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My Dad Kicked Ass for a Living

Zach Furness

Wwhen 1 was a little kid [ used to have a ritual designed specifically for days
when [ was home sick with the [lu. Alter consuming a modest amount of
buttered toast and tea, 1 would plant myselt in front of the television screen
and watch a consistent pattern of recorded movies including Meary Popping, Star
Wirrs, and several Tilms that documented the adventures of Herbie the Love B,
O ome such occasion when 1 was enjoving the benefits of a newly settled
stomach, | watched static fill the screen after one of Herbie's wild escapacdes
and 1 lazily drooped off of the couch with @ finger extended toward the stop
huitton on the VR,

Suddenly the static disappeared and the sereen was overlaken by a swarm af
foathall plavers, green Astroturf and the audible banter of Brent Mushberger, &
quasi-legendary sports broadeaster. Among the scattered bodies of Houston
Cilers and Pittsburgh Steelers | immediately picked out the black and gold
crmbroidered number 64, and realized Tor the first Lme that Twas watching my
dad on television. And holy shit, there he was in the Deshoand Dood! He was
chasing the Gilers around the field using his body like some medieval ramming
deviee, clubbing his opponents with taped fists and padded armor, grabbing at
jersevs with his crooked football fingers. After several minutes of action he
teceived a L S-vard penalty for slamming the quarterback to the ground atter he
had already thrown the ball,

Driring a replay of the penalty the announcers were offering up their formulaic
doses of commentary, saving things like, ‘Furness should have known noet to
take thal penalty,” and, "You don't expect those tvpe of mistakes from a veteran
player,” and other statements thal were intended to decry my dad’s bone-
crushing hit on the quarterback. The camera then switched from the reply to
i close up shol of my dad, a man who only hours earlier had read me a story
before hed, and here he was the subject of the almighty close up shot of the
SBC cameras—a shot that either meant vou had done something exceptional
ar yvou had fucked up. In this case, the camera angle was attempling to create
asort of multifaceted mug shot of the temporary villain ... the man who coulid
have given that poor quarterback a concussion ... the man who should have
known better .. the marwho kicks ass for a living .. the man | call dad.
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Through his facemask and enormous beard | could tell from his stoic
expression that he was proud to play this modern role of half-villain, half-hero,
and he certainly wasn't showing any visible signs of remorse, And although I
Lnew the intricacies of this man's life, had caten his breakfasts, had watched
him lift weights, had hung from his extended arm like a small monkey, here
he was being created by the television set. His actions were framed, admired,
dictated, and conformeil to the spectacle of the screen his character was
developed through instant replays, audience noises, and violent clashes with
the Houston natives, While my house was plastered with black and white stills
af him making a tackle or standing on the sidelines, itwas not until I saw him
on the screen that it all added up to greatness in my mind. On that day, my
dad became immortalized alongside the likes of Darth Vader, The Great Grape
Ape, and other such characters that lingered in my four-vear-old television
world of mystery, action, and enchantment, But on thal day, he ceased 1o belong
only to me and became part of a much larger world that 1 could have imagined
only in terms of crowds [ had seen at the mall or the local amusement park.

Ower the course of my pre-teen years [witnessed the development of my ™
dad on a number of different occasions—usually during dinnertime. When he
appeared on television, | would watch intenscly as he offerced brief statements
concerning the Michigan State football leam, or more specifically the defensive
playvers that he coached. On the screen, his mustache would bounce up and
down with the rhvthm of his lips as he talked, and his green athletic gear would
give off an aura of prestige and respectability that seemed naturally to evoke
the term ‘coach.’ What was even more uncanny is that [ often watched this TV
personality together with the real life version of my dad, becoming ever more
enamored by his presence as | passed him the peas. During our years in East
Lansing my friends would tell me when they saw him on television. Some of
them even remarked that he looked like Magnum L, which was a pretty badass
compliment in the mid-1980s, Given my age at the time, | sometimes wondered
whether Magnum PL's family ever saw my dad on television and thought aboul
b Lheir dad looked just like Steve Furness,

Throughout the next ten years [ became more familiar with the life of my
TV dad by watching his eloquent statements about leaving Michigan State, his
eventual return to the Steelers as a coach, and his thoughts on being fired from
the Fittsburgh job a few years later. [ watched this character with a keen interest
because 1 had never heard these exact thoughts articulated to anyone within
my immediate family, and | abways found it remarkable how the living room
background of these miniature press events looked so much like my owr St
there was i gap between these two lives, these two characters that | had hecome
so familiar with over the vears. They gave different reasons for major life
decisions, they spoke to different audiences, they wore different types of hair
products, and they expressed different emotions.
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Perhaps the most difficult aspect of this situation was the attempt Lo extrapolage
some tvpe af authenticity from these various televised segments. Which decision
was the real one? Which comment was truthiul and which one intended for an
audience? [ began to realize that one of the distinguishing features of my Ty
clacl was his ability to deliver a particularly TV-style series of commments concerning
his situation, His speech was informative but to the point, confident but alsg
bumibale, and willfully constructed with a series of specific nods and evebrow
movements, An awkwardness would somettmes cmerge after such TV moments
when my real dad would say something to ane of us and | could swear that it
had been rebearsed before a TV audience at some previous time, Because of the
apparent disjunction between my real life and TV dads, 1 becaome acutely aware
of Lthe sereen’s ability e conform reality 1o its own selfish standards. Fach of ug
has witnessed these effects firsthand when we gauge our tragedies, heroic acts,
or amazing feats through experience of the screen, leading to eyvewitness
accownts of people who describe a given event as ‘surreal’—'like Tam watching
IV Most of us realize that the screen possesses o motivation of its own,
havvewer we undoubtedly grapple with the effects of the screcen ke cavemen
might have initially grappled with their shadows.

While we attempt to dissociate ourselves from such comparisons, it is all too
evident that our ability to distinguish between the real and the reproduction
lras not, and will not, come Lo fruition within our lifetimes, Yet, we operate
under the assumption that such decisions will inevitably have to be made if
o sprecies will continue to Lhrive, Our lives thrive within, evolve from and are
inextricably bound towhat Philip K. Dick calls ‘irreal” relationships and imediated
lile-forms, For Dick, life is an irreal presence that thrives within the scamlessly
jrgeed juxtapositions of the natural and the mechanical—lorees that
sirnultaneously imitate one another with no beginning or end in sight. Perhaps
[earned the lessons of irreality so carly on that T couldnt keep track of where
my life encded and the screen began, Like many of Dick’s characters, | could
never identily the exact separation of the real from the irreal and | eventually
Bave U bryving.

Sometime after I irst had to confront Lthese bizarre circumstances, my TV dad
hecame movable, controllable, and pixelated within the video game world of
b Madden Foolball—a virtual conglomeration of varioas TV dads from
dilferent eras whose speaking parts were swept away in favor of repetitive
motions and Ta-bit touchdown dances. | plaved his character on several
secasions, watching his movements, examining his build, comparing his athletic
prowess to my memaories of the real version. They just had it all wrong in the
same though, He could rush the passer much botter inoeeal Tife and be sas quite
a Pt Baster. However, his extra point blocking ability on the screen was Herculean
in nature, providing thousands of people with a lalse sense of what his strengths
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and weaknesses were like during the hevday of the Steelers. But on the ol her
hand, he won my friend Brian $25 when his last-second-kick-Dlocking skills
prevented an overtime victory against the 1985 Bears—a team that was assembled
long after his retirement. Several months later | taught my dad how to play the
video game and remembered to tell him that Brian saidd ‘thank vou’ for the
money. During the 15-minute game | clobbered my dad with the video version
of himseli, leaving us in near silence, partially amused, partially confused, ut
definitely entertained.

Unlike the experience ol watching my TV dad on a newscast or sports shiow,
the video game version of him was not all that unsettling, One might imagine
that the game’s distortion of his gure, skills, size, o complexion would have
provoked some uneasiness on my part, but the synthetic quality of the game
actually created a more succinet split between my real dad and the creation
displayed on the screen, Because alder games lacked the ability Lo create a
realistic image, they were also stiipped of the pretenses associated with regular
TV—a format in which the editorial procedures, make-up applications, lighting
coordinators and out-takes are hidden in the attempt to reproduce/produce
reality for mass consumption. In the most basic sense, we weren't meant 1o
believe that the little, square-headed people of SEGA' warld were real. They
didn't drink water, they didn’t sweat and they didn’t get tired ... these were the
conditions that were not only acceptable, but desirable.

For a two day span in February 2000, the discrepancy between the real and
TV versions of my dad became fully realized as the lormer departed quickly
from this earth, while the latter was cxalled through video clips, phote stills,
and polished commentary from several different Pittsburgh newscasters. |
watched the television when | returned home from the hospital, disappointed
to ind my TV dad so cramped within the MTV-style editing of various games
played throughout the 1970s. The quick shots attem pted to summarize parlicular
cras of his life within seconds of video footage, but it couldn’t reproduce the
Blissful sensation of secing him pulverize that guarterback some 20 yiears carlier.
still, 1 relished the experience of seeing my dad receive a television culogy—
apparently the highest honor that media can provide, Al of his television pasts
were spliced together in order to create an immortal TV superhero who wore
his jersey with pride and made his family proudd,

Every vear when it comes time for the Super Bowl to be paved, Dinevitably
receive a late night call from one of my friends whao has spotted my TV dad
within the hours of old Super Bowl footage that ESI'N runs in order to keep all
pot smokers and insomniac feothall fans entertained tor the three days preceding
the game. Fabways take o few moments o share in Uhie nostalgia with my excited
friend and take solace in the idea that somewhere ina far off video gam,
highlight reel, or rerun, my dad still kicks ass for a living,
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