
THE VERY NATURE of the term publicity 
man conjures visions ol the notorious 

huckster P.T. Barnum; of Don King at- Bii.i. CAl.l·AHAD Pl·AYS IT STRAIGHT 
tempting to pawn a Muhammad Ali fight off 1111 1111 II 
on Kuala Lampur, Malaysia for $1 2 mil-
lion: of !he fictional Professor Harold Hill 
persuading the residents of River City, 
1owa to purchase 76 trombones. 110 
coronets. and various olher musical in-
struments. 

It is an image that makes Missouri sports 
information director Bill Callahan cringe 
Callahan is aware that his office has been, 
at times, misconstrued as a propaganda 
outlet. !n the lasl 30 years, Callahan has 
wOf'ked in two Missouri press boxes, written 
at least 5,000 releases, dealt with more 
newspapermen than Jimmy Carter, wit
nessed 316 Missouri football games, and 
survived a few loo many Tiger basketball 
games in order lo alter that image 

In 1974, Callahan's efforts to upgrade his 
profession were rewarded wilh the Arch 
Ward Memorial Award for distinguished 
service in the art of public relations. Cal· 
lahan·s office has sired reporters for The 
Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, 
The Los Angeles Times, and The St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch among other newspapers. 
Numerous sports information directors, 
who have lent credibility to their profession, 
have roots in Callahan's office. One of 
them, Greg Knipping, who tragically died 
last year when the plane transporting the 
University of Evansville basketball team 
crashed, labeled Callahan, "a pillar of his 
profession" in the Evansville basketball 
brochure. 

The 58-year-old native of Rhode Island 
started promoting the Missouri athletic de
partment before the initial razor-blade 
advertisement appeared on television. 
When Callahan slarted the job on July 1, 
1948, sports information directors were 
traditionally rigid company men. Callahan 
re rused to conform to the conventional 
style. 

"A lot of people think my job is to beat 
the drums, to blow the horns, to be tub 
thumping," Callahan says. "That sort of 
thing turns me oH. It's overdone." 

YO U WON' T S EE Callahan distribut
ing letters virtually begging sporls writers 
to vote certain players lo an all-conlerence 
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team as Iowa State did last football sea
son. Nor will Missouri be embarrassed in 
the manner that Kansas State was last 
year. At head football coach Ellis Aains
berger's request, the Wildcats' sports infor
mation director did not record several 
players' participation in a junior varsity 
game in order for those players to preserve 
redshirt status. 

CALLAHAN PARTAKES in unethical 
activities as often as he has been seen out
side the Heames Building with mega
phone in hand, luring spectators to a Mis
souri basketball game with a "step-right
up" pitch. " There are times when I can't tell 
a reporter everything I know because I 
have certain restraints," he says. "But I 
don't think I've ever been in a posi!ion 
where I had to deny a lacl. I don't think I 
could live with myself. .. 

Although Cal lahan approaches his 
duties with an immense loyalty to the Uni
versity - a Tiger portrait hangs on his 
living room wall, which is adjacent to a 
dresser thal displays two porcelain replicas 
of Missouri's mascot - he considers him
self a journalist before a publicity man. He 
writes accurate releases which small news
papers publish verbatim and supplies re
porters with story ideas and informa!ion. 

"For some reason, I've always thought 
of Bill as a sports writer ... says Bob Hurt, 
columnist for The Daily Oklahoman. "He'll 
tell you everything about a situation, not 
only the good." Callahan's relationship with 
the media prompts respect from his col
leagues. 

SAYS NEBRASKA SID Don Bryant: "Bill 
Callahan wrote the book on sports informa
tion directing." 

Says Alabama SID Charley Thornton· 
"Callahan is one of the nation's finest." 

At Missouri, Callahan has elevated the 
sports information directorship from a ser
vile position to that of a ranking office. 
"When I started. there was a tendency to 
cast us (sports informalion directors) in the 
role of lackies," Callahan says. " I'd like to 
feel that I'm in a position now where I'm 
consulted before many decisions are 
made." 

Of course, Callahan's decisions aren't al
ways the wisest. A few years ago, before 

dining at sports writer Hurt's home, Cal
lahan claimed his youthful experiences on 

the golf courses of Rhode Island enabled 
him to determine the difference between an 
edible mushroom and a poisonous toad
stool. Confident of this knowledge, Cal
lahan ate one of the fungi on Hurt's lawn. 

After spending a short time in Hurt's 
bathroom, Callahan had his stomach 
pumped 

Since the time that then basketball 
coach Sparky Slalcup suggested to Calla
han that he apply for lhe sports information 
job in '48, the mushroom incident has 
been Callahan's most dubiously publicized 
story. It is ironic Iha! Stalcup recommended 
Callahan for the JOb, since basketball is well 
down the line on Callahan's enjoyment 
scale. "Give me a choice between a good 
poker game and a basketball game and 
there really is no choice at all," he jokes 

In the past few years, Callahan has 
delegated the basketball responsibilities to 
his first full-time assistant, alumnus John 
Heisler, who accepted a similar position at 
Notre Dame in April. Mark Filzpatrick, an
other alumnus who was assistant SID this 
past year at Stanford, has replaced Heis
ler. 

After earning a business degree at 
Rhode Island, Callahan obtained his 
master's degree in journalism at Missouri 
in 1947. He became sports editor of the 
Coffeyville (Kansas) Journal before work
ing as a sports writer lorthe Topeka Sports 
Journal. 

Athletic direclor and football coach Don 
Faurot then hired Callahan at a salary 
slightly less than six ligures. Starting wages 
were $60 per week. "I didn't think it was 
bad," Callahan says. "11 was survival." 

CALLAHAN'S FAVORITE STORIES are 
often ones he hasn't typed in releases. The 
day before the Missouri-Navy game in 
1948, President Truman invited the Tiger 

football team to the White House. As the 
group prepared for a picture. Truman ex
pressed his allegiance to Missouri despite 
his Commander-in-Chief status. Callahan 
told a few reporters about the President's 
remarks and was shocked the following day 
when a newspaper headline read, "Presi· 
dent Roots Against Navy." 

"When Don read that, I thought he was 

going to go through the roof. He was really 
mad," Callahan recalls. "He figured we had 
broken a confidence and ii would embar· 
rass the President. But do you know some
thing? Mr. Truman didn't back o ff an inch. 
People always knew where he stood." 

FIRING WAS A POSSIBILITY apparenl1y 
in 1965, seventeen years alter the Truman 
affair. Prior to Missouri's Sugar Bowl vic
tory over Florida, Caflahan had scheduled 
a press conference between head coach 
Dan Devine and a few Florida sports writ
ers. A few minutes before the conference 
was to start, Devine phoned Callahan, 
saying he had a fever and could not ful
fill his commitmenl 

Fortunately, Tiger defensive backfield 
coach Clay Cooper was available and sub
stituted for Devine. Aller the conference, 
the group had an informal discussion about 
Devine, in which the coach's habits of 
sterilizing his whistles with alcohol and ap
plying various powders to areas prone to 
perspiration were mentioned. Following 
the game, a columnist belitlled Devine for 
those habits and referred to him as "Mis
souri's pol-bellied coach " 

Devine suspected Callahan of purposely 
mentioning his habits, since the coach did 
not attend the conference. "Later, I found 
out that he men1ioned something about 
firing me," Callahan says, smiling. 

Callahan can afford to smile now. Al· 
though he still approaches his job with 
vigor and enthusiasm, although he can 
olten be reached in his office working at 
10 p.m., although he can recite about any 
Missouri football score in the last 30 years 
off the top of his head, Callahan has started 
to think about retiring in a few years. He'd 
like to pursue a few untouched interests. 
Nothing outlandish. He'd like to raise 
pigeons and bees in his backyard as a hob
by. Most of his retirement time will prob
ably be spent composing country western 
song lyrics. 

Tunes such as "The Girls Always Get 
Prettier at Closing Time'' have an appeal lo 
Callahan. ''I'd love to be able to sit down at 
a piano and write a tune," he says. ''I've 
never done a thing about it except talk." 

If he cioes write a hit , he won't have to 
worry about hiring a publicity man to 
sell it. o 
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