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Gambling executives paced the faded carpet of an old penthouse office at the eastern edge of downtown Pittsburgh. With the pop of techno music in the air, these men and women hoped to sell a slice of Caribbean lifestyle on the darkest day of winter. They had invited reporters here to look at colorful, poster-sized drawings of their $1 billion plans for a casino and hockey arena.



With the weak midmorning sunlight glinting off the stainless steel dome of the Civic Arena outside, the 1960s building looked like a spaceship that had landed amid hundreds of cars lining a parking lot. Built upon dreams of the future, the Pittsburgh Penguins hockey rink would become a relic of history this day if team owners got their way. As a consultant looked out the 15th-floor windows, he did not gaze toward the teams home but pointed to the blocks below, where dilapidated red-brick buildings and surface parking lots rested amid dirt-gray snow. A towering stone cathedral, already a designated historical landmark, stood in the first block. A contemporary synagogue set behind, with a turquoise roof.



The consultant beckoned his audience to imagine: Thats where it will go. The plan called for an island-themed slots parlor  among the largest anywhere in North America, with up to 5,000 machines. The casino with palm trees and a two-story waterfall towering at the center of its lobby would rake in so much money that its owners could afford to pay $290 million for an 18,000-seat hockey arena next door. The two buildings together would be so popular that a brand new neighborhood would spread across the vast parking lots surrounding the old arena. Sleek condominium towers and office buildings would stand above entertainment restaurants like Planet Hollywood and the ESPN Zone. The 28-acre community would reach out toward the downtown office towers with a massive grassy park capping a four-lane highway that would cut through the middle.



In the brightly colored drawings, the project already looked like a success. Faceless people moved toward the arena in groups of twos and threes and passed through the glass atrium at the buildings entrance. Above it, pressed into the buildings faade, a two-dimensional imprint showed an image of the teams greatest player, Mario Lemieux, a hall-of-famer who twice won the National Hockey Leagues Stanley Cup, the most-storied championship trophy in all of North American sports. Its sterling rings bore the names of every player who had lifted it in victory.



To bring the imagined world to life, the hockey team must take risks unlike those any other franchise ever had faced. Sports conformed to tradition, rewarding those who stay within the lines and followed the rules. Success built from little leagues to high schools to colleges, and for the select few, the pros  rising again from the minors to major leagues. Players became coaches and coaches became managers. The system built on itself from within. Spectators remained on the outside, behind the barricades and in the stands, a safe distance from the action. Those who broke the rules received penalties. But this time, instead, the Penguins must write a new playbook to survive in Pittsburgh. Even then, no victory was guaranteed.
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Sitting inside the long, narrow luxury box high above the ice, Penguins President Ken Sawyer looked out at his hockey team and its outdated arena, a building affectionately nicknamed the Igloo for its curved dome. The Penguins had been unable to score through the first period and a half, despite having the hottest new player in a generation. For once, the seats were more than half full. With the home team headed to the bottom of the standings again, management welcomed the thousands of fans who routinely traveled with the Toronto Maple Leafs when they visited places like this where tickets were plentiful. More than 15,000 people came to watch the game, even though the Leafs were struggling, too, coming off seven road losses and unable to score, either.



Even from his vantage, Sawyer did not have the best seat in the house. Desperate for cash, the Penguins had sold the nicest luxury boxes over center ice and kept one on an end for the owners. With them out of town, Sawyer used the box to host a friend from Toronto. Looking down into the bowl of the arena, the team executive saw signs of a building needing maintenance. Rows of orange and blue stadium seats stretched across the original concrete of the lowest level, below layers of balconies added over the years to stretch capacity. In places, seats had been roped off where rainwater dripped through the roof leaves. Above the seats, luxury boxes had been squeezed against the arc of the ceiling, and Sawyer knew the elevators reaching them often malfunctioned, stranding people who have purchased the most expensive tickets. On the ice, dark spots appeared where fluid from the cooling system had leaked.



Abruptly, as Sawyer sat and watches, the building plunged into nighttime darkness as every hard-wired light switched off at once. The moment occurred so suddenly that a visiting player later joked about fearing he had blacked out. In a concrete bunker just outside the arena walls, a power line feeding the building failed. Then when the backup power source kicked in moments later, a second surge knocked it out as well and caused a small fire in a control panel. Sawyer had one thought: We need a new arena.



He is not alone. From the ranks of stadium seats below, home fans and visitors together started an impromptu chant: New a-reen-a, new a-reen-a.
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The nightmare of Pittsburghs Civic Arena started with dreams. On a warm September Sunday with clear blue skies, thousands of people wait on the arena floor as a shaft of sunlight explodes across them and an orchestra strikes up the first notes of the Star Spangled Banner. It seems in that moment that the world has turned to gaze on the gleaming stainless steel saucer at the eastern edge of downtown Pittsburgh. For those who have worked for years to reach this point, the stakes could not seem higher. Not only are they about to open a new arena for sports and Broadway-style theater, but civic leaders hope, too, that they are opening a new beginning for the entire city. Pittsburgh powered the Allies to victory through World War II with steel for tanks, landing ships and all manner of war machines  quickly ramping up after the attack on Pearl Harbor to turn out more steel than Germany, Italy and Japan combined. But it also paid a steep price with soot-choked air, chemical-fouled waters and a growing reputation as a nice location for a factory but no place for an executive, let alone his wife and children, to spend more than a long afternoon. This moment, when the roof of the new public auditorium rolls back from darkness in two-and-a-half minutes to drench the audience inside with a mid-September sun and blue sky, could determine the Steel Citys fate  whether it remains only the workhorse of industry or emerges as a place for scientific discovery, artistic creation and higher education. This moment, civic leaders believe, can show the world that their city has evolved. They have banked on it.



For more than a decade, local politicians and corporate executives talked about Pittsburghs desperate need for not only a public auditorium but also a place that equaled the great architecture of history. These men of government and industry had seen the world as they had waged war on Nazi fascism across Europe, witnessing the marvels of Rome and Paris along the way. Didnt they deserve to have a significant structure in their own city, the very place that had forged that freedom with its riverfront factories? Looking for inspiration after returning home, they considered the Roman empires ancient architecture: The perfect reference here, I think, would be Romes great Coliseum  a structure which, even stripped of its original marble facing, still projects a feeling of awe-inspiring force and elegance, one corporate leader said, standing beneath the half-built dome of Pittsburghs new arena in 1960. Another man, even earlier, compared the project to another antiquity: The Romans had something of the sort we propose in their Pantheon  a vast circular structure with a great aperture in its dome always open to the heavens, so that, as the Romans thought, their gods could enter. These Pittsburgh men then built the only dome in the world larger than the one over the Pantheon.



They imagined the layout of the public spaces of early Greece, too, and then designed a place for both large speaking events and sports competitions. Hadnt it been a shame, when General Dwight Eisenhower visited Pittsburgh in 1952, that the city had no gathering spot other than an armory built for the First World War? No city of international renown, they determined, could exist without a gathering spot for thousands of its citizens. Not even sports could be accommodated in Pittsburgh. The only venue large enough for indoor sporting events had been a former car barn that had been converted in 1895 for ice hockey. Even that building, euphemistically named The Gardens, had been demolished before work started on the new auditorium, leaving the city with no major site at all. It would be an embarrassment of the ages, another city father argued, if Pittsburgh could not build something better for itself: What Greek exhumed to look at us and remembering the marble stadium of Athens, he said, would not sneer at the greatest industrial city of the modern world?
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Construction of the Civic Arena engendered dreams of Pittsburghs emergence. (Carnegie Mellon University Architecture Archives)
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Reporters came to Pittsburgh from around the world to look at the Civic Arena during its construction. (Carnegie Mellon University Architecture Archives)



City leaders had considered the pyramids of Egypts Luxor, as well, and pushed the limits of their own modern technology to devise a building that could change with the weather, that could open for starry nights and close to wind, rain and snow. More impressive still, like the pyramids that still bewilder modern engineers for their precision, Pittsburghs new arena would hold up 3,000 tons of structural steel without a single interior support  hanging instead from a cantilevered, arm with its roots buried far below ground and its length extending 205 feet above the center of the arena floor.



The world had paid attention to this endeavor  even if, at times, questioning the viability of the project. Fortune magazine devoted several pages to Pittsburghs new public auditorium and then offered an admonition for other American industrial cities: The great steel dome has a meaning that goes beyond Pittsburgh, it said. If one of the drabbest and dirtiest of cities has been able to remake itself in shining pride, any city in the United States should be able to follow its example.



None of that attention would matter now, if the roofs six 300-ton movable leaves failed to budge. Already one embarrassing setback had occurred. Originally the arena would have opened with a weeklong celebration called Pittsburgh Progress. The worlds greatest minds on city planning, architecture, science and culture would have gathered: Dr. Jonas Salk, the Pittsburgh scientist who had freed children and their parents from the fear of polio, would have talked about medical breakthroughs like his vaccine, and David Rockefeller, heir to the Standard Oil fortune, would have come from New York to discuss banking. As it turned out, Pittsburgh had not progressed as far as organizers might have hoped: The event was canceled when labor strikes delayed the arenas opening by three months. After that, city leaders settled for a simple opening of the roof, rather than showing off at a lengthy coming-out party.



Sitting now under the dome, some 5,000 spectators wait with anticipation while listening to speeches by the governor, the mayor and other dignitaries. Finally, as the conductor of the Pittsburgh Symphony lifts his baton, a worker in a small control room halfway up the stadium seats pushes the single button, set on a gray panel filled with switches, knobs and lights, that will roll back the dome. Sunlight bursts through the widening crack between the first two moving panels as they slide smoothly open on tracks. A lawyer for the citys main business organization weeps, overcome with relief and the joy of seeing Pittsburgh suddenly emerge.
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Forty-five years later, the need for a new arena does not come as a revelation to Penguins management or the teams fans. Over the years, the Igloo made contributions with its silver dome shining like a great Cyclopean eye, in the words of yet another founding father. By its very presence, the arena allowed Pittsburgh to draw a National Hockey League franchise in 1967. The buildings nickname inspired the new owners to name their team the Penguins, keeping with the arctic theme. Then, before the new franchise could officially take over, its minor-league predecessor, the Hornets, of the American Hockey League, closed out the teams final season with a flourish  winning the Calder Cup championship on a goal 26 seconds into overtime. In an odd bit of trivia, it remained the only professional hockey championship Pittsburgh ever won on the Civic Arena ice.



Despite the lofty hopes of its planners with their grandiose dreams, however, the arena almost immediately revealed problems none had foreseen. The building was designed not just for sports but as a stage for theatrical productions and classical music performances, and it failed to fit any of the purposes correctly. Famed conductor Leonard Bernstein brought the New York Philharmonic to the arena in 1963  and vowed never to return. With the dome closed, musical notes bounced off the ceramic ceiling tiles, creating confusing echoes; with the roof leaves opened, sound simply escaped into the open air.



The Carol Burnett Revue opened the building with a week of shows in the summer of 1962, but stagehands quickly realized the Igloos high, curved roof left no space for hanging props and curtains. And when the roof opened, a gust of cold air washed through the arena seats and whipped at the curtains on the stage. After just eight seasons, the citys Civic Light Orchestra, one of the original tenants for whom the arena had been designed, left. Organizers lost so much money because of the buildings odd features, they decided it made more sense to go dark for two years until a downtown movie theater could be turned into their new home, rather than continuing to put on productions in the arena.



Eventually the arena could not draw major rock concerts, either. When the Beatles played at the Civic Arena1 in September 1964, the Fab Four walked into the building carrying their instruments. Years later, something like that could never happen: Touring solo, Paul McCartney needs 16 trucks, eight buses and nearly 100 workers. Because the arenas original loading dock had not been built large enough to accommodate 18-wheeler trucks, the space had been turned into a tool shed with the words Ye Olde Garden Shoppe painted onto the cinder-block wall. That inconvenience meant roadies setting up rock-and-roll concerts had to truck equipment by hand through a labyrinth of too-narrow hallways to reach the main stage. Lights, speakers and pyrotechnics that hung from the ceiling prevented the roof from opening during even the smallest shows, such as a performance by James Taylor and Carole King. Many major artists simply refused to appear at the arena, and promoters started passing over the building, and often the city altogether, on national tours. Even though the Penguins ultimately received the right to collect revenue from concerts and events on nights when they did not have home games, the arena rarely allowed them to make as much money as newer buildings in other cities.



Other shortcomings at the Civic Arena seemed comical. When the circus came to town, animals were housed in the arenas lower level, below the audience seats. That created problems early on when the elephants learned to pull the fire alarms, causing rescue trucks to turn up at the arena repeatedly until someone finally figured out the reason for so many false alarms. Giraffes, kept outside with their long necks, ate the leaves from nearby trees.



Even for hockey, the Civic Arena had flaws. Players complained about dark spots on the ice because lighting built into the dome created uneven shadows. During rain, the roof could not completely keep out the elements, allowing water to drip on fans in rows of seats that had to be blocked off. Concourses were too narrow for concession stands and too far removed from the action for fans to follow the game while getting something to eat or drink. Later, when the lowly Penguins finally started qualifying for the post-season, the building could not stay cold enough in the early summer heat, and arena managers hired refrigerator trucks to cool the building so the ice would not melt.



Then there was the night when the power failed. The audience apparently never really faced any serious danger, but those who had gone through the experience said it seemed amazing that with so many people suddenly pitched into blackness, no one panicked and caused a stampede. With two electricity failures in the one game, play had been stopped for 46 minutes. When the players returned to the ice for the final 27 minutes of regulation, including the entire third period, Toronto scored the games only goal. That dropped the Penguins to 39 losses on the teams way to a second-to-last-place finish for the 2005-06 season.
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Long before that night, Penguins owner Mario Lemieux had started taking the arenas shortcomings personally. Originally, he had never expected to own an NHL franchise, and now he had one that failed to win games and struggled to pay its bills in a building that made turning a profit seem almost impossible. Lemieux had started out as a player, and a special one at that.



Lemieux had been drafted in 1984, first overall, by a Penguins franchise that already had declared bankruptcy less than a decade before. In its first 17 years until then, the team had been owned by five different groups involving more than two dozen investors. Its first change-in-ownership sale came midway through the teams initial season. Lemieux had been heralded as someone who could turn around the fortunes of a hard-luck franchise that had rarely qualified for the playoffs and never lasted long when it did. For months before draft day, Penguins General Manager Eddie Johnston had been traveling to Montreal to check out the player many of the scouts considered the clear number-one pick. As selection day drew nearer, Johnston reportedly had been overheard practicing for the moment in his office, learning how to choose Lemieux in the players native French as well as English. The desire to obtain Lemieux had been so great that some speculated later  although never with evidence  that perhaps the Penguins had not played as hard as they could have down the stretch, in order to remain in last place so they could keep the top draft slot.



On draft day inside the Montreal Forum, the hockey arena in Lemieuxs hometown, Johnston used the words he had rehearsed so many times to select the top draft pick. Sitting in the stands, Lemieux, 18 years old at the time, heard his name but did not move, staring stoically ahead. Because he had not agreed to contract terms with the team before draft day, Lemieux refused to visit the Penguins table after his name was called or to wear the teams sweater. He told a Canadian television station that day, I am not going to their table because the Penguins do not want me badly enough. Years later, Lemieux wrote in his autobiography that he could have handled the situation better: Looking back, I wish I would have done it differently, Lemieux wrote.2 I was advised to do it that way, but sometimes you do things when youre young that you later regret. That was one of them.



The conflict did not last. Within days, Lemieux signed the richest rookie contract in history, worth $700,000 over three years. He appeared on the cover of The Hockey News that summer next to his jersey and under a headline that asked the question, Can he salvage the Penguins?



In his first game, on his first shift and with his first shot, Lemieux gave an immediate answer. Less than three minutes into his first game as a Penguin, against the Boston Bruins at Boston Garden, Lemieux stole the puck from veteran defenseman Ray Bourque, a future member of the Hockey Hall of Fame. Then, with his first shot in the NHL, Lemieux pushed the puck past goalie Pete Peeters. Lemieux finished the season with 43 goals, 100 points, a most valuable player award from the leagues all-star game and the Calder Trophy for rookie of the year. None of those achievements had been enough to lift a team that still finished with the leagues second-worst record, but it had been a start.



Lemieux eventually led the Penguins to that salvation on the ice. He twice lifted the Stanley Cup, the NHLs championship trophy, and he racked up numerous other prizes: He led the league in scoring six times; he was named the leagues most valuable player three times for the regular season and twice for the playoffs; he played in six all-star games, getting named the all-star MVP in three of them. Along the way, Lemieux also won the Canada Cup in 1987 by scoring the go-ahead goal in the final minutes of a best-of-three series against the Soviet Union, with Wayne Gretzky, known as The Great One, getting the assist and then leaping into Lemieuxs arms to celebrate.



Yet even in moments of greatness, Lemieux faced adversities. Lemieux briefly talked of retirement as early as 1992 when he missed 16 games that winter because of severe back pain. Already, he had undergone back surgery two years earlier, and health problems continued to nag him throughout his career. When he ultimately led the league in scoring during the 1991-92 season and the Penguins won a second-straight championship, Lemieux did not seriously consider giving up the game right then.



Away from the ice, the Penguins continued to experience frequent turnover in the owners box. Even after winning the first championship in 1991, the Penguins had new owners again when a group of investors headed by Hollywood producer Howard Baldwin took over. Baldwin had been a founder of the World Hockey Association franchise that eventually became the Hartford Whalers and joined the NHL in 1979. When he came to Pittsburgh, Baldwin brought with him an intuitive flair for entertaining fans. The Civic Arena presented obvious problems, but Baldwin remained intrigued by the unique structure and the quirkiness of its retractable roof. His wife, Karen Elise Baldwin, eventually wrote the screenplay for a movie called Sudden Death, which came out in 1995 and featured martial arts actor Jean-Claude Van Damme saving an arena full of hostages from terrorists. The film fell into the genre of Die Hard action movies popularized by actor Bruce Willis, and it featured a brutal fight scene between Van Damme and the Penguins mascot in the arena kitchen, as well as an exploding marquis outside. The ability of the roof to open was fun, Baldwin said years later. If you look at that period of time, everybody was doing Die Hard this and Die Hard that. My wife, Karen, had the idea, What if someone ever really held an arena hostage?
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Mario Lemieux celebrates the unusual feat of scoring five goals, five different ways, on December 31, 1988. (Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, James M. Kubus)



In October 1992, four months after the team won its second-straight championship, the new owners rewarded Lemieux with the largest contract in league history, at $42 million over seven years. The team also guaranteed that Lemieux would remain the leagues highest-paid player with an escalation clause that required the team to pay him at least $1 million more than any other NHL player. Lemieux deserved to make more money, Baldwin said. We had won two Stanley Cups. Check your records. Not many teams have done that. (Lemieux) was, without question, the greatest player in the world, in my mind. If Gretzky or some other hockey star won a raise above what Lemieux was earning, the thinking was that, Lemieux deserved to get one, too. Then so be it, Baldwin said.



The Penguins new owners filled out the team with so many high-quality players that the franchise nearly fielded its own all-star team in 1992. Four Penguins that year were named to the Wales Conference starting lineup: Lemieux, Kevin Stevens, Jaromir Jagr and Paul Coffey. The Penguins focused the following year on not only winning a third title but on dominating the league from start to finish, winning all the league awards and etching their names on the Stanley Cup one more time. Even among that group of stars, Lemieux stood apart not only as someone who could score goals and command the highest salary, but as a leader. He would blame himself even when it wasnt his fault, said Tom McMillan, a former hockey beat reporter who wrote a book on the Penguins and edited another, and who went on to become the teams vice president of communications. I always thought that he motivated himself that way. People thought he wasnt sophisticated with the media, but your teammates will go to the wall for you when that happens, when they know you are taking blame, if youre taking the pressure off them. He would say all the time, Im paid the big money, Im supposed to score the big goal.



The perfect season did not happen, for reasons that no one could have predicted. In January 1993  five months after signing his record-setting contract  Lemieux went to a doctor to have a lump on his neck checked out. It turned out to be a form of Hodgkins lymphoma, a cancer of the white blood cells. To find out you have cancer  any type of cancer  is scary, Lemieux wrote years later.3 When they told me I had Hodgkins disease, it was probably the worst day of my life. I mean, everything was going so well, I was playing some good hockey, we had a chance to win another Cup, there were no worries. The team issued a statement in which Baldwin stated the obvious: This is not about hockey. It was about giving Lemieux the best chance to beat the disease. You care about him as a human being, and thats all I cared about, Baldwin said years later. I just wanted him to live a normal and productive life. If he ever played hockey again, that was a big, huge, massive bonus for the community and him, but the biggest thing was his health.



For six weeks in the middle of the season, Lemieux underwent radiation treatments. On the day of the last treatment, March 2, 1993, he returned to play in a game against Philadelphia and scored a goal. Almost unbelievably, Lemieux went on a scoring drive for the rest of that season  averaging more than three points a game for one 16-game stretch  and he won the leagues scoring title in addition to the leagues MVP trophy and top awards from the players association and hockey writers. It had been a stunning turnaround, even when the team fell short of another Stanley Cup championship by losing in overtime of Game 7 to the Islanders in the second round. After that season, Lemieux needed a second back surgery to repair the fibrous tissue that connects muscles. He started the 1993-94 season but again missed games so his back could heal. The Penguins finished on top of the division with 101 points and lost in the first round to the Washington Capitals. By then, Lemieux felt extremely tired, and doctors diagnosed him with anemia and fatigue. He had never really allowed himself to recover from the radiation treatments 15 months earlier, and then he had developed an infection from his back surgery. All the injuries had compounded to the point that Lemieux decided to sit out the entire 1994-95 season so he could recover. The team had agreed in Lemieuxs contract that he would be able to decide whether he could play based upon his own determination that he is not physically able to play hockey for an entire season at the level customarily associated with (his) exceptional and unique knowledge, skill and ability as a hockey player.4



The Penguins ownership group headed by Baldwin had decided to keep Lemieux at any cost. When he stayed healthy, Lemieux performed in ways that clearly defined him as one of the best  if not simply the best  to ever play the game of hockey. As long as he was on the ice, fans would come to the games and the team almost always had a legitimate shot for a deep run into the playoffs. The problem became that as Lemieux experienced health problems, the team could not always count on him playing. You were trying to find a way to keep him on the payroll, never knowing whether he would play or not, Baldwin said.



The owners, too, had added other players around Lemieux to keep the franchise playing at a high level. The Penguins had been fortunate to draft Jagr, the first Czech player to sign with an NHL team after the fall of the Soviet bloc in Eastern Europe, and as he developed into another legitimate star, the owners faced a dilemma about whether to keep him and Lemieux. Economically you couldnt really do it, Baldwin said. You couldnt trade Mario. Even if you were foolish enough to think it was a good option, no team would take him. He was in and out of the lineup with back problems. It was not his fault, of course. It was a curse he had to deal with. But if the Penguins traded away Jagr, who had value for other teams, and it turned out Lemieux could not play, the franchise would lose its two greatest marketing assets.



After taking a year off, Lemieux came back for the 1995-96 season. He hired a trainer and started conditioning four months before the games started. That year, again, he played at a high level. He won the leagues scoring title and was named the regular-season MVP for the third time. Still, Lemieux felt he could not sustain the energy he had before. That summer, Lemieux met with Baldwin and agreed to play one more season, but he warned that it would probably be his last. The owners realized that Lemieux had been through a traumatic recovery ever since doctors had diagnosed him with cancer. Even with the time off from the game, Lemieux continued to experience debilitating back problems. Nevertheless, Baldwin desperately hoped that Lemieux would come back for as long as he could. Of course we felt he had to come back and play, Baldwin said. We wanted him to play. He was so important to the franchise. Everyone was being held hostage by his physical condition. Thats not a criticism, just a statement. He was held hostage, too.



In February, at the Dapper Dan Dinner, an annual sports banquet in Pittsburgh, Lemieux announced that he planned to retire at the end of the season. He went on to win the scoring title for the second-straight season, and he played as a first-team all-star. Immediately after the season, the Hockey Hall of Fame voted to induct Lemieux without waiting the customary three years after retirement.
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At the same time Lemieux was dealing with his health ailments, he tried to cash a check from the team and it wouldnt clear. Financial problems started growing for the Penguins franchise. The team could not really afford to pay the contracts for Lemieux and the other stars the owners had acquired to play around him. The largest influence on profitability is player costs, the accounting firm Coopers & Lybrand wrote in a 1997 study of the team. The Penguins had averaged more than 16,000 fans a game and 20 sellouts over the previous six years5, and revenues had increased to more than $41 million a year. More than two-thirds of that money came from ticket sales, while TV and radio contracts made up less than 20 percent, and advertising brought in the next biggest chunk at just over 10 percent. On the spending side, the accountants reported that player costs alone took up more than $31 million, or about three-quarters of the revenue. The team could not afford to keep up, losing nearly $25 million in 1995 and more than $30 million two years later. Coopers & Lybrand valued the franchise at no more than $95 million.



When Baldwins group took over the franchise in 1991, it had been a blessing to get a team that had just won a championship and seemed ready to compete for more  but it had been a challenge, too. The flaw in the business model then was that they won the Stanley Cup with a very low payroll, Baldwin said. Thats good but its bad, too, because it means when all the players contracts were up, they wanted to be rewarded for being the best in the world. We had a team that was one of the best teams ever, but it was paid for under old contracts, so to speak. We were left with the task of having to compensate them for what they had done or seeing them leave.



As the teams debts mounted, Lemieux agreed to defer more of his salary. After the Los Angeles Kings gave Gretzky a raise in 1993  paying him $25.5 million over three years  the Penguins owed Lemieux more than $2 million under the contract clause that kept him as the leagues highest-paid player. Lemieux pushed off that bonus until 2000, without interest. The team owed him another $2.7 million for the 1994-95 season, when Lemieux had taken off because of his injuries and had agreed to take his salary over four years. He was due to receive $4 million in rights payments that he allowed the team to delay in paying, and $1 million a year through the final four years of his contract. By 1998, the Penguins owed their star player $32,597,629. The franchise had failed to pay him a portion of his rights fees at the start of 1997, and then the following year it paid him only $1 million of the more than $2.5 million he was owed. The team wanted to defer more payments into the future, but by then Lemieux declined to renegotiate.



On October 13, 1998, the franchise, which had been through bankruptcy before in 1975, declared itself insolvent for a second time.



They were a completely broken franchise, said Chuck Greenberg, a lawyer and close friend of Lemieux. When Baldwin took ownership of the franchise in 1991, his ownership group did not acquire the arena operations as well. Without enough money to keep up with the lavish salaries players had been promised, the team sold off key assets such as the television and radio rights to broadcasts, and even the advertising rights throughout the building. It was the equivalent of being born without any of your internal organs, Greenberg said. Youre going to die. Its just a question of how long it takes.
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Days after the Penguins declared bankruptcy, Lemieux and Greenberg were eating dinner in a private room at Mortons Steakhouse in downtown Pittsburgh with the players two agents, Steve Reich and his uncle, Tom Reich. The four friends often had dinner together in those days, and the banter was lively as they considered Lemieuxs options with the team in bankruptcy court, owing him tens of millions of dollars. In a moment that rarely happened when those guys were together, they all stopped talking, and the the room fell completely silent. For whatever reason, all of a sudden the four of us stopped talking at the same time, Greenberg recalled later. There was this pregnant silence. We looked at each other, and we each realized that we were thinking the same thing: You know, we ought to buy this.



As the person owed the most money, Lemieux had three options: He could walk away from the Penguins and try to earn a salary by playing out the rest of his career in another city; he could watch the team be sold and relocated, while collecting a sizable payment as creditor; or he could make a play to take over the franchise. The first two options required little imagination, but Lemieux would have squandered his legacy in Pittsburgh. The third option, however, meant taking on uncertain risk. The four friends at dinner that night had enough money to pay their meal tab, of course, but they needed help to come up with the cash to purchase the hockey team. If they could interest enough investors in the plan, Lemieux might be able to convince a bankruptcy judge to give him ownership of the franchise. Even then, however, he might never make back the money he was owed if he could not manage the team any better than his predecessors. We really had nothing except for Mario and all that he represented as a galvanizing force to inspire us, and the insatiable passion that we all shared to try to serve him and ultimately his partners and the city by preserving the team for western Pennsylvania, Greenberg said.



Before he could contemplate a takeover, Lemieux needed to come up with the money to pull the organization out of court and then to operate it. He still needed $20 million from a single investor when Tom Reich introduced him to a California billionaire named Ron Burkle. Although he had almost no interest in hockey, Burkle had made his money by investing in lost causes  most often inner-city grocery stores, at first  and turning them into money-making operations. With an innate business sense, Burkle could make Lemieuxs takeover bid stronger by ensuring that the new ownership group actually had a plan to pay the bills and get into the black. Burkle sent teams of assistants to Pittsburgh to check out the hockey franchise, conduct background research on Lemieux, and take a close look at the takeover proposal. They considered every detail, down to how much the team could charge for tickets and how it would try to sell them. Satisfied that the Penguins under Lemieux would have a viable business plan, Burkle put up $20 million toward the $60 million that Lemieux needed. Together the two men  the business insider who seemed to be able to see around corners into the future, and the hockey hall-of-famer who never panicked or seemed to forget even a minor detail  made a strong case for keeping an NHL franchise in Pittsburgh.



Burkles investment also had the effect of convincing others it would be all right to back the team as well. There was this enormous negative pall over the future of the team, said Sawyer, the leagues chief financial officer for 14 years. Even though it was a good team on the ice, the image of the team was really one that it was on shaky ground. Youre trying to raise capital at that time when the stock markets flying high, and youre asking people to invest in a hockey team thats bankrupt, with the principle outward investor and owner being someone who is one of the greatest hockey players of all time but who has no business record. It took a leap of faith by a lot of people to invest. Burkle brought instant credibility. Lemieux had only a 10th-grade education because he had dropped out of school to work on his hockey skills, but Burkles endorsement allowed him to make the case that the takeover plan had real potential. Lemieux picked up large contributions from a half-dozen other major investors, many of them local business leaders who could afford to put money into a hometown franchise. With the goal of building more local interest, Lemieuxs backers also started the FOMs, or Friends of Mario, a group of Pittsburghers who each agreed to put up $200,000 toward the team. At that low level, the money would not mean as much to Lemieux as the moral support of having allies at his side. Finally, Lemieux raised the stakes himself by forgoing any payments from the bankruptcy judgment so that he would be at least as heavily invested as everyone who had put up cash. With all the money counted, Lemieuxs group had raised $56 million.



Another reorganization bid came directly from the National Hockey League, which told the federal Bankruptcy Court it could offer only two alternative options: it would either reorganize the franchise in another city or dissolve the team and distribute its players among the remaining franchises. A third plan had been floated for a while, with Microsoft co-founder Paul Allen paying a deposit on an $85 million offer to buy the franchise and move it to Portland. Under that plan, Lemieux might have lost his legacy, but he would have made back most of the money he was owed.



Ultimately Lemieux won out  getting the team, even though that did not solve all of its money problems. Sawyer was hired on the first day to run the front office operations. Lemieuxs management team first negotiated a new television contract with the local Fox affiliate to recognize the high ratings the team had been drawing with its strong play on the ice. The Bankruptcy Court also awarded the new owners the naming rights to the Civic Arena. Baldwins group had tried to sell the rights earlier, only to find out it did not really own them. Lemieuxs group was able to sell the name for $18 million over 10 years to Mellon Bank, a local corporation.
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Mario Lemieux emerges from bankruptcy court on June 24, 1999, after the reorganization plan was approved. (Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, Chaz Palla)



The other key to the Lemieux takeover plan was his insistence that the team needed to get public help for a new arena so it could start making money rather than losing it. For the Penguins, arena costs ate up nearly a quarter of the teams non-player expenses, the worst home ice deal in the league, according to Bill Daly, the leagues senior vice president. The Penguins paid $4.6 million a year in arena costs, or $1 million more than any other team without its own building. The arena had been a major cause of the teams problems, and if the new owners expected to not only come out of bankruptcy but to stay in the black, they had to figure out a way to lower their arena expenses and make more money from ticket sales, concessions and other game-day spending. Most of the teams in the league had new arenas that generated higher revenue streams, Sawyer said. Competitively around the league, we were at a disadvantage. Our market was small compared to the big markets, and then the other smaller markets seemed to all have new arenas.



Before Lemieux agreed to take over the Penguins, he and his supporters wanted public officials to say in writing they would use tax dollars to help pay for a new arena that would be built across the street from the Civic Arena. It quickly became clear that no one was ready to promise that kind of money. While they said they understood Lemieuxs concerns, none of the politicians would take the chance of angering voters over an expensive new sports facility for a bankrupt hockey team. We knew they were not in a position to make an absolute commitment, Greenberg said. We wanted as strong a commitment as we could get, knowing it would not be the kind of commitment that could be enforced in a court of law. Looking for a word that gave the politicians the flexibility they needed but that also carried as much emotional weight as possible, Greenberg suggested they agree to endeavor to build an arena. That really was more of a moral commitment that they were going to do everything humanly possible, he said. The politicians agreed, and the language was added to the terms of Lemieuxs takeover plan.
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Within their home market, the Penguins faced another disadvantage. Both the Steelers football team and the Pirates baseball team had received public help for new stadiums opening in 2001. Both teams had threatened to relocate out of the city, and politicians had rallied to help pay for new stadiums even when voters rejected a referendum on the idea. Flaws at the Civic Arena would be cast in even darker relief. The Penguins, in the NHLs oldest hockey barn, would be competing for local fan dollars with teams that had state-of-the-art stadiums, featuring the latest high-tech gadgets and the finest finishes, granite and marble, rather than bare concrete. Modern sports buildings have open concourses and ample room for luxury boxes that provide all the amenities of a studio apartment, with a private bathroom, small kitchen area, a living room and private seats for watching the live action. Corporate sponsors expected that kind of space for hosting clients and rewarding employees. The new stadiums would have it while the Civic Arena would not. Since it opened, the arena had been expanded five times for hockey, building capacity to 17,000 seats from 10,500. Narrow luxury boxes were tucked above the roofline of the dome so that fans with those seats could touch the ceramic-lined ceiling as they climbed narrow stairs to reach them. New stadiums attract fans and they also attract sponsors, and so long-term deals were being done for those stadiums for much higher dollars, Sawyer said about the football and baseball stadiums. There are only so many dollars in the universe.



The new owners had no leverage, either. Previous owners had signed a lease at the Civic Arena that lasted for another seven years when Lemieux took over, removing any advantage that could be gained from threatening to relocate. Even the teams good play had become a liability, with players demanding more lucrative contracts because of their success. Chasing after the leagues best teams would mean spending more money than the Penguins could afford. We had to figure out a way to get from point A to point B, financial stability-wise, Sawyer said. The writing was on the wall in terms of what we had to do. It wasnt brain surgery. You knew you couldnt compete at that time because it cost too much and the revenues couldnt be there in the older arena.



If Lemieux was going to salvage the Penguins one more time  and have any hope of recouping the millions of dollars he was owed by the franchise  he had to figure out a way to get a new arena.
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At every transition in his life, David Morehouse had sat down and written a list of the things he wanted to accomplish  places where he might move, the kind of house where he would live, jobs he could do and his priorities. After serving as the traveling chief of staff for U.S. Senator John Kerrys losing presidential bid in 2004, Morehouse had many options. Over the previous 18 months, he had made and renewed hundreds of contacts in major cities from almost every state, among local Democratic ward bosses, businessmen and celebrities such as Jon Bon Jovi and Meg Ryan.



The downside to that high-powered life had been that through the final six weeks of the campaign, Morehouse had not been home to Boston once to see his wife or their 18-month-old son, Jackson. In the final days, people close to Kerry had contemplated the nightmare scenario of another close election like the one in 2000 that had turned for Republican George Bush only after the hand-counting of Floridas ballots with their hanging chads. To be prepared for another slim margin, the Kerry campaign wanted to immediately name the senior members of a new administration, and they asked top campaign staff to choose what jobs they might want. Depending on who would serve as Kerrys chief of staff in the White House, Morehouse either would be the administrations deputy chief of staff or the director of cabinet affairs. The deputy job offered more seniority and clout, but Morehouse found himself hoping for the cabinet affairs post, knowing it would offer a better chance for getting away from the office at reasonable hours to see his family. Unlike when he had worked on the two winning campaigns for President Bill Clinton or Vice President Al Gores losing bid in 2000, Morehouse unexpectedly found himself just rooting for the campaign to end. He wanted to go home, almost more than he wanted to win. As it turned out, the election had not been as close as the previous one, but Kerry had not conceded until a day after the election ended and the final votes in Ohio were counted, giving the Electoral College edge to Bush again. At the top of his post-election list of priorities, Morehouse wrote that he wanted to spend more time with his family.



In the left-hand column of the sheet of paper, Morehouse wrote a long list of the places where he and Vanessa wanted to live. They enjoyed Boston, but they wanted to find a place where they could afford to buy a good-sized home to raise what they expected would be a family with at least several children. As the crowd man for Clintons 1992 campaign and then as the advance man for the president the following four years, Morehouse had gotten to see more American cities than many people could name. Having lived in Washington, D.C., Los Angeles and Boston, Morehouse wanted the amenities of a major city; as a native of Pittsburgh, however, he also wanted a place small enough that it had close-knit neighborhoods and a high quality of life. His list included Austin, Denver, Portland  both Oregon and Maine  Seattle and Minneapolis, where Vanessa had grown up. Pittsburgh did not make the cut.



On the right-hand side of the paper, Morehouse wrote down a list of powerful contacts he had made through the campaigns, people who could help him find work. Until he decided what kind of job he wanted, Morehouse figured he would start a consulting business that helped people solve problems that required political solutions. He had a natural talent for dealing with elected officials, and he knew that would be useful to people with a variety of issues dealing with government. In that list, Morehouse wrote the names of people like James Carville, who had run Clintons 1992 campaign; Paul Begala, who worked with Carville and served as an aide to the president; General Barry McCaffrey, who had served as the nations Drug Czar when Morehouse worked in the Office of National Drug Control Policy; and Al Gore, the former vice president.



Near the top of the list, under the Bs in alphabetical order, Morehouse had written the name of Ron Burkle, a California billionaire who had been a powerful campaign fundraiser for Clinton and had turned out to be one of the presidents closest friends. Morehouse first met Burkle early in the Clinton administration when the president held a fundraiser at the billionaires lavish Green Acres mansion in Beverly Hills, California. There had been many parties and fundraisers after that first one, and Morehouse most often served as the advance man, arriving days early to meet with Burkle and go over the detailed arrangements for each event. Most often, these events mixed the business of political fundraising with pleasure, such as a concert by the Eagles rock band in Burkles backyard one night. Amid the stress of a nationwide campaign, staff workers could get a little giddy among the extravagance of Burkles home. One night during the 1996 campaign, a White House spokesman had taken a Nestea plunge into Burkles swimming pool while the formal party went on at another terrace of the sprawling complex. On orders from Leon Panetta, Clintons chief of staff, Morehouse and others took the man inside, got him dried off and into some borrowed clothes without any of the campaign contributors noticing.



After Clinton won re-election that year, Morehouse decided not to go back to Washington, and Burkle helped him find a job in Los Angeles. Because of his experience in the drug policy office, Morehouse wanted to work for DARE, the Drug Abuse Resistance Education nonprofit, and Burkle served as its chairman. Morehouse landed a job as the organizations deputy director, and he helped turn around the agency amid criticism that it didnt work. He knew firsthand from the federal government that simple messages warning about the dangers of drugs often worked best. It had been a revelation to him that Republican Nancy Reagans Just Say No campaign had been effective. Too often, kids started using drugs because they did not realize how harmful they could be.



Now eight years later, Morehouse planned to call on Burkle again. He figured the businessman might be one of several people willing to pay him a retainer to deal with a myriad of political problems, and that would support the consulting business. Before heading out to California, Morehouse heard from one of Burkles assistants that the billionaire might want help with his hockey franchise, the Pittsburgh Penguins. Morehouse had grown up sneaking into Penguins games when he could not afford a ticket. He and his friends had discovered a number of ways to get into the Civic Arena. Sometimes they would pitch in to buy one ticket, and the person who went into the game would open one of the many doors to the outside and let everyone else into the arena. Other times, they would walk up the ramps that wrapped around the city-side of the building and climb over a low wall to reach an outdoor smoking lounge. From there, they could walk right into the game with all of the paying fans. Despite being a fan of the hockey team and having worked for years with Burkle, Morehouse had no idea until then that the Democratic backer co-owned the Penguins.



On the flight to Los Angeles, Morehouse thought that helping the Penguins might be one of the things Burkle would want him to do. But when he got there and they sat down to talk in the restaurant of The Beverly Hills Hotel, Burkle said he needed Morehouse exclusively and that he wanted him to move back home to Pittsburgh to work with the Penguins. Elected officials had promised to endeavor to help pay for an arena, and that money had never come. Burkle wanted Morehouse to figure out what had gone wrong and how they could fix it.
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The idea of returning home had never occurred to Morehouse, but now that Burkle made the offer he started getting excited about the idea. When he discussed the plan with Vanessa, Pittsburgh started looking even better, at least as a temporary option. Davids mother, who still lived in the city, had just turned 80, and she would get to see her grandson more often. Pittsburgh had some of the countrys lowest housing costs, so they would be able to rent a three-story brick house on a college campus in the citys nicest neighborhood, a place that reminded them of Cambridge, Massachusetts. If they got an itch for a major city, they were never more than a 90-minute flight from New York, Philadelphia or Washington, D.C. Morehouse called Burkle and agreed to take on the assignment for one year.



Pittsburgh had changed in many ways from when Morehouse and his family had first moved into a red-brick, three-bedroom Cape Cod in the citys Beechview neighborhood nearly a half-century earlier. He had been born in 1960, and they had been the only family on the block of Pauline Avenue without an Italian surname like the DAlessandros, the Colosimos, the Salernos and the Tambellinis, whose cousins ran several well-known local restaurants. Beechview had been the kind of place where people had moved when they looked to escape the squalor of their urban neighborhoods. Eventually it, too, had become a destination for Italians coming straight to the United States.



Pauline Avenue had been thick with so many children that it could be hard to find a seat on the swings at the park near the top of the hill, and young people roamed the small neighborhood without their parents constantly looking after them for fear of kidnappers or pedophiles grabbing them off the street. Instead, children had been free to run through the woods across the street, building shacks among the trees and warring with the kids who came down from the other side of the forest, among the homes on Palm Beach Avenue. In one memorable fight, a boy threw a two-by-four that struck the 6-year-old Morehouse in the forehead. Blood ran down his face like water so he could not see, but still he had not started crying until one of the neighborhood moms saw him and let out a panicked cry. Another time, in the fourth grade, Morehouse and his friends walked to the end of the street with older boys, hopped on a street car into the city, and went to see a wrestling event at the Civic Arena  all without a parents supervision.



It had been here in the neighborhood, too, that Morehouse learned in grade school to stand up for himself: A bully had been harassing him for weeks, telling Morehouse that he literally could not walk in front of the boys house. Then one day the bully stole Morehouses baseball mitt, and that made Morehouse more angry than afraid. He punched the bully in the nose, causing it to bleed, and then Morehouse watched in shock as the boy dropped the mitt, crying as he ran away. I remember when it happened, this was like a revelation: If I had just done that, I wouldnt have had to run from him all these years, Morehouse recalled years later. It was like, Oh, thats all you have to do if someone is picking on you: You just punch em back and they dont pick on you anymore.



At St. Catherines Catholic grade school, Morehouse had been smart enough to get placed with the brightest kids, but that group did not include all his friends, and so he did whatever it would take to fall back with the rest of them, goofing off and not paying attention in class. It was as if he could not slow down his mind enough anyway to keep up with the classroom lectures, and so he would daydream and then do poorly on the exams when it came time to recite what he was supposed to have learned. His ambition had been to grow up to be an athlete, like Johnny Unitas, who had come from a nearby neighborhood and then gone on to become perhaps the greatest National Football League quarterback ever. I remember consciously doing poorly on a test so that I could move back into the group with my friends, and that was in third grade, Morehouse recalled. From that point on, I was just like a kid who tried to be funny in class. By the second grade, Morehouses parents had split up, his dad moved out of the house, and his mom started working six days a week, often 10 hours a day. In the late-1960s, older boys from the street would burn their draft cards on the sidewalk, and drugs started appearing in the neighborhood. Hypodermic needles turned up from junkies who had gone into the woods to shoot up and then dropped them on the ground. During a pickup basketball game one day, a not-much-older boy dropped a plastic soap box from his pocket and pills of all sorts of colors and sizes spilled out across the blacktop.



The most successful adults in Beechview seemed to be the ones with union jobs: the drivers for the Pittsburgh Press, the steamfitters, who worked on heating systems for commercial buildings, and the boilermakers, who ran the pipes for large industrial projects like power plants. Those guys were the ones with the nicest cars and the swimming pools in their backyards. At graduation from South Hills Catholic High School in 1978, a few of Morehouses friends went off to college, but most just stayed at home. Pittsburghs steel industry had started a freefall by then, and almost none of the young guys could find a job. Midafternoon any day of the week, guys would crowd into Pauline Parklet, waiting to get into a game on one of the two basketball courts. The games got so serious at one point that Morehouse used his free time to organize a summer basketball league, complete with t-shirts and neighborhood spectators. The group of players included Tim McConnell, who went on to gain local fame as a championship-winning high school basketball coach, and Greg Gattuso, a football All-American at Penn State and an assistant head coach at the University of Pittsburgh.



Morehouse figured his best shot at making something of himself would be to land a union job, too. A neighborhood guy, Ironhead Gualteri, served as the business agent for the Boilermakers Local 154 on Banksville Road, a main four-lane street heading into downtown. Gualteri had put many Beechview guys to work, and Morehouse hoped to be one of them. Every morning for weeks, Morehouse waited while Gualteri had breakfast at the Eat n Park restaurant across the street and then walked over to the union shop. Gualteris brother Tinhead would tell Morehouse to get lost. Even if he was a guy from the neighborhood, they had no jobs to offer. Card-carrying members could not find enough work. Still, Morehouse kept coming, showing up every morning and asking whether they didnt have some job for him. The Gualteris finally got so sick of seeing this kid every morning that they broke down and told him to show up for a union training school.



Two years later, Morehouse was still working as a boilermaker trainee when he reported for a night-turn job doing repairs at the W.H. Sammis Power Plant in Stratton, Ohio. He joined a group of guys working on scaffolding 30 feet off the ground. Lines of pipes had bowed, and their job was to tack weld them to a beam running overhead to straighten them out. As usual, none of the guys had tied off with ropes, because they would be moving around on the platform, and also because the union guys looked down on anyone who seemed that concerned about their personal safety. As Morehouse reached overhead with a welding lead in his hands, the lateral beam broke from its welds and started spinning in his direction. He quickly ducked, and his hard hat fell off as the beam flipped over and struck him on the side of his head. Instead of falling backward off the scaffolding, Morehouse collapsed straight down onto the boards. He woke up hours later, not remembering a thing about the accident, at a hospital in East Liverpool, Ohio. The doctor on call stood over him, asking him his name. Morehouse knew his name, but he could not find the words to say it. In a moment, his career as a boilermaker had ended. He eventually regained his words, but balance problems lingered for years, and he could not go back to working with heavy equipment in precarious places again.



If he could not get a union job, Morehouse followed the other leading path for neighborhood guys who did not go to college  political patronage. By then, his mother had been working in the Allegheny County Register of Wills office, and his uncle, Sam Tiglio, served as the Democratic Party chairman in a city where thats the only party that matters. With his mother ready to retire, the registrars office had an opening and Morehouse got the job. It was definitely patronage, Morehouse later recalled. At the same time, he cracked the code to his education, enrolling in the local community college and finally figuring out how to get As: Pay attention in class, do the homework, and pass the exams. His1 first good grade had been as eye-opening as when he punched the neighborhood bully in the nose. Morehouse earned an associates degree and enrolled at Pittsburghs Duquesne University, but he soon dropped out before earning any credits because of a brief medical relapse.



An even bigger awakening occurred when Morehouse went to a political rally in the Pittsburgh suburb of McKeesport to hear the Arkansas governor who was running for president. Clinton was still running at a distance behind Senator Paul Tsongas of Massachusetts and former California Governor Jerry Brown, among others. As he listened to Clinton, Morehouse started hearing the call to action that he had been seeking. Here was someone talking about jobs  the economy, stupid  and changing the federal government after 12 straight years of Republican administrations. I heard him and it inspired me, Morehouse recalled. I thought he was the answer to what I thought was problematic in government. Morehouse went back home and started volunteering for the campaign right away, driving a van in the motorcade whenever the Arkansas governor came to western Pennsylvania and volunteering in the staff office the rest of the time. Someone there suggested that Morehouse would be good at doing advance work for the campaign. Morehouse had no idea what that meant, but the person explained that the job entailed traveling around the country to places where the candidate would be visiting and making all the preparations for the campaign rallies. That sounded pretty amazing to a kid from Beechview who had never really been much of anywhere. He used the connections from his mother and uncle to fill out his thin resume with a letter of recommendation from Pittsburgh Mayor Sophie Masloff, the citys matriarch.



When the campaign did not respond right away, Morehouse followed the same tactic he had used with the union job: he called every day and asked them to send him out on a campaign stop. As did the boilermaker union, the Clinton aides relented, perhaps just to stop him from calling. They sent him to Philadelphia as a crowd man, with the job of getting as many people as possible to turn out for the candidate. By now, Clinton had been nominated by Democrats at their national convention, and the general election race remained tight with the incumbent President George H.W. Bush and third-party candidate Ross Perot. Morehouse worked with college students and union members in Philadelphia to get out a huge crowd. He did so well, the campaign sent him to Cleveland a few days later, and he turned out another large audience. Pretty soon, Morehouse had gained a reputation as the rookie crowd guy, someone with a natural ability for bringing out legions of campaign supporters wherever he went. By election day, Morehouse had worked his way so far into the campaigns inner circle that he was invited to be in Little Rock when Clinton won the presidency.



In the heady days after the election, the campaign told him to thumb through the yellow book of Schedule C jobs for appointees, to figure out what kind of work he would want to do in the new administration. Morehouse chose the Interior Department, even though he had never been to a national park; the Defense Department, even though he had no military experience; and the drug policy office, something he knew about from his days in Beechview. When he showed up at the Pentagon for what he thought would be a job interview, he sat with seven other campaign workers. Each person was asked what they wanted to do. The first guy, a close friend from the campaign, picked legislative affairs. Put on the spot a moment later, Morehouse picked that office, too. In the first days of the administration, he worked on issues such as military base closures and whether gays could serve in the armed forces. That job didnt last long. With Clinton going out on the road again  now, as the president  Morehouse went ahead of him to setup events. The first trip was to San Jose, California, and Silicon Valley. Morehouse no longer had to generate crowds but now focused instead on getting the right backdrops and making sure the appropriate people were invited to participate. Almost anywhere Clinton went, Morehouse either traveled with him or a couple days before him. He saw the country and a good part of the world that way.



Later, Morehouse left the Pentagon for work in the Old Executive Office Building, next to the White House. He served as the deputy director of advance in the White House, and one of his jobs was to compile the manifest for everyone permitted to travel on Air Force One. It had been a thrill one day to call his mom from aboard the presidents airplane  even if she did think it was just a hoax. With a White House access pass, Morehouse never grew tired of walking through the corridors of the building, and he passed through an underground tunnel on his way to lunch at the Old Ebbitt Grille on 15th Street one day when he saw a steamfitter welding pipes. One of Morehouses buddies pointed at him in a dark suit and told the welder about how this White House staffer used to do that kind of work. The man stopped working, flipped up the shield on his welders hood, and said, Oh yeah, what kind of work did you do? Morehouse said he had been a boilermaker. The man turned away and said, Boilermakers cant weld. Never one to back down from a direct challenge, Morehouse took off his suit jacket, asked the guy for his welding gear, and then did a quick repair on the pipes. So if anything ever explodes down there, youll know it was my weld, Morehouse said years later with a chuckle.



During Clintons first term, Morehouse also worked in the Office of National Drug Control Policy, serving as the director of strategic planning and the acting assistant director for drug policy. His experiences from the old neighborhood helped, giving him a passion for letting kids know the danger of drugs. He worked on promotional messages, getting the first public service announcements into movie theaters and hammering home the simple message about just saying no. When he was campaigning for Kerry years later, that job in the drug policy office led to an awkward media interview when a reporter for Rolling Stone magazine showed up dressed as a Viking and cornered Morehouse to talk about the work he had done trying to keep kids off drugs. Morehouse no longer worked for the drug policy office or DARE, so while the moment certainly registered as an awkward one, it did little to embarrass him.



Street smarts had been enough for Morehouse to go from working the night shift welding pipes in a power plant to working in the White House and then serving as the de facto second-in-command for the nations anti-drug programs. When Morehouse left the Clinton administration in 1997 and went to work for DARE in Los Angeles, he had earned only that associates degree from the community college back in Pittsburgh. Since then, he had counseled a president, run multi-million-dollar programs, and negotiated with some of the worlds top corporate executives and wealthiest business people. None of those experiences conferred college credits, however, so Morehouse was startled when a close friend suggested he apply for a graduate program at Harvard Universitys Kennedy School of Government. Morehouse had written numerous letters of recommendation to the school, vouching for people who had worked with him  and for him  throughout the Clinton years, but he had never considered trying to get into the program himself. He had assumed that someone with only two years of community school education simply could not get into any Ivy League graduate program, and certainly not one as competitive and selective as the Kennedy School of Government. With nothing to lose, he followed the advice, studying for the entrance exams, writing the application essays, and using his thick Rolodex to submit impressive letters of recommendation. President Clinton agreed to write one of the required letters backing Morehouse, and McCaffrey, the nations drug czar, wrote another.



Morehouse got in to Harvard, and then immediately started sweating about whether he belonged. On the first day of classes, he sat in a large lecture hall and listened to classmates introducing themselves. They included an Army general and a cabinet minister from Taiwan. Morehouse became convinced more than ever that Harvard had made a mistake, but when the work actually started, he realized that the same rules he had learned at Allegheny County Community College  paying attention in class, doing the homework, and studying for exams  worked here, too. He earned As in classes on negotiating and leadership and received nothing lower than a B in any class. I was so afraid of failing, he said, I just put extra work into it.
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By the time Morehouse came back to Pittsburgh in 2005 at age 45, the city was not the same one he had left. The smokestacks of his youth had been replaced, with one former steel mill turned into a high-tech corridor for leading robotics and software companies and two others turned into shopping malls. The Homestead Mill, once the site of an expansive factory that produced steel during World War II, was torn down in the 1980s and sold for scrap that could be recycled in mini-mills for new products. After sitting as a flat, barren moonscape for another decade, the land had been transformed into a lifestyle mall with popular restaurants, a movie theater and dozens of shops amid apartment buildings and offices. Many of the citys resident had departed, too: Pittsburghs population had dropped by half from 660,000 residents when Morehouse was playing in the woods across from his Pauline Avenue home. Some of the first things he noticed about the old neighborhood around his mothers house were that the number of kids had plummeted and the rules definitely had changed. Few parents anymore would allow their 10-year-old son to ride the trolley into the city with older boys to attend an event at the arena.



Yet other things had remained the same. Political patronage still offered a reliable career for many young people with family members and neighbors involved in the Democratic Party, which continued to control city government. No Republican had been elected mayor since before the New Deal. The Grand Old Party typically fielded candidates who made strong policy arguments and considered it a moral victory if they picked up more than a third of the vote. Many of the people Morehouse had clerked with at the Register of Wills still worked there.



Morehouses political connections remained fresh. Every time he passed through Pittsburgh with one of the national campaigns, he kept up his local contacts. Although Kerry represented constituents in Massachusetts, he had run his presidential campaign largely out of Pittsburgh, the home of his wife, Teresa Heinz. She had inherited a fortune from the Heinz ketchup company when her first husband, Senator H. John Heinz III, a Pennsylvania Republican, died in a plane crash near Philadelphia in 1991. Pennsylvania would be an important swing state with 21 electoral votes, so it didnt hurt to play up the connection to Pittsburgh in a failed attempt to help Kerry appear at home among blue-collar voters. At one early point, Morehouse had even talked with Pittsburgh officials about holding the nominating convention in the city that year, floating in riverboats to make up for a shortage of hotel rooms.

[image: secimage.png]

All of those connections back home turned useful again as Morehouse tried to gauge whether the citys hockey team could win any support for an arena. Burkle and Lemieux, in particular, believed that they had been promised public money for the building, just like the Steelers and Pirates had received for their new stadiums. The hockey owners had been unable to get politicians to put that cooperation in writing then, and after bringing the hockey team out of bankruptcy, no one seemed eager to help them any longer.



Part of the problem was that the elected officials who ran the city and county had grown up in an earlier era. They idolized the Steelers teams that won four Super Bowls in the 1970s. They adored the Pirates that won the World Series in 1960 by beating the Yankees on a dramatic Game 7 walk-off home run by Bill Mazeroski and then came back to win two more championships in the 1970s. Pittsburgh had taken its title then as the City of Champions. When Lemieux and the Penguins won two Stanley Cups, the older generations had cheered on the victories, but they had not cherished them in the same way. Bob OConnor, a city council president who briefly served as mayor for six months before dying from a brain tumor in 2006, had season tickets for the Steelers and sat with the fans even when he could have used a luxury box controlled by the public authority that owned the building. Born six months after the Allies D-Day invasion of Europe in World War II, OConnor exemplified this outdated thinking about the citys sports teams. When the Penguins owners started making their case for an arena, OConnor once turned to a reporter and said, Its not like its the Steelers. Another time he told the Penguins executives he wouldnt lose one vote in Hazelwood, a depressed city neighborhood in his council district, if the team left Pittsburgh. Hockey didnt matter to guys of his generation.



Another setback was that the politicians had ruined all of the public goodwill when they pushed through a one-percent county sales tax to pay for the football and baseball stadiums. Voters had rejected a referendum to use tax dollars on the buildings, and then-Pittsburgh Mayor Tom Murphy, the predecessor to OConnor, had gone to the state capitol in Harrisburg and worked out legislation to use public money anyway. He compounded the publics anger at one point by boasting that the city had won help for the stadiums with a stealth bill that lawmakers had passed without knowing what the legislation contained. That ploy backfired, but the legislature came back the next year and approved stadium measures for Pittsburgh and Philadelphia anyway. The stadiums got built and the fans loved them, but many taxpayers never forgot the anger over how the deals had been worked out by lawmakers after the measures failed at the ballot box. After that, it would be harder than ever to get the public behind paying for another sports complex  and few politicians wanted to take up the cause of trying to persuade them.



A bigger problem for getting an arena had emerged in the years since elected officials said they would help Lemieux. The city did not have enough money to pave streets or pay police officers. The city was broke, said Ken Sawyer, who was the team president at the time. How could they justify spending money on a team or an arena, even though the old arena was on its last legs? After decades of delaying improvements and borrowing against the future, Pittsburgh had allowed its debts to grow so large that they ate up bigger parts of the annual budget. Instead of lobbying for another sports palace, Murphy was going to Harrisburg these days seeking support for a new tax on commuters. Thousands of people came into the city each day from the nearby suburbs but they paid little for the public services they used. State lawmakers were threatening to put the city into receivership with two oversight boards, and Murphys legacy as a three-time mayor hinged on coming up with enough money to balance the budget. If he would be pushing any secret legislation or twisting arms behind closed doors this time, Murphy would be trying to win help for a new tax on suburbanites and not a hockey arena.



The Penguins franchise failed to help itself, too. By 2004, the team had finished at the bottom of the Atlantic Division three straight years, never earning more than 69 points in a season. On top of that, in 2004 the NHL and its players seemed headed for a lockout. Sitting in her city hall office one afternoon, Councilwoman Barbara Burns explained that while she could see the need for a new arena, particularly as a way to help keep another generation of young people from leaving the city, she would not attempt to make that case as long as the labor dispute continued. With the potential for going dark over an entire season, the league would be unpopular with even its strongest supporters. That would not be the time to argue with an angry electorate about why they should help pay for a hockey teams new home.



Morehouse made the rounds among his political contacts, and he came to a blunt conclusion: despite what they had been told during the bankruptcy proceedings, Burkle and Lemieux could not count on any public money for an arena. The one thing that I helped with was for a hockey team to understand that the political realities change, Morehouse said years later. It wasnt necessarily that they were lied to. It was that the realities changed. They change every day. It wasnt personal. It was just that the city was on the verge of bankruptcy  and the landscape changed. So now the question is, what to do? No public funding. (The Penguins) dont have the money. We hadnt made money since bankruptcy. And we know that we cant survive in the old building. The economics dont work.



That did not mean the team owners had no options. In a report to Burkle and Lemieux, Morehouse made his assessment of the political situation. Then he laid out two possible scenarios for saving the franchise:



One, the owners could simply move to another city that already had a newer arena or would be willing to build one. Kansas City officials had just decided to build a state-of-the-art venue, even though the city would not have a major league tenant to play in it. Other cities, too, would be willing to work with the Penguins.



Two, Burkle and Lemieux could roll the dice on using casino money to build an arena. State lawmakers had just legalized slot machines a year earlier, and bidders would be required to submit their proposals before the end of 2005. Billions of dollars would be pouring into Pennsylvania for casino projects, and each bidder would be trying to out-do the others and win the license in a subjective process. It would be the riskiest decision of all, but the Penguins could try to get some of that casino money for the arena.
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