFL has arrived.  

estimated to be a three-day salt & pepper stubble on his chin.   

 “Good point, Marco,” said a young-looking man wearing a grey fleece jacket, khaki cargo pants and matching Tilley hat. 

His dark brown hair, neatly manicured goatee and glint of devilishness in his eyes brought to mind the look of the young Merlin I had 

seen in my trip back in time last year in Avalon. I studied his features. It was Merlin! But how had he managed to make such a 

complete transformation from the craggy-faced, white-bearded, obviously ancient fellow he had always been?  

 You should know the answer to that, Spats! A voice intruded in my head. It was Merlin, of course. It’s magic. I have just 

enough left in me to maintain this illusion past the post-game. Meet Merle Mage, beat writer for the Round Table Chronicle. 

 Apparently, all the eccentric characters in our group had dropped their acts and adopted their real names for game day. In the 

case of Merlin – whose real name was Merlin – he had taken on a conventional, if somewhat contrived name to conceal his true 

mystical origin. This intriguing fact explained why I had not been able to find any of them in the crowd during my pre-game survey. 

Any except the Birdman of Brooklin, of course, who had remained in character decked out like Hawkman. 

 I looked around for the Birdman. He was not difficult to spot as he made his way up from the gallery toward the bar. The 

lounge was getting crowded. He had to pause several times to squeeze through knots of conversing journalists. He was heading in my 

general direction before he stopped before a group of mainstream TV analysts that included Skope Boylezz, Will Simons and Russ 

Flont of ESPN. He waited for Simons to let him pass, but the always irritable analyst with the obnoxious takes ignored him and kept 

talking. Finally, the Birdman tapped him on the shoulder with his feathered arm. Simons turned around abruptly to face him. 

 “Hey, buddy!” he gnarled. “I think you’re lost. This isn’t the mascot’s lounge!”  

 Boyelezz chuckled. Flont roared with laughter, repeating the words “mascot’s lounge” with great gusto while 

holding his jiggling, protruding paunch.   

 

 

 

 



  

The Birdman said something that I couldn’t make out above the racket. 

“Let me see your pass then, bird brain!” Simons sneered. He had obviously packed away more than his share of cold ones 

and that had inflamed his already big ego and irritable personality. Boylezz chukled again, but this time with a little less enthusiasm. 

Flont laughed even louder, echoing the words, “bird brain” as he slapped his swollen thigh.  

The Birdman brushed back a clump of feathers to reveal his media pass. Simons grabbed it and brought it up to his nose, as 

if studying it for authenticity. He looked up at the Birdman and studied his face, which was half-concealed behind a bird mask, then 

scrutinized the laminated card with the word ‘MEDIA’ displayed prominently beneath a photo of the Birdman.  

“You have the wrong pass, my strange, feathered friend,” he declared officiously. “You obviously don’t belong here. You 

should be down on the field dancing and scaring little kids or something. Now take a flight before I call Security!”  

Boylezz smiled nervously. Flont let out a thundering guffaw and repeated the words, “take a flight” as he bent over in 

hysterics. Attention was on the Birdman as he stood still, looking dumbfounded. A knot of outrage formed in my stomach as I 

watched the exchange. I thought of Gabby’s words, which at the time had seemed so ridiculous to me: “He self-identifies as a bird, 

Spats! Making fun of him for it is very insensitive.”  

Although I was aware that the Birdman of Brooklin was not a bird; and that he probably should seek professional help for 

clinging to the idiosyncratic belief that he was, I was all the same appalled that his journalistic credentials were being dismissed 

simply because he harboured a harmless delusion about himself. The Birdman of Brooklin was one of the better beat writers around. 

Notwithstanding what I had declared in my speech the night before, I decided to come to his defence, for the sake of journalism. 

“Hey Simons!” I barked. “Who put you in charge of the lounge?” 

Heads turned in astonishment. Simons was caught off guard and momentarily silent. I jumped in to fill the void: “Who are 

you to decide who the journalists are? Didn’t you predict a Budapest-Iowa City final?” That brough a spattering of nervous laughter 

from bystanders who were beginning to take notice of the kerfuffle. I continued while I still had the floor. 

“The Birdman of Brooklin has impeccable journalistic credentials,” I declared as Simons stared back. It was his turn to be 

dumbfounded. Several people chuckled for some reason. “Im-peck-able, oh that’s clever,” I heard somebody say.  

“It’s true!” I turned to the broader group. “If you don’t believe me, check it out. His writing is top-flight!” 

A few more chuckles and a modest guffaw from Russ Flont, who repeated the word, “flight” while his head shook in 

amusement.  

“You guys at the networks should stop preening yourselves, get off your lofty perch and make room for a writer like the 

Birdman,” I continued, as the people around Simons and several others chuckled heartily. In the moment I wasn’t sure if they were 

laughing at Simons getting dressed down or laughing at my defence of the Birdman’s writing. I redoubled my efforts: “You think 

ESPN is a feather in your cap that puts you above a writer like the Birdman, but you wouldn’t beak at him like that if you were so 

confident.” The cluster of nearby groups had turned into an audience that was now hanging on my every word and finding me a lot 

funnier than my colleagues had found me last night.     

 “You may think he’s cuckoo, but he watches the game like a hawk, swooping in on a story and plucking it from the field of 

play like a bird of prey! Brooklin is fortunate to have a talon-ted writer who doesn’t just wing it like you guys at the networks. And 

you have the nerve to chirp at him like that,” I felt like I was on a roll. I added gravely: “Mark my words. Flapping your gums at 

colleagues will come home to roost one day! And you, Russ!” I turned my gaze onto Russ Flont and ended: “Stop egging him on!” 

 This last line caused a burst of general laughter. Simons joined in, tilting back his head. “Well done, Spats!” he said, a look 

of relief on his face. He turned to the Birdman, “Go flutter off bird brain!” he said with a flapping hand gesture.  

 A dejected-looking Birdman of Brooklin slunk away He took the long route around the crowd and the last I saw of him he 

was disappearing through the door to the public area. I started to go after him but was held up by Russ Flont, who did not usually 

notice me at these championship gatherings, let alone have the time of day to talk to me. 

 “That was one of the funniest improvs I’ve ever heard in my life!” he gushed with his usual hyperbole. “You probably don’t 

think I got the reference to talon-ted, but I did. Funny stuff! You should do stand-up…seriously!” He slapped me on the shoulder. 

“Let me buy you a beer!”  

 I was suddenly appalled. Without realizing it, I had unconsciously phrased everything in bird terms to the point of parody 

and ridicule that they perceived was directed at the Birdman. I had meant to draw a distinction between the Birdman’s writing and his 

personal fantasy about being a bird. But in jumping to his defence, I had become the focus of attention and that had again knocked me 

into a trance where I said the first thing on my mind, and bird fixation was on my mind. I had lost control of my metaphors. 

 Will Simons budged in and gave me a gentle elbow in the ribs. “I admit, I didn’t know where you were going with that at 

first, Spats!” he revealed. “I thought you were taking aim at me. But that little shot about Budapest-Iowa was just a set up for the gag. 

A misdirection. Pretty sophisticated stuff, well done! You scared off that freak faster than I could have!”  

 I smiled nervously, trying to conceal my personal despair. I noticed that Reggie Smith (Sir Malcolm), who had been 

standing next to me, turned and moved away. Marco (Aurelius) followed, as did Andre Delorme (the Marquis de Sade), Merle 

Mage (Merlin) and several others, including Sparky McGillicuddy and Quentin San Pedro.  

 Only Charlie Wood from the beat writer crowd stuck around. But only long enough to whisper in my ear, “Spats, do you 

think you might have terrets? I’d go get it checked out.” 

 

  

 



  

 Skope Boylezz, another ESPN shark permanently in competition with his network rivals for the sharpest bite to his 

commentary, weighed in: “You have some pretty strong opinions about controversial stuff, Spats, and that frankly holds you back. As 

a wordsmith, though, you are one of the best! I’m sure there’s a corporate award in that for you if you cut down on the politics. 

Remember why people turn to sports, Spats. It’s because they don’t want to think about that other stuff.” 

 I hadn’t noticed that syndicated radio host, Cowan Bullherd was also in the lounge and had heard the exchange. He 

approached me wearing a big, forged smile on his face. “I want to thank you for coming out and saying what most of us wanted to 

say to that weirdo but were too polite to!” he stated without a hint of irony. The host of Morning Bull was known for his blunt and 

sometimes insulting takes on issues when talking on the radio. Apparently, those qualities did not extend to his social interactions.  

 I was stunned by the complete reversal of my original intention. Being stunned, I reverted to the social forms of my 

upbringing among the well-heeled in New Haven County, Connecticut. These consisted of making vacuous statements that agreed 

with the prevailing opinion of the room followed by compliant nods affirming the vacuous statements of others in support of the 

prevailing opinion of the room. By the time Ariana Grande had wrapped up her halftime performance with a shortened for TV 

version of ‘Thank U, Next,’ I had become immersed in the groupthink of the gallery’s mainstream media clique.  

I had not realized, even in my most cynical moments, just how much the on-the-ground beat reporter was despised by those 

working for the networks, who saw it as their mission to ensure that the product sold, no matter what. The game’s heroes had to be 

haloed and the villains vilified – truth and nuance be damned. It was all about narrative and spin to create a larger than life dynamic 

that fans could sink their teeth into. Make no mistake – I already knew this. But in the 30-minutes of socializing with the ESPN crew 

after I had inadvertently banished the Birdman of Brooklin from the Pres Gallery, for the first time in my life I felt it. The networks 

controlled the weather; the beat reporters worked under it and had to adjust accordingly. Disconcertingly, I found a logic in it. 

 THE GAME – PART II 

My head was swimming. I was starting to get a buzz from the stream of beers that had come my way courtesy of my new friends 

from the network. I noted that they all drank Budwesier, probably for contractual reasons – a clause in their contract with the Devil. 

When I returned to my seat the Excaliburs had the ball near mid-field. Didn’t they receive to start the first half? I asked myself. 

 “Spats, there you are!” a glassy-eyed Faart von Wijnandaele roared as he turned around in his chair. “I was looking for 

you at the bar, waiting for that beer you owe to me!”  

 Faart, naturally gregarious, tended to get louder with each pint. He had not witnessed my disgraceful episode, nor spoken to 

anyone about it because he had spent almost all of halftime in the bathroom stall trying to expel a particularly large bowel movement. 

He shared this information with me freely, having no shame about such things.    

 “Ah damn! I’m sorry, Faart!” I said half-heartedly. I did not want to connect with Faart knowing that it was just a 

matter of time before he too branded me a traitor to the righteous causes of grassroots journalism and bird-delusion tolerance. “I’ll get 

you on the way out,” I added feebly. “What happened to the Chargers? Turnover?” I asked, diverting my depressed thoughts to the 

game.  

Faart stared at me briefly, his expression inscrutable. Did he sense something was wrong? 

“Haaarhhaarrh!” he suddenly burst out laughing. “They play like you look, Spats! Like hungover tanks of piss! They punt 

after three plays. York moving again. They will wear them down and Brady will get his trophy!” 

The York push took 12 plays but covered just 49 yards. It ended with a Graham Gano field goal from 44 yards out to bring 

York within 1 point. This would have given them the lead if they had elected to kick the field goal before halftime. But it did appear 

in that moment that their lost gambit would not matter in the long term. It was only a matter of time before the Chargers’ defence 

collapsed. I did not need a stopwatch to know that they had been on the field a long time.  

The cloud that had settled over the Charger offence since their first scoring drive suddenly lifted on their next series. The ice 

broke on the drive’s second play, when Carson Wentz scrambled 11 yards for a first down. He popped up after the tackle and fired 

his fist in the air. A bolt of electricity seemed flash from it. Was this Charger Power? I thought. Dalvin Cook scampered for 8 yards 

on the next play, drawing the York defence in. Charger coach Mike Martz shrewdly chose that moment to challenge the York 

secondary and his bet on his electrified quarterback paid off. Wentz delivered a strike over the middle to Michael Thomas for a 32-

yard gain. It sent an invisible bolt of electricity into the Charger fans in the stands, who exploded suddenly like an old artillery shell. 

It was the first explosive play of the game, by either offence, that hadn’t featured three fumbles.  

The result was not only good for Charger morale – it had the tangible benefit of putting them in field goal range and in 

position to retake the lead. Unsure what to expect, the Excaliburs’ defence backed off and got pushed backwards 15 more yards on 

two dives up the middle by Dion Lewis. With the ball now 1st and goal inside the York 10, the Chargers were in position to drive it 

home. But the relatively fresh York defence was not going to let the Charger defence steal all the red zone accolades.  

Von Miller showed what star players are supposed to do when the chips are down. He shed his block with ease as Wentz 

dropped back to pass and charged at the St. Charles quarterback. As Wentz raised his arm to throw, Miller stripped the ball out and 

Joe Schobert recovered the loose ball. A true gauge of how many York supporters were in the stands came in the form of a mid-80s 

decibel hurrah (according to the stadium’s ‘crowd-o-meter’). The pass to Thomas three plays earlier had registered in the high 70’s. It 

returned to that high-70’s level a few minutes later after a successful Martz challenge ruled that Wentz’s arm had been coming 

forward. That gave the Chargers a reprieve and a 2nd & goal from the 9-yard line. 

 

  

 



  

 Wentz dropped back again but quickly bailed on the play, obviously not wanting to remain a target in the pocket. But like a 

demon possessed, Miller tracked him down from behind and punched the ball out. It took a St. Charles bounce and receiver Kendall 

Wright fell on it at the 5-yard line. Two plays; two forced fumbles. What was the chance that York would get a lucky third shot? 

 On 3rd & goal form the five the Chargers tripled down on their attempt find an aerial route into the end zone. But even as a 

flag flew after York’s Lawrence Guy jumped offside, awarding a free play, Wentz was unable to time an in-route to Wright and 

Darqueze Dennard batted the ball away. The penalty gave St. Charles a fourth chance, this time from 2 yards out. 

 Martz had finally seen enough of his quarterback’s red zone follies. The jolt of ‘Charger Power’ caused by his first down 

scramble had obviously worn off. Wentz turned and handed the ball off to Dalvin Cook, who darted straight past a blitzing Miller and 

through a gaping hole in the York defensive line for a touchdown. Fans in blue burst into cheers.  

 “Mama mia! Gli Azzurri!” shouted Gabrioni Macaroni as he jumped out of his seat.  

 He had startled me. I turned to him and said: “I didn’t realize you cheered for the Chargers.” 

 “I don’t,” he answered, looking a bit embarrassed. “It is a…how you say…riflesso, a reflex! They wear the blue, like Italia.” 

 The Italian national soccer team’s nickname was the Azzurri (the Blues) after the Savoy Blue jerseys they wore. The Charger 

blue was a little darker, but close enough to prompt an association that drew out the natural Italian need to emote, even when having 

no stake in the outcome. Gabrioni could not sit still while the two factions in the crowd rode an emotional roller coaster. It was too 

reminiscent of a world cup event.  

 I contrasted that with my own lack of attachment to the teams on the field. Neither featured an emotional hook colourful 

enough to lure me in. Having cancelled out each other’s “Cinderella” status they stood exposed before the entire football world as 

undersized for the moment. I was watching two crafty street fighters who had survived the back alleys of the EFL suddenly thrust 

into the ring at Caesar’s Palace. The Charger “posse” was fanatically possessed, believing they wielded a kind of voodoo called 

‘Charger Power.’ The York Faithful (there was no other word to describe them) believed blindly in their savior, Tom Brady whose 

unexpected return to the big stage felt like a kind of Second Coming. Few, if any, had expected the Excaliburs to be here.  They 

carried themselves with a hint of “we’re-not-worthy” as a result.  

The rest of the football world watched the game ritually because it was required to consummate the season and allow the 

league to move on to next year. Whatever emotionalism existed outside the St. Charles and York fanbases was artificially induced by 

betting and copious amounts of alcohol.   

I watched with almost complete emotional detachment but with a genuine intellectual curiosity. I was interested to see if the 

eventual winner would back into the victory circle by being the least inept or exhibit some form of “championship quality” that 

wrested the win away from a competent opponent. So far, the only championship qualities I had seen were from the Charger defence 

in the first half and Von Miller’s balls-to-the-wall, back-to-back forced fumbles that almost stopped this last Charger touchdown 

drive cold. But until I saw the tape, I could not be certain that the Chargers’ defence had truly been superlative in those f irst half 

moments and not merely competent in the face of a discordant York offence. Certainly, the Shaquil Barrett tackle of Giovanni 

Bernard at the 1-yard line was an All-Pro effort. I didn’t need to watch the tape again to certify that. As for the rest? Well, Tom 

Brady and Derrick Henry did collide with each other at a critical moment. It was possible the York offence had simply choked in the 

clutch. Miller’s efforts were as impressive as Barrett’s but thwarted by fate. The Chargers, as they had all season, got the call and the 

lucky bounce. Charger Power in action? 

 “Spats, you should get a coffee!” Faart commanded. It was uttered brusquely, snapping me out of my reverie. I had become 

lost in my thoughts. “You are dozy!” 

 I laughed it off and returned my eyes to the field, where the Excaliburs had the ball at their 34-yard line. I did not know how 

they got there but I saw that they faced third down and 4. Brady dropped back to pass as the York line started to bend in the face of 

the Charger pass rush. The play of the Excaliburs’ offensive line on drop backs had not been stellar to this point. Unusually, Brady 

gave up on the play early and took off running. It caught the Chargers off guard and before they could corral him into a slide, the 

veteran had covered 11 yards for a first down and more. It was now Brady’s turn to pop up and wave his fist. Was this York’s answer 

to ‘Charger Power?’ 

 But the impetus gained from the Brady scramble dissipated two plays later when Danny Amendola jumped for a short slant 

over the middle and was jolted by Charger cornerback, TJ Carrie. The ball came loose and rolled to Julius Peppers, who smothered 

it for the St. Charles recovery. For a second the air went out of the stadium as horrified York fans gasped at the violence of the hit and 

the Charger fans held their breath for confirmation that they had indeed recovered. When Gene Steratore signalled Charger ball, the 

partisans in blue-and-yellow sprung up as one and began to chant “CHA - JAH – POW – AH!” Whatever expletive York fans may 

have favoured was lost in the racket of Charger fans in delirium, who were behaving as if the game was already won. 

 There were 45 seconds remaining in the third quarter – still plenty of time for a York comeback. The 4th quarter this year had 

belonged to York. But it did indeed feel as if the contest had irrevocably turned at that point. The body language on the York sideline 

– dramatically exemplified by a disconsolate-looking Amendola – did not inspire confidence in anyone hoping for a turnaround. If 

their time was coming, the Excaliburs’ players did not look like they were ready for it. 

 The long break between quarters meant that conversation with my neighbours was unavoidable.  

 “Ongelukkig!” Faart hawked, shaking his head slowly as he absent-mindedly raised and lowered his cup of beer, as 

if unsure  

  



  

if unsure whether or not to finish the final gulp. “These are lucky guys, these Chargers!” he added in English. 

 I did not know what he had said in Flemish, but the tone was somber, as if spoken from the York side. “Are you a secret 

York fan, Faart?” I asked him. 

 “Not a York fan. Eerlijk, I did not know York, other than Tom Brady, until this year” he said sheepishly. “I know I should 

know them as an expert in my country. I just don’t want the Chargers to win. They beat us two times this year – lucky both times. 

And they are too new in the league to win. So, I hope they lose and only York can make that happen.” 

 At that moment a server arrived with a tray of 6 beers I had ordered off an electronic app I had downloaded from the EFL 

Live Experience Online website. I had seen others ordering beers without getting up and soon figured out how they were able to do 

so. It was perfect. I could get Faart the beer I owed him without circulating in the lounge. Faart’s eyes lit up. 

 “There are two there for you, Faart and two for you Gabrioni!” I turned to my Italian neighbour, who had been busy typing 

away on his laptop.  

 “Meraviglioso!” Gabrioni exclaimed. He raised one in the air and cried out: “To the Azzurri of America!” 

 “Baahh!” Faart retorted. “To the green ones!” he bellowed. 

  DENOUEMENT 

I nursed my beers and focused on the game; even though I was certain the essential game had already been played. The network 

broadcast crew of John Badden and Phil Winterall were doing their part to keep fans glued to the set. Tom Brady had been in this 

position before and it was when he was most dangerous, they said. It was enough to keep most people around.  

Of course, it would be foolish to rule out a York comeback, down by 8 points with 15 minutes remaining. But I felt in my 

bones that it was not coming. An instinct honed by watching and analyzing literally thousands of football games told me what my 

conscious mind, in that moment, could not fully articulate. Referee intervention – a very real, un-talked about thing – was a 

possibility. But I thought that the league itself did not really care which one of these teams won the game, as long as people watched. 

And while this would turn out to be the least-watched, in North America, final since Florida thumped Iowa City to cap off the 

league’s second season, the people who were tuned in to this game would mostly stay tuned in to the bitter end, unlike that old 

debacle. Nor did the league feel it had to prop up Brady. The league likely relished the unprovable myth that it was of a calibre above 

the old NFL that had yielded Brady’s trophies. Why let him stomp all over the EFL as well, if he wasn’t able to do it fair and square? 

 Despite my feeling that the game was on a downhill roll to a Charger victory, I kept my eyes on the action – not just because 

it was my job, but to take my mind off my social fumbles of the past two days. I had received a cold text from Gabby about my 

alleged bullying of the Birdman of Brooklin. While she had not witnessed it, she had heard the accounts and was not happy with me. 

In fact, she wanted nothing more to do with me. ‘I thought there was a human being hiding inside you somewhere, Spats,’ she had written.  

  At least Gabby had reached out to me. From everyone else there was radio silence. Everyone except Faart, and my 

new Italian friend, seemed to avoid me. I might have been exaggerating the degree of my ostracization – I was glued to my seat, 

meaning people would have to go out of their way to engage me. And why would they do that, even on a good day? But I could see 

the disappointment and resentment when I had unintentionally unleashed my cruel comedy routine in the lounge at halftime. And 

there was last night’s disaster on top of that as well.  

 Then it hit me, as Steven Hauschka booted a 40-yard field goal to put St Charles up 17-6, that maybe last night had not been 

such a disaster after all. The most caricaturish of the EFL beat reporters, with the exception of the Birdman, had all ditched their 

costumes and pretences for the game. That told me that they must have detected some hard truth in what I had said. They may have 

resented me for it, but they had not dismissed it. Sir Reginald had confessed the same when we crossed paths in the bathroom.  

I took a measure of satisfaction in the notion that being an influencer may sometimes come with a steep price.   

 As for my new found friends at ESPN, I did not expect their infatuation with my improvisational wit to last long. As soon as 

I took aim at some ‘woke’ fallacy in a future column, they would see that I had learned nothing from being shunned at the league’s 

official media awards night. They would return to officially shunning me while being polite to my face. But I took comfort in the fact 

that people who could be compelled to drink only Budweiser were not worth my attention. It was the core group of EFL beat 

reporters who I really cared about. And I knew that I would have my work cut out for me mending those bridges.   

 The Excaliburs responded to the Hauschka field goal by going three-and-out and looking lost doing it. The Charger 

defensive line, as it had for the better part of the game, out-muscled the York offensive line at the line of scrimmage. Shaquil Barrett 

sacked Brady to bring up third and long. Then one of Brady’s better passes of the day, one that would have gained the first down, was 

bobbled and dropped by Paul Richardson. York looked out-of-synch and demoralized. ‘Charger Power’ was peaking. 

 I surveyed the crowd once more. The Chargers fans were already up dancing, waving, and tossing their foam lightning bolts 

around playfully. With York supporters slumped in their seats and the neutrals sitting on their hands, they stood out as a sizeable 

minority. But with chants of “CHA - JAH – POW – AH!”  reverberating to the rafters of Wilhalla Stadium they were absolutely a 

very vocal minority. This already celebratory bunch disgorged an even louder round of ‘Charger Power’ chants after Dalvin Cook 

tore through the middle of the York line for a 35-yard run to the Excalibur 22-yard line. It would be the longest play from scrimmage 

in the game and it came on the most ordinary of play designs: The dive. For York, surrendering a result like this, at this time, on such 

a play as this, when they knew it was coming, was a sure sign of a beaten team.  

 

   

   



  

 In the media’s voyeuristic way, the camera chose that moment to pan over the York sideline, coming to rest on coach Jay 

Hammond. His inflamed, ruddy complexion and glassy eyes blazed in fury as he stomped along the sideline heading toward the 

scrimmage line. He was the personification of impotent anger – a quality he shared with every other member of the coaching 

fraternity, but which he chose to display in this moment more flamboyantly than most. His game plan had been sound. But he had 

been guilty of a rash overreach near the end of the first half – a premature gamble that, being unsuccessful, had induced a sense of 

failure in his players and had placed added pressure on their shoulders. And now he was going to let them have it for losing their 

composure in the game’s closing act. We will never know what would have happened if York had come away with more than 3 

points after executing two signature drives that took 18 minutes off the clock and covered 154 yards. But the extent of the effort, with 

little to show for it, followed by a third quarter of bad bounces, must have drained the team emotionally. By the half way mark of the 

4th quarter it was taking its toll.   

 The Cook run led to another St. Charles field goal and a 20-6 lead with 6:05 left. Redemption for York did not yet require a 

miracle, but it was getting close. The way the game had been going, it would require a phenomenal and quick turnaround, beginning 

with Brady and the offence on the upcoming drive. But when Brady checked down in desperation to Zach Ertz for a measly 3 yards 

on 4th & 8, turning the ball over in York territory, praying for a miracle was the only rational hope remaining for York fans who still 

retained the hope and energy to pray. A few who who did not believe in miracles started to throw beer cups around.  

 On the other side, Charger fans turned up the obnox-o-meter with a loud and relentless “CHA - JAH – POW – AH!”  

while Charger players on the sideline began cautious and muted mini-celebrations in the form of handshakes, pats on the back and 

gentle head butts with their helmets. Gatorade was discreetly moved into position within striking distance of coach Mike Martz. 

Owner John Clingan observed this warily and kept a safe distance from the giant cooler while mingling with the players. He was 

decked out in a long coat, top hat and spats like some kind of railway baron from the 19th century. Although I did not understand the 

symbolism – if there was any intended – it seemed to fit him and the occasion anyway. For the fiery, hot-tempered three-year owner 

of the 2016-expansion Chargers, an indisputable moment of personal triumph was approaching. A close-up camera shot revealed that 

his gloat-o-meter was about to ping off the dial. 

 After three token runs by Frank Gore, Hauschka came on to kick a 51-yard field goal. Gabrioni Macaroni suddenly stood 

at his desk and exclaimed, “No, no, no! Why they not go for it, here?” 

 Having lost any sense of drama long ago, I was startled by this outburst. I turned and asked: “Why would they do that?” 

 “They have a chance to keep the ball away from Brady and now they give it back to him! Stupido!” he spat in disgust. 

 For a moment I was speechless. The field goal put the Chargers up by three scores. With 2:45 left in the game this meant 

that York would require three possessions in that time to conceivably tie, or win, the game. They would have to be very short 

possessions too. One, or two of them would probably have to be a turnover recovery leading to a touchdown. ‘Highly improbable’ 

  

  

   

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

   

 

  

  

 

  

 

  

Me, alone in the Wilhalla Stadium press gallery four hours after game time. I am about to be kicked out by Security.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BBUUGG  TTHHEE  BBOOOOKKIIEE!!  
JIMMY THE GEEK GIVES YOU HIS PICKS 

FOR CHAMPIOINSHIP EFL ACTION 
Your source for fantasy and on-line betting solutions 

 

FINAL RECORD VS THE SPREAD:  114-81-6 
 

Jimmy’s SEASON WRAP UP 
YORK @ ST. CHARLES (line – EXCALIBURS by 2) 

INJURIES: York – Sidney Jones (OUT); St. Charles – None. 

MY PICK: York 
 

I bet on Tom Brady in the final and lost. Oh well, it’s a team game and the Chargers showed they have that figured out.  Still, the 

record shows that if you stuck with me through thick and thin you would have come out ahead. 58.2% is a damn good winning %! 

 

was the most optimistic forecast that came to mind. But I listened to Gabrioni’s ‘York win’ scenario anyway: 

 Editing out the Italian expressions, dramatic pauses and repetitions, it went like this: York would return the kickoff for a 

touchdown and recover the onside kick. Brady would throw a short pass in the unguarded middle of the field, rush up to the line, fake 

the spike, and throw to a wide-open back-up receiver (“one nobody expects to get the ball!”) who would take it in for the touchdown. 

Then it would go one of two ways: another onside kick (“probably not because they will be expecting it this time”) or a fake onside 

kick that takes the returner by surprise, making him fumble and setting up an easy field goal or maybe a touchdown. He did not tell 

me what he thought would happen if York went for a second onside kick. 

 I pondered what it was in the Italian psyche that made this scenario seem possible, let alone plausible, at this point in the 

game. I decided that his heart had been broken too often by the real Azzurri and he was merely exercising his demons. I smiled and 

said: “Well, I guess anything is possible with Tom Brady!” He nodded in agreement and watched nervously. 

 Gabrioni’s doomsday scenario for the Chargers did not come to pass. Instead, the remaining 2:45 played out with Brady 

cautiously checking down on two of his remaining 4 pass attempts before giving the ball back to St. Charles to run out the clock. He 

was not going to sully his reputation further by throwing a late interception that would be featured on highlight reels across the world 

as the symbol of his and his team’s last stand and ultimate failure.  

 Some reporters started to pack up their gear as Carson Wentz ritually knelt three times before the Football Gods and 

declared victory by raising the football high in the air and running off with it to celebrate with his teammates. Others stayed glued to 

their laptops, finishing up their copy for their editors. I simply stared at the scene on the field, pondering how I would make my exit 

from Wilhalla Stadium as discreet as possible.   

  THE LAST WORD 

The appearance of two true ‘Cinderella’ stories in the league’s final game can be seen as a victory for proponents of the Flat League 

theory – the hypothesis that the EFL’s player acquisition and retention system helps to keep the preponderance of teams within 

competitive striking distance of each other on “any given Sunday.” Past dominant seasons from Florida, Charleswood, Aurora and 

Twin Cities, including three true perfect seasons, made the Flat League theory more of a fantasy than a reality. Until this year. 2018 

was truly the Holy Grail for the Masters of the EFL – an example they can flout in support of the principle of wide-ranging 

competitiveness that underlines their constitution.  

 While the principle remains a lofty ideal, the reality can be less appetizing when displayed on the sport’s biggest stage. ‘Be 

careful what you wish for,’ the saying goes. It applies here. Had one of these teams made it, setting up the archetypal ‘David vs 

Goliath’ scenario, it would have given underdog lovers a focus for their mania and created tension with the supporters of the favourite 

– who typically hold a secret fear of being humbled by an inferior in fron of the whole football world. But Gale Sayers XII instead 

gave us two Davids, who struggled to find the mark against each other with their slingshots.  

For the casual fan, it was a boring game. But it was not a bad game, per se. It was a connoisseur’s game. The inner game 

will be studied by hard core fans to determine what really happened on those long, but mostly fruitless York drives that drove the 

York coach batty. The search for evidence of ‘Charger Power’ will be like the search for Bigfoot, purportedly found in grainy super 

slo-mo replays of the fortunate bounces that helped to secure their gains in the 2nd half. The game will be picked apart on the internet 

by specialists and bloggists. But most, including me, will not care. It was what it was. Let’s not belabour it. On to 2019!  -Spats 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

FROM THE EFL ARCHIVES – Gale Sayers VI of 2012 

remains one of the most remarkable upsets in EFL 

Championship history. The Markham North Stars came in as 

2-point underdogs, but many writers outside of Vegas did not 

think they stood much of a chance against the powerful 

Undertakers and the record-setting quarterback play of Drew 

Brees. The North Stars had been referred to during the season 

as a Team of Destiny in the Can-Am Conference due to their 

seemingly inexhaustible supply of good fortune. In many 

ways, they resembled the Chargers of 2018 – a Cinderella 

team. However, this Cinderella had not even been the best  

  

  

team in its Division. Like ‘Charger Power,’ ‘Star Power’ took 

over on the gridiron in Garland.   

The Death Valley offence unleashed its fury on the 

Markham defence, racking up over 500 yards of offence and 

possessing the ball for over 33 minutes, but failed to crack 

Markham’s resolve as the North Stars’ offence was equal to the 

task. Game MVP, Eli Manning, who finished 17 of 23 for 275 

yards and 2 TDs, benefitted from short fields produced by two 

costly interceptions thrown by Brees and a recovered onside kick 

to start the second half. The league MVP had thrown only 7 

picks in the regular season compared with 73 TD passes, but was 

pressed by the aggressive ball-hawking of the Markham defence. 

Manning on the other hand, notorious for turnovers, played a 

flawless game under pressure. It was upside-down day. 

In a sure bad omen, Graham Gano missed an easy 33-

yard field goal attempt with 0:20 left in the 1st half that would 

have given Death Valley the lead. It was certainly a miss that 

some writers pointed to in light of the 34-31 final in favour of 

Markham. Perhaps unfair, but still a point to be made. 

The win was a milestone in a that a historic losing 

franchise and wildcard team had won the championship. 

  

    

PRESENTS 

EFL ANNOUNCES MOST VALUABLE PLAYERS 

TODD GURLEY II 

COWTOWN CORN KINGS 

 

JALEN RAMSEY 

TORONTO WOLVERINES 

In a year with no dominant QB, Gurley 

racked up a league-leading 2,192 yards 

from scrimmage (1,470 rushing & 722 

receiving) and led the league in 

touchdowns (17) on a team that did not 

have elite quarterback play or a great 

defence. Add 7 Game MVP awards in 10 

team victories to a deep playoff run and 

there is no doubt that Gurley was the most 

valuable offensive player in the league. 

The Wolverines owed much of their 

regular season success to the play of their 

secondary. The big debate revolved 

around which one of two elite defenders 

had the most impact. While a case can be 

made for Eric Weddle, the writers judged 

that Ramsey’s 8 interceptions, 15 passes 

defended, and shutdown traits {41.7% 

completion rate) against top WRs had 

more of an impact over the full campaign. 


