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For Glenn & Greg,
big brothers,
consummate teammates


What has the game given me? It’s given me my teammates. . . . You want to talk about what the game takes away from you? It takes away your teammates.

—John Banaszak, Pittsburgh Steelers (1975–1981)
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INTRODUCTION


REVERIE & REALITY

BECAUSE WE SEE SPORTS DYNASTIES through the prism of stopped time, the players never grow old. We forever see the 1970s Pittsburgh Steelers in their days of empire—Bradshaw airing it out, Mean Joe enraged, Lambert toothless, stamping his feet before the snap, the long, elegant strides of Stallworth, Franco, still immaculate. But time does not stop, not for us, not for the Steelers of the 1970s.

Have a cigar, m’boy! Sitting in his living room near Dallas, wearing slippers, Mean Joe Greene remembers Art Rooney Sr. He hears the old man’s voice with its smoker’s rasp. He shared conversations with the Chief at the Rooney home on Pittsburgh’s North Side at 940 North Lincoln Avenue. They sat in the den beside the fireplace. Through the front windows, they saw moonlight play on Three Rivers Stadium. The Chief sat in his favorite black leather recliner (it vibrated), a brass spittoon at his feet, his TV turned to local news or an old Western (the volume too loud); on a nearby table he kept his rosary beads.

Such a compelling pair, the Chief and Mean Joe: the Pittsburgh Steelers’ founding owner was an old horse player with a map-of-Ireland face and thick white hair combed back, as much a part of Pittsburgh as the waters of the Allegheny, Monongahela, and Ohio Rivers. The massive defensive tackle was an African American born in segregated Temple, Texas; dark and handsome, he played football with an anger that even he did not understand. Mean Joe knew the outline of the Chief’s story, that he might’ve become a priest, but became a gambler instead, and that he played a semipro football game against Jim Thorpe, and might’ve won an Olympic gold medal in boxing in 1920, and that he was pals with the old fighter Billy Conn and with Tip O’Neill, Speaker of the US House of Representatives. He knew that when the old man took his night strolls through his neighborhood, the thugs didn’t rob him, they protected him.

Mean Joe called him Mr. Rooney, as everyone did, never the Chief. That was an endearing nickname given by the youngest of his five sons, the twins, Pat and John, for his resemblance to the actor who played editor in chief Perry White on the television show Superman. Among all Steelers players dating to the team’s founding in 1933, Mean Joe was the Chief’s favorite. The old man was a tough guy, too. At a 1975 practice, Terry Bradshaw completed a pass to rookie running back Mike Collier, who turned to the sideline and ran over the Chief. He knocked him flat, snapped his cigar in half. Collier froze as the trainer and the Chief’s driver rushed to his aid. But the Chief, at seventy-four, stood, brushed himself off, and eased Collier’s fears: “Thanks, Mike. I needed that.”

Mean Joe’s appreciation for those Bances Aristocrat cigars grew with his appreciation for the Chief. Now, Mean Joe is a grandfather, his toddler granddaughter calls him Gumpa, his beard is flecked with gray, and he is nearly the same age as the Chief was in 1969 when they first met. Whereas once he threw his body around on the field like a desperado, now he moves slower, creakier. Mean Joe’s emotions never were far from the surface, and now he turns sentimental. He has filed away postcards the Chief wrote to him and his wife, Agnes, usually hellos from racetracks or Catholic shrines. He even kept one of those unsmoked cigars long after the Chief’s death as a memento of a defining friendship in his life. He remembers the Chief’s handshake, the way he put his small hand in his and held it there, a little longer than most men would.

Franco Harris returns to Pittsburgh International Airport late at night from another business trip. His frame is fuller, his hairline receding, yet he remains, unmistakably, Franco. As he approaches the lobby escalators, nearing the Immaculate Reception statue, he’ll see recognition spread across a bystander’s face: the eyes wide, the mouth agape, and then . . . the request: “Franco, would you, uhm, mind?” The bystander wants to take a cell-phone photograph of Harris standing next to his famous likeness. Harris knows that if he poses for one, he’ll be asked to pose for five more. He consents, nearly always. This is his way. This is his town. Mean Joe calls him Mister Pittsburgh.

The statue of Harris is colorful and life-sized, the running back in black and gold bending forward on the run to make the shin-high catch that stunned the Oakland Raiders in a 1972 playoff game at Three Rivers Stadium, named by NFL Films the most controversial play in league history. Along the edge of Pittsburgh’s north shore, there are statues of television’s Mister Rogers and Bill Mazeroski, and by PNC Park, of Roberto Clemente, Pops Stargell, Honus Wagner, and several Negro Leaguers, including Josh Gibson and Satchel Paige. In this city that reveres them, only two of the 1970s Steelers are so honored, Harris, and the Chief, seated in bronze at Heinz Field.

Phil Villapiano was the Raiders’ linebacker covering Harris on the play that, to him, remains a great American tragedy. “I’m gonna tackle that fuckin’ airport statue one of these days,” Villapiano tells me, half in jest. “Franco can tell the police, ‘I know who did it!’ ”

Baseball has the New York Yankees of the 1920s, basketball the Boston Celtics of the 1960s, and football the 1970s Steelers.

The rise of sports empires is a matter of talent and timing. Baseball in the ’20s had moved beyond the Black Sox scandal into the live-ball era, and basketball in the ’60s flourished with an end to the whites-only game. In the ’70s, as television became an American phenomenon, football became its most popular show, and the Super Bowl virtually a national holiday. And no team celebrated more often than these Steelers. “It was,” tight end Randy Grossman would say of being a Steeler during that time, “almost like living in a wonderland.”

The Steelers rose like the sun over a landscape that once belonged to Lombardi’s Packers, the defining dynasty of the league’s first half century, and the team that fired the American imagination during the 1960s, when football first moved past baseball as the nation’s preferred pastime. Pittsburgh won four Super Bowls in six seasons between 1974 and 1979, its feat unmatched in the postmerger modern era. Its record during that span was 80-22-1. The Steelers won Super Bowls against Minnesota, Dallas (twice), and the Los Angeles Rams, and their intraconference blood rivalry with Oakland brought suffering to both sides. The 1970s Steelers sent a dozen men to the Pro Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio: nine players, head coach Chuck Noll, Art Rooney Sr., and his son, Dan, who emerged as the Steelers’ day-to-day chief executive and later became within the NFL much like John Quincy Adams to his father’s John Adams, a founding family’s second generation risen to power. The Steelers’ likenesses are cast in bronze: Mel Blount’s shaved head reflecting in a spotlight, Mike Webster’s neck thick and muscular, and the bearded Jack Ham, half smiling, as if he knows the next play is coming at him.

The story line in 1974 was too good to be missed by the sports press. Everyone wanted the Chief, football’s lovable loser for forty years, to win his first NFL championship, and that wish extended far beyond a derelict steel town. Art Rooney Sr. was an American archetype, up from the streets, a Daily Racing Form in one hand, his leather-bound prayer book in the other. By habit, he dashed off thousands of postcards—each only a couple sentences, always handwritten—to family, friends, and acquaintances, including one to me after I interviewed him in 1985 for a story about sports in Pittsburgh. His language was quaint and dated, still stuck in the 1920s. He used terms like yeggs, greasy bums, and Hey Rube (a free-for-all fight), expressions that passed from the language when carnivals stopped coming to town. It wasn’t that the Chief needed to win a Super Bowl. His life, and his achievements, already had been certified. He had been a big winner with the Thoroughbreds. But the NFL publicity machine dreamed that the old man might one day hoist a Lombardi Trophy, for he was as likable as anyone the league had known; his Steelers’ players felt the same way, and figured he might have one last chance.

On both sides of the ball, the 1970s Steelers were methodically destructive. But it is the Steelers’ defense that still thunders across our imagination. The unit played the game at high speed, with blunt force and malice. Its nickname, the Steel Curtain, sprang from a local radio contest, a twist on Winston Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” description for the postwar divide that fell across Europe. Greene became a folk hero, and by the 1974 playoffs opposing teams were measuring their rushing gains against the Steelers’ defense not in yards per carry but in feet per carry. In 1976, eight of the Steelers’ eleven defensive starters made the Pro Bowl. That same season, the team began with a 1-4 record and then reeled off nine consecutive victories, the defense producing five shutouts and allowing only twenty-eight points. And that was a season in which Pittsburgh did not win the Super Bowl.

There was so much that went unseen, like Lambert’s telegram to his rival and buddy, Kansas City center Jack Rudnay, days before a game against the Chiefs. “If you hold me,” Lambert wrote, “I will kick you in your teeny-weeny balls.” And Rudnay, in a return note delivered to the Steelers’ hotel: “I would love to have a chance to hold you, you toothless bastard, but you are always hiding behind Joe’s big ass.”

The Steelers’ defensive huddle often became bedlam, voices demanding to be heard. Years later, Ronnie Lott, a Hall of Fame defensive back who began his career with San Francisco in 1981, would let his imagination run: “Can you imagine if you could create a virtual huddle and you were standing in a virtual huddle with those guys?” Lott’s eyes grew wide. “Man, it would’ve been great to line up with them!”

Here is the sound track of that huddle: Safety Edwards, the so-called Chobee Kid from Florida, unleashing his anger on the front four after the defense gave up a few too many yards on the ground. Edwards’s teammates would say they could not understand what he said in the best of circumstances—his words seemed to come from the depth of a swamp, thick and jumbled. As Blount, a southerner himself, said, “Glen had—it wasn’t a speech impediment—it was this southern, long drawn-out—he just couldn’t talk.” But now Edwards gets his point across by cursing a blue streak at the front four. In the huddle Blount asks teammates to hold hands as a show of unity and brotherhood, but Lambert won’t do it. Lambert will not hold hands with any man. As his roommate on road trips, Ham learned plenty about Lambert’s personality. In their hotel room the night before games, Lambert studied his defensive checklists, drank Michelob beer in bottles (never cans, always bottles), and smoked his cigarettes, a combination that made him snore all night; he awoke snarly. Two years, they were roommates on the road, but Ham quantified that, saying, “Two years with Jack is like ‘dog years’—fourteen years is what it felt like.” Now, in the huddle, Ham tries to talk strategy with Andy Russell, left linebacker to right linebacker, but Russell can’t hear him because of Edwards, and because of Dwight White, who after complaining to referees about the spot of the ball, orates in the huddle about his plans for his opponent: “HE’S GONNA HAVE A BAD DAY! HE CAN TAKE HIS ASS-WHIPPING ANY WAY . . . BUT HE WILL TAKE IT!!!”

Greenwood, an easygoing Mississippian, laughs at the chaos. Heh-heh-heh. This fit cornerback J. T. Thomas’s theory that the left side of the Steelers’ defense was the quiet, steady side—Greenwood, Ham, Wagner, and Thomas. Everybody’s cool. Ain’t no big deal. Nobody goes to the league office for fighting. But, Thomas theorized, once you moved one player over to the middle of the defense, to Greene and Lambert, “a metamorphosis takes place.” If a fight broke out, Mean Joe was in it, perhaps the cause of it, and, Thomas said, “And Lambert: oh, my God! You’ve got a psycho. If you go down an alley and you’re in a fight, take Lambert with you. You’ll come out with him, no doubt about it.” Then there was the Chobee Kid who, though just 180 pounds, hammered wide receivers, plus Holmes and White—the rogue side of the defense. In the huddle, Lambert makes the defensive call. Eleven Steelers prepare to break—no, wait! There are only ten players. Holmes stands at the line of scrimmage, over the ball, pointing a finger at the guard opposing him, interrupting whatever is being said in the offensive huddle. Greene shouts for Holmes to come back to the huddle. Too late. Lambert, sneering, says, “Just leave him out there!” The defensive signal called doesn’t matter to Holmes because he will run his own stunt anyway. Holmes hollers to the offensive guard what the Steelers’ defensive line will do on the next play. “Don’t check off,” Holmes warns. “I’m coming right over your ass! YO’ MAMA GONNA SEE YOU!!”

The 1970s Steelers’ roster was filled with players who had spent their boyhoods during the Eisenhower ’50s and came of age during the turbulence of the ’60s. They hailed from the working or middle class, from small towns and rural outposts in the South and Midwest, military and coal towns in the Northeast, from the big-city West; from football powerhouses such as Penn State and Southern Cal, and from historically black universities such as Southern, Tennessee State, and Arkansas Agricultural Mechanical & Normal. As teammates, these Steelers had their differences. Some had never had teammates of a different race. In 1974, Joe Gilliam, the league’s only starting black quarterback, received racist mail. “We saw you go home,” one letter began. “WE KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE!” Gilliam stored the letters in a cardboard box in his closet.

It was the truest meritocracy the NFL had yet known. The earlier dynasties, the Cleveland Browns of the ’50s and the Green Bay Packers of the early ’60s, had comparatively few black players. (In 1960, the four black Packers joked that they made up four-fifths of Green Bay’s total black population, the shoe-shine man at the Hotel Northland being the fifth.) The civil rights movement brought change. A photograph of the Steelers at Super Bowl IX in January 1975 showed a roster with twenty-five white players, twenty-one blacks, and the biracial Harris. When the NFL named its seventy-fifth-anniversary all-time team in 1994, five players hailed from the 1970s Steelers, more than from any other dynasty; the Browns of the ’50s and Packers of the ’60s placed five players on the team combined. With free agency and the salary cap, we’ll never see another NFL team like these Steelers. Keeping together such a collection of stars would cost a king’s (and queen’s) ransom. With so much talent gathered on one roster, Dwight White would say, “I liken it to the Big Bang theory, something that happens once in time . . . something that happens once in a zillion years.”

At a charity event in Northern California in 2003, Gordon Gravelle, a tackle on the Steelers’ first two Super Bowl–winning teams, introduced himself to Bill Walsh. “I remember you,” said Walsh, the retired San Francisco 49ers coach. Then he thumped Gravelle’s chest and said of those 1970s Steelers, “Best team ever!” Walsh’s 49ers won four Super Bowls across nine years during the 1980s.

“Even better than your 49ers?” Gravelle asked.

Walsh thought for a moment. “We might have given you a run for your money,” he said. Walsh’s eyes twinkled. “But you were the best team ever.”

What wouldn’t any of us give for recognition like that?

Once, in San Francisco’s Candlestick Park, grouped with other sportswriters in the corner of the end zone in the final seconds of the 1981 NFC title game, I saw 49ers quarterback Joe Montana throw a touchdown pass to receiver Dwight Clark to beat Dallas, and I’ll never forget that thunderous roar from the home crowd—pure euphoria. I’ve never experienced anything else like it. This was the glory of the NFL as a national sensation.

But later I gave up on pro football. As a sportswriter for the Washington Post during the early and mid-1980s, I saw the game from the inside, and though I admired the athletic artistry and grace, and genuinely liked the men who played, the violence disturbed me. For two years I covered the Washington Redskins as a daily beat reporter; I later reported on the NFL at large, traveling to the biggest game each week, to owners’ meetings in Maui, and to the courthouse in Manhattan’s Foley Square for the US Football League trial against the NFL. I stood on the sidelines during practices and games, amazed by the physical power of the players. Once, at the end of a Redskins’ practice, a few players lured me onto the field and playfully surrounded me. From behind, Joe Jacoby, six-foot-seven, nearly three hundred pounds, an all-pro tackle, put his arm under my neck and pulled back slightly. It was all in fun, done for only a second, but my neck hurt for a month. Jacoby was that strong.

I saw and heard the violent collisions, the injured players carted off. Steroid use was rampant in the NFL then. One team doctor told me a new generation of injuries was emerging: muscles tearing and bones breaking, he said, in new and surprising ways. The night the New York Giants’ linebacker Lawrence Taylor snapped Redskins quarterback Joe Theismann’s leg, I sat in the press box at RFK Stadium. So gruesome was the injury, even Taylor winced. I followed the ambulance carrying Theismann to a local hospital, and filed a story from there. A few years later, over dinner with the Redskins’ retired special teams ace Pete Cronan and his wife, Debbie, I heard how several times a month she was awakened in the night by her husband’s pained wails from his shoulder separating in his sleep. She knew the proper maneuver: she pushed up on his elbow and in on his shoulder. “It just goes ‘Click,’ ” Cronan explained, and they went back to sleep.

This was the game’s dark underside: the players were physical marvels, and yet week after week their bodies broke down. I blamed it on the physics of the game—head-on collisions between behemoths—and, in some cases, steroids. I thought, What will life be like for these guys when they are sixty years old?

In the summer of 1981 I visited the Steelers’ training camp in Latrobe, Pennsylvania. The team had failed to make the playoffs the previous season for the first time in nine years. My assignment: find out if the dynasty was done. Most of the Steelers’ stars from the seventies were still there. Thousands of Steeler Nation fans crowded behind fences, waved Terrible Towels, and called out the names of their heroes. As a young sportswriter, I was struck by the team’s personalities. Nearly all savvy interview subjects, they carried themselves with swagger. Terry Bradshaw took me to his dorm room; as he spoke his eyes were alight with playful mischief. Lynn Swann, handsome, aloof, self-important, reminded me of a movie star. Harris carefully considered my questions before answering. “What is old? Chronologically we are old. But physically we are fine. I wouldn’t call this an old team,” Harris said. “It is a seasoned team, a vintage team.” Mean Joe wore shorts in the sweltering heat. He sat beside me on a bench. I noticed that his right bicep was as big as my thigh. He was philosophical. “I don’t mean to brag but we’ve been on top for eight or nine years,” he told me. “You can’t say that because we had one bad year that we are done. That’s crazy. Just look at the graph of anything, the weather, our economy, our political power. There is a shifting of balance. It is not constant. Well, we’ve been on the top of the bell on the graph for a long time. Last year was just our dip in the bell. It happens to everybody.” A nice, well-conceived answer, but I wanted more specifics. “But why did it happen, Joe?” I asked. He turned cross. “Why?” he said, his voice a rumble. “I just told you why!” I shifted to a new question.

On the practice field, Coach Noll, his arms folded, said, “People want us beaten. Our team has become a cliché, a truism. We are always there. We have always won.” Thomas told me, “We’re just like the Ringling Brothers Circus. They lost four elephants, a giraffe, and a gorilla, but the show went on. The same thing will happen here.” Thomas spoke the Steelers’ party line—“Everyone is replaceable”—but time proved that a lie. Some talents are so exquisite they are not replaceable.

Though I didn’t realize it at the time, my work on this book began on that August day.

Here is Walt Whitman on the 1863 Civil War battle of Chancellorsville: “Who know the conflict, hand-to-hand—many conflicts in the dark, those shadowy-tangled, flashing moonbeam’d woods—the writhing groups and squads—the cries, the din, the cracking guns and pistols—the distant cannon—the cheers and calls and threats and awful music of the oaths—the indescribable mix—the officers’ orders, persuasions, encouragements—the devils fully rous’d in human hearts—the strong shout, Charge, men, charge—the flash of the naked sword, and rolling flame and smoke?”

A century and more later, Whitman might have been writing about the magnificent physical strife and sensory overload of football. Awful music of the oaths? From the line of scrimmage, the louder half of the Steel Curtain—White and Holmes—yowled at the opposition. That cracking sound came from helmets colliding, safety Donnie Shell, in the indescribable mix, launching himself into Houston running back Earl Campbell’s ribs, or the safety Edwards sending a two-forearm shiver into the chinstrap of Vikings receiver John Gilliam in Super Bowl IX. The devils fully rous’d in human hearts—Lambert body-slamming Cliff Harris onto his hip pad in Super Bowl X, or cornerback Blount, Superman to teammates, beating smaller receivers into the earth. Steeler running back Reggie Harrison once was asked which defensive tackle hit harder, Greene or Holmes. Harrison answered sincerely: “It all depends on what you prefer: Excedrin or Motrin. If you can find the rest of your body after they hit you, that’s good.”

In those days, concussions were of little concern. Smelling salts did the trick. In 1976, Gary Dunn, a rookie defensive lineman, practiced head butts with the Steel Curtain front four before games. “You’re going to set the head-butt record today,” defensive coach George Perles told him. Perles said the record was fifty: “And you are going to do sixty.” And Dunn did, each time picking a spot on the opposing man’s helmet, and then firing off the ball and striking him at that spot with his own helmet. Dunn estimated that he executed thousands of head butts in his career in drills alone. In short order, Dunn began wearing a neck collar on the field because the back of his neck bled from his helmet jerking backward.

The violence ratcheted up in the 1970s as players grew bigger and faster. The point wasn’t to kill your opponent but to render him less functional. In those shadowy-tangled, flashing moonbeam’d woods, the 1970s Steelers doled out suffering. They absorbed their share, too, and more than once from the Chiefs’ Willie Lanier. A fearless linebacker, Lanier sometimes slammed into ballcarriers with his face mask. The Steelers’ running back John “Frenchy” Fuqua broke through the line of scrimmage once only to be struck down by the flash of the naked sword—Lanier. As their face masks merged, Fuqua saw Lanier’s eyes, his nose, his intensity. And then, literally, he saw a flash. The force of the helmet-to-helmet collision registered in Fuqua’s brain, a lightning bolt of trauma between his eyes. Down went the Frenchman, knocked out momentarily, unsure even if the ball remained in his hands. What came back to him first was the voice of a teammate saying, “You okay, man?” Fuqua stood up, unsteadily. “Yeah, yeah.” But the lightning kept flashing: flicker-flash, flicker-flash. In the huddle, Fuqua heard Bradshaw call out the formation, “Full right split,” and as the huddle broke, Fuqua did not know the snap count, only that somewhere out there Willie Lanier lurked.

The most famous Steeler of the dynasty, now a television celebrity, Terry Bradshaw moves easily through the lobby of a Beverly Hills hotel where he has checked in under the pseudonym “Gary Cooper,” a nice Hollywood touch. A concierge spots him, brightens, and says, “Welcome back, Mr. Cooper,” and Bradshaw, in a loose-fitting Tommy Bahama shirt and jeans, smiles, and says, “Thank you very much.” Bradshaw is six-foot-three and broad-shouldered, still identifiable as an athlete. In the hotel restaurant, a man at the bar calls, “Terry! Terry!” Bradshaw does not answer him. “TERRY BRADSHAW! I just want to shake your hand.” Bradshaw looks at the man and then at his hand. He smiles wanly and shakes the man’s hand, without making eye contact. A woman at the bar says, “You still got your quarter horses?” Now that topic will turn Bradshaw’s head faster than a question about football. He stops to chat with her for several moments. Then he sits at a table near the front, by the window. His eyes are a liquid blue-green, his jaw massive. He is expressive in conversation and tactile, often slapping my right shoulder with the back of his left hand, each time as if to say, “Know what I mean?” His laugh is genuine, countrified, a half cackle. I hand him a team photograph from December 1999—the twenty-fifth reunion of the Steelers’ first Super Bowl–winning team. Bradshaw was unable to attend that event, one of many that he has missed through the years. In the photograph, his former teammates and coaches pose in three rows wearing black-and-gold letterman jackets—except for Lambert, who wore a coat and tie, and Ernie Holmes, who wore a copper-colored suit because none of the jackets was big enough to fit the player known as Fats, five hundred pounds by then.

“Holy cow!” Bradshaw says as he studies the photograph. “Look at Ernie. He takes up two chairs! Two Chairs Ernie!”

Then Bradshaw turns serious: “Ernie’s dead, you know?”

As his eyes move across the rows of faces—Noll, Gilliam, Mel Blount in his cowboy hat, Dwight White—Bradshaw does a play-by-play of time passing:

“Dwight White’s death—that was shocking.”

“Look at all the gray hair.”

“Hanratty!”

“Golly, everybody’s shrunk.”

“Bobby Walden. Roy Gerela. Kiss my grits. Bud Carson. Dead. Dick Hoak.”

“Boy, you look at this bunch and you wonder how we won a game!”

His index finger touches Stallworth in the photo, the Hall of Famer wearing glasses and a big smile. Bradshaw remembers his wide receiver’s demeanor in the huddle. Warming to the memory, he becomes the quarterback again, mimicking Stallworth’s high-pitched call for the football: “Braaaaaaad, I’m open!!! Braaaaaaddd!” Bradshaw squeals with delight.

When his players were still in their twenties, Noll often told them to think about their life’s work. The phrase wasn’t his. He’d first heard it from Cleveland coach Paul Brown, for whom he played during the 1950s. When Brown was about to release a player, he’d say, “If you were my son, I’d tell you to get on with your life’s work.”

To Noll, football wasn’t a player’s life’s work. That work came later. When Noll told his Steelers, “Maybe it’s time to get on with your life’s work,” some players took it as a coldhearted threat, or worse, their football career death knell. The phrase, acid poured over their dreams, meant they were done with the Steelers. Others accepted it as a call to deeper thinking, and action. Football is a savage game, a giant threshing machine that cuts down men in the physical prime of their lives. Studies in the 1970s showed that the average length of an NFL player’s career was only about four years. From 1970 to 1980, the average annual salary for an NFL player grew from $23,000 to $78,000, though some of the Steelers’ biggest stars made considerably more; during the early 1970s players commonly worked off-season jobs, including running back Rocky Bleier as an insurance salesman for Mutual of New York, Russell as a securities broker, and Greenwood as a junior high school teacher. Noll was telling his men that retirement might be only a play away. He wanted his Steelers to think about life’s meaning and purpose. Noll knew he would release his players one day and so he related to them only at a distance. No Rockne pep talks, no coddling. Greenwood spent thirteen seasons with Noll and had only one conversation with him—when Noll told him he was being released. Lambert said he exchanged about eleven words with Noll during eleven seasons, which Lambert, an independent spirit, liked.

To Noll, preparation in life was, as in football, everything. He had many phrases familiar to his players. Chuckisms, they called them. “Win the battle of the hitting” was one, an intellectual approach to a brutal task. “Whatever it takes” was another. Some of his life stories confounded, like the one he told about the man who saved all his life for retirement. “He finally got to retirement,” Noll said, “and died.” End of story. Fuqua didn’t get it, not until ten years later, when Russell explained it to him. “Chuck was telling us, ‘Don’t hold anything back,’ ” Russell said. To which Fuqua replied, “Ohhhhhh!”

But nothing Noll ever said to his team reverberated down through the years like your life’s work. Even when Noll retired as coach in December 1991 after twenty-three seasons, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette headline read, “Steelers’ Noll decides it’s time to get on with life’s work.” The phrase was deeply ingrained. Noll was saying there would come a time, even for future Hall of Famers, when the game would end and the rest of their lives would begin. What will you do then?

He didn’t get into the specifics. He didn’t say that nearly two-thirds of NFL players left the game with a permanent injury, or that nearly 80 percent suffered emotional trauma during the transition to the rest of their lives, denial, grief, and then reluctant acceptance that their football careers were done, similar to the emotional responses to dying.

They would have to figure out that on their own.

In their physical primes, they were men of steel, and then the injuries came—to Greene’s neck and shoulder, Lambert’s toe, Ham’s foot, Fuqua’s wrists, and Bradshaw’s elbow; for Swann, too many concussions. Now more than a few of the Steelers are men of titanium, their knees, hips, and shoulders replaced. Some seem fit—Ham and Blount look ready to suit up. Others wonder if their ailments and their memory losses are due to football. Some admit to fear of brain damage revealing itself in old age. I found pieces of the team’s legacy in surprising places: in a bowl of blueberries; a number registered on Joe Gilliam’s cell phone; in the research done by a Nigerian-born forensic pathologist who once thought football players in helmets looked like extraterrestrials; in a lyric from a lovely church song (“I’m Just a Nobody Trying to Tell Everybody About Somebody Who Can Save Anybody”); and in the sauna at the remembered Three Rivers Stadium.

Almost to a man, the old Steelers light up, and the years fall away, when they talk about the empire. Psychologists say there is a memory phenomenon known as the reminiscence bump, and it explains why adults often remember more vividly events from their formative years in their teens and twenties, important life markers for who they become. Some of the 1970s Steelers recount moments on the field and in the locker room, supplying details and context, as if they happened yesterday. In the 1970s they were young and invincible. They carried themselves like kings. It was a feeling almost none of them would know ever again.

In the pre–free agency era, these Steelers spent about ten years together. Stallworth, Bradshaw, Swann, Shell, Greene, Greenwood, Lambert, and Ham played a combined one hundred NFL seasons—every one of those seasons with the Pittsburgh Steelers. As athletes and as men, they knew each other intimately and intuitively, their strengths, weaknesses, and personality tics. They knew their favored brands of cigarettes and beer, and the music they liked best. They saw each other broken and bloodied, exultant and triumphant. They were all accountable to the greater cause, winning, which made them accountable to each other.

Their story is football’s story. Today, amid mounting concern over brain injuries, the sport is being questioned for its violence. NFL commissioner Roger Goodell has spoken of the need for a cultural shift to change the “warrior mentality” of players who refuse to admit when they are injured in order to keep playing. Football’s future appears more uncertain than at any time since 1905, when eighteen college and amateur players died on the sandlots and President Teddy Roosevelt called the coaches of Harvard, Princeton, and Yale to a White House summit in hopes of saving the game. Among the more than 4,300 retired professional football players who have sued the NFL over a lack of warning about, or protection from, traumatic brain injuries are twenty-five who played for the 1970s Pittsburgh Steelers in the days of empire.

Who better to address football’s outsized grandeur, its danger and long-term physical implications, than the men I met in Latrobe more than thirty years ago who played for the greatest professional football team I ever saw? They knew they were extraordinary. I sensed it that day in Latrobe in their banter and in the way they moved. They seemed lit from within. They had created a mystique, and though they knew in 1981 that the empire was no more, they carried themselves like royals still. Now, having entered the fourth quarter of their lives, they are as well positioned as anyone to provide illumination, and to answer hard questions, about their game.

Their story has deep roots, and it begins with the Chief as a young man on the make, in the long shadows of the Great Depression, at a racetrack.


II
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WHEN THE CHIEF WAS YOUNG


Did you ever notice, my friend, in the race track’s grotto of tears, How many go to the seller’s maw—how few to the lone cashier’s?

Did you ever notice, old pal, in the race track’s dizzy spin There are ninety ways that a horse can lose—with only one way to win?

—Grantland Rice, sports columnist, “Maxims from Methuselah”


CHAPTER 1

THE CHIEF AT THE RACETRACKS, 1937

ART ROONEY WAS MOST COMFORTABLE in a crowd, blending in, just another man beneath another fedora. Horse track gamblers preferred it that way, to move, like spies, with stealth. Besides, Rooney had not a particle of pretense or self-importance. His sensibilities were working class, Irish Catholic. “I’m no big shot,” he said. Physically, at thirty-six, there was little impressive or memorable about him. He stood five-foot-eight in his wingtips and carried about 150 pounds. Too many breakfasts at the stables with trainers and jockeys (steak, creamed potatoes, cornbread) brought middle age to his midsection sooner than planned. Examine the puff in his coat pockets more closely, though. That’s where he kept his office. There, rubber-banded together, were scraps of paper with names and numbers, racetrack programs on which he detailed winnings for his tax man, and a thick notebook to keep track of his business affairs, jammed alongside his rosary beads, and a ready supply of cigars, some to smoke and others to give away as calling cards. He also stuffed a handful of postcards into those pockets, picked up and stamped that morning, ready to go. He learned about postcards, and other tricks of the politician’s trade, from his friend Jim Farley, Franklin Roosevelt’s postmaster general, a chesty, garrulous Irish Catholic. Here, in essence, is what Farley taught him: If someone’s brother or uncle dies, be sure to attend the wake or funeral. And whenever possible send handwritten postcards to friends, acquaintances, constituents, just to say, “Hello, the sun is shining here at Aqueduct, and how’s your day?” If the postcards were handwritten, Farley said, people would remember you on election day, and every day. Rooney took the advice to heart. Attending wakes and dashing off postcards became part of his routine—he said his hellos with postcards and his good-byes at wakes.

Everything about Rooney said Pittsburgh. He sounded like Pittsburgh with his youse and yunz and the way he said downtown as dahntahn and Billy Conn as Billy Cawn. He even looked like the steel city: in his dark, formless suit, he was stubby, tough, thick-necked, and perpetually covered in smoke, that from his cigars. He didn’t mind if the steel mills pumped black particles into the fiery sky and left his white-collared shirts speckled with their residue. “When you see these skies red, and the smoke goin’,” he liked to say, “things are in good shape.” He rooted for the unions, Harry Greb, and Honus Wagner, and believed that if he spat into the Allegheny River his city was vulnerable to flooding. Pixburgh, from E’Sliberty to the Norse Side to the coloreds’ Hill District, was his town. The city meant everything to him—it was everything to him. Once he crossed the rivers, usually bound to another horse track in Ohio, West Virginia, or beyond, he might as well have been in Egypt or Madagascar.

His Irish ancestry was a source of enormous pride. In 1930, 35 percent of Pittsburgh’s 670,000 residents had foreign-born parents, Rooney among them. He’d been named for his paternal grandfather, the first Art Rooney to reach Pennsylvania, a steelworker who raised his gun against the Pinkertons hired by Carnegie and Frick as they barged up the Monongahela in 1892 in a failed attempt to bust the Homestead strike. The young Art Rooney heard these stories from his own father, Dan Rooney, a North Side saloonkeeper who claimed Ireland as home, even though he was born in Wales, where his father had gone from Ireland to seek work. But old Dan Rooney reasoned that he was Irish, by God, saying, “If a cat gave birth in an oven, would you call her kittens biscuits?”

In summer 1937, Art Rooney still moved like the athlete he once was. But there was something essential about him that the eye missed: his resourcefulness. That was his defining quality, his towering strength. He found a way. Horse players needed to be resourceful. The best approached their work as a craft, and applied a studied discipline to their wagers. They needed to lose before they learned to win. They needed to develop a touch with horses, and with people. In the latter regard, Rooney was masterful, a quick study. He sized up people, and their motives, at first meeting. His memory astonished. He remembered every name and every detail: your hometown, the name of your kids. He was, in that way, uncanny. He was also old school. He believed in the sanctity of a man’s handshake. He carried a wad of bills, even during the Depression, and handed out five-dollar bills at the track, to restaurant maître d’s, and to those in need. He had the Irish gift for gab, and little regard for convention. Art Rooney got by doing things his own way, even if it meant moving through a few shadows.

He had been ever so resourceful as a young ballplayer on Pittsburgh’s sandlots, as a nimble leather-headed quarterback, and as a base-stealing leadoff hitter. He revered the Pirates’ shortstop Honus Wagner (“The greatest of the great!” he said), but as an outfielder he played more like a young Cobb. Rooney teamed as player-manager with his younger brother Dan on the Wheeling (WV) Stogies of the Middle Atlantic League in 1925, playing against future Hall of Famers Joe Cronin and Rip Collins. Rooney hit .369, second in the league, and stole a league-best fifty-eight bases. Before that he had been an amateur welterweight boxer and twice had defeated Sammy Mosberg, the gold-medal winner in the 1920 Olympics at Antwerp. A photo from the period shows Rooney with gloved fists raised, his wavy brown hair parted down the middle, his eyes with a murderous look. In the aftermath of the Great War, one writer watched Rooney in the ring and likened his determination and hand speed to a “whippet tank going for one of Jerry’s pill boxes.”

Raised above his father’s brawling saloon, Rooney honed his instincts and his left uppercut. On Saturday nights, Dan Rooney walked upstairs to the family apartment, where his wife and nine children watched him change his shirt, on occasion three or four times in a single evening, because it had been ripped, or splattered with some Irishman’s blood, during fights that broke out beside his mahogany bar. “Lads, when you grow up and make your fortune,” Dan Rooney told his sons, “go back to Galway to see what makes these harps tick.”

Art Rooney ran errands for local politicians and carried bets on the horses from the men on his father’s bar stools, and in the card room in back, to the bookies. His father took him to see his first horse race, at Cleveland’s Randall Park Race Track, and though still a boy Rooney was swept up by the roar of the crowd, the explosiveness of the horses, and the thrill of wagering real money. The men at the saloon talked about politics, sports, women, and the unions, and Art Rooney heard every word. In such a world, his fists enhanced his reputation. At seventeen he fought as a 130-pounder at the Americus Republican Club and won a gold watch. He fought against stiffs at local carnivals for three dollars per round, and in tournaments in New York and Canada. When Prohibition shut down the Rooney saloon in 1920, the North Side filled with bathtub gin, the rackets, prostitution, and speakeasies. Rooney had close friends deeply involved with all of that. Those illegal mysteries were but an arm’s reach away.

He passed through Georgetown, Duquesne, and Washington & Lee Universities, and never allowed his studies to get in the way of his ball games or bouts. He spent only one day of his young adult life in a real job—at a blast furnace—or, to be accurate, less than a day. Many local families, his included, had spent generations at the iron furnaces or in the soft coal mines in the Old World and in Pittsburgh. But Art Rooney quit just after lunch.

He and his brother Dan intended to become major-league ballplayers and reveled in the camaraderie they shared with the boys on the Wheeling Stogies—the jokes, the late nights out, the ball busting—even as they pushed their broken-down touring cars over the Alleghenies. Occasionally they crossed the color line to barnstorm in small Pennsylvania towns against black teams with stars such as Smokey Joe Williams, Martin Dihigo, and Oscar Charleston. They played the House of David teams, too. As a young man, the Chief fully marinated in Pittsburgh’s melting pot.

We see the Chief as a young man in the Jazz Age, his world perfumed by nickel beer, backroom cigar smoke, ballpark hot dogs, and serenaded by the pounding hooves of racehorses. By the end of the dry decade, the Rooney brothers’ big-league aspirations faded with their youth. His brother Dan turned from baseball to become a Franciscan priest, sent off to China as a missionary. Art Rooney turned to sports promotion—boxing, semipro football (the Hope-Harvey Football Club sponsored by the Majestic Radio Company), and Negro Leagues baseball. With two powerhouses, the Pittsburgh Crawfords and the Homestead Grays, Pittsburgh was becoming a celebrated hub of the Negro Leagues with luminaries such as slugger Josh Gibson, Cool Papa Bell, and Satchel Paige. Rooney knew them all. At a more private moment a decade and more later, Rooney would walk into the famed Crawford Grill restaurant and jazz club in the Hill District and place a paper bag on the table for his old friend Gus Greenlee, the cigar-chomping “Big Red” who ran an illegal numbers racket, owned the financially strapped Crawfords, and was being chased by the Internal Revenue Service. Inside the bag was $20,000 in cash, a gift from Rooney, no strings attached.

Of course, Kathleen (“Kass”) McNulty’s father didn’t trust him. He made pickle barrels for the Heinz factory and didn’t like it one bit that his daughter, a clerk at the Joseph Horne department store, was dating a man like Rooney, who ran with gamblers and thugs, and used his fists to solve problems. She noticed that Rooney seemed to know everyone in town, politicians, ballplayers, Jews, blacks, and Italians. Kass and Art slipped away to New York in 1931 and married in defiance of her father. Rooney whisked his new wife off to the Belmont Stakes, and then to racetracks all across the country, even to a racetrack out of the country, in Tijuana, Mexico, where they stayed too late, after the border patrol had closed for the night. Kass Rooney learned then just how resourceful her new husband was. She held fast to her dress as she and her man slid beneath the fence between countries.

Rooney hardly flinched when he put down $2,500 to buy a franchise in the National Football League in 1933. He was betting more than that on a single horse race. In fact, five years earlier, as a bookmaker working Hialeah Park in South Florida, Rooney had lost a $20,000 bankroll in a single afternoon. At the Fort Pitt Hotel in Pittsburgh he met with George Halas, George Preston Marshall, Bert Bell, Charles Bidwell, and Tim Mara, all NFL franchise owners. Rooney thought pro football might be a good investment, though he would’ve preferred to buy a major-league baseball team. He even leaned on the local baseball name in christening his new NFL team the Pittsburgh Pirates. He wouldn’t change the name to Steelers, in honor of his city’s defining industry, until 1940.

The most pivotal week of Art Rooney’s professional life came in summer 1937 and established him as one of America’s leading horse players. It also would secure his family’s future and make it possible for the Pittsburgh Steelers to remain his for the next half century. Decades later, the Chief answered the charge that he was merely a lucky bettor during this life-shaping week, saying, “That was a lot of bunk—I was no farmer. I may have been more reckless in betting in those days than I am today, but I wasn’t an amateur.”

It began, late night, on Friday, July 23, 1937, in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, when Rooney left a plumbers’ union gathering with his friend, a former Pittsburgh middleweight named Buck Crouse. Together, leaving a trail of cigar smoke, they made their way to the Empire City Racetrack in Yonkers, New York. A dapper dresser, usually with a boutonniere in his breast pocket, Crouse was a genuine character, typical of those Rooney would collect through the decades, an odd assortment of Runyonesque fighters, detectives, and childhood chums who kept him company at his office and in his car on drives to horse tracks and boxing matches here and there. A cagy, scientific fighter, Crouse had fought the Pittsburgh Windmill, Harry Greb, at Pittsburgh’s Exposition Hall in 1917, but was unable to answer the seventh-round bell, sitting on his stool with a busted lower lip, his face puffy from inflammation and his mouth full of blood. He met Rooney, naturally, through the fight game.

On the final Saturday of the three-week meeting at Empire City, with Crouse by his side, Rooney won nearly $20,000 thanks in part to another win by his favorite Thoroughbred, Seabiscuit, with jockey Red Pollard aboard. The day was a portent of what was to come.

That night, Rooney and Crouse stopped by Joe Madden’s speakeasy in Manhattan. Once a longshoreman named Joseph Penzo, Madden had wanted an Irish name when he turned to boxing. He liked his drink and his cigars, he wrote a few plays, and truly he was a Runyon character—Damon Runyon had lionized him as a Broadway original. Rooney told Madden he was headed back to Pittsburgh, but Madden convinced him to push his luck at Saratoga. So Rooney put down $150 for a 1928 model car, and with Crouse and Madden drove the nine-year-old vehicle the 180 miles to the famed horse track. They suffered a flat tire along the way, and reached Saratoga late on Sunday night. Rooney stayed up until four a.m., doping the Monday races. A little sleep and he was up to watch the horses’ morning workouts, and noted the times recorded on stopwatches. He studied the post positions, the jockeys’ riding tendencies. He talked with trainers over breakfast at the stables, passed out a few cigars in exchange for information. He spotted his friend Tim Mara, a bookmaker and owner of the New York Giants of the NFL. “He gets me to mark his card for him,” Mara said days later. “I said, ‘All right, sucker. Go ahead and blow your dough. I’ll be here when the races are over if you want carfare back home.’ ” Rooney placed his bets as if the Depression didn’t exist. He watched the races calmly, as was his custom, his fingers rubbing smoothly across the ten beads on his rosary ring. Between races he even sold ten-cent raffle tickets in the grandstands to help his brother’s church in China. “He was making Christians out of the boys,” Mara said with a laugh. After one race Madden burst into the men’s room to tell Rooney that his horse had won in a photo finish, only to find his friend calmly explaining to “the colored groom the difference between the single wingback and [Pop] Warner’s double-wing.” Mara said, “When the races were over I asked [Rooney] how he made out. ‘Pretty well,’ he said. ‘I won $108,600. How’d you do?’ I didn’t tell him, but I’d lost close to three grand on the day.”

After his big day, New York’s turf writers couldn’t get enough of Rooney. Writers followed his every move in Saratoga, to a restaurant, a movie house, and even to the track’s men’s room, where Rooney noticed a young sportswriter standing behind him. Just staying after my assignment, the writer explained. It was a downturn year in the Depression, and the writers painted Rooney in soft, adoring colors, a lovable underdog hero from the steel town, a maverick horse player, churchgoer, and family man (he and Kass had two sons now) who possessed a spark of gambling genius.

“The plucky little plunger,” the turf writers at Saratoga called him, and “Roll ’Em High Rooney.” Columnist Bill Corum of the Hearst chain wrote, “Rooney is ‘Rooneying’—if that one isn’t too tough—the betting ring. He’s not afraid to press his luck. He ‘sends,’ as the saying goes, and he sends at the right time, when he’s winning.” The New York Post added, “The casinos were licking their chops in anticipation of the new plunger. But Rooney never touches the dice, cards, or wheels. It’s against his principles; it’s gambling.”

Runyon, the syndicated columnist who was only getting to know Rooney, didn’t think much of the hullabaloo: “Mr. Rooney is perhaps too young to have heard the immutable law of the turf: ‘All the horseplayers die broke.’ ”

Crouse announced to sports columnists that at morning Mass he prayed for Rooney to win. In time Crouse would slide into what one forensic pathologist in 1928 defined as dementia pugilistica—a neurodegenerative disease known as the boxer’s punch-drunk syndrome. He had been punched in the head too often. Sometimes Crouse believed he was St. Francis of Assisi. On that Tuesday morning, Rooney attended Mass and then scored in the first four races, which, according to Corum’s accounting, made “his total winnings for 18 successive races $148,180.” At this rate, Corum surmised, Rooney soon would “wind up with the bookmakers’ limousines, Skidmore College, the Canfield Museum and the New York State reservation and Roosevelt Baths.”

By nightfall on Tuesday, stories circulated that Saratoga officials offered Rooney a cadre of Pinkertons or a Brink’s armored truck to carry his cash back to New York City. The estimate of his winnings over three days, including one at Empire City, ranged from $200,000 to $380,000. The latter figure is more likely, and carried the same buying power as more than $6 million in 2013. The Chief himself never provided an exact figure, but years later told his son Art Jr. that he had won more than the writers estimated.

He sent $10,000 from his winnings to China, where his brother Dan, known now as Father Silas, needed to build a new roof for his mission house. It was reported that Rooney put $100,000 of his winnings into annuities, saying, “They’ll never get that back.” He gave Tim Mara $50,000 in cash to take back to New York City. “I may show up at Aqueduct next week and if I do I’ll need something to work with,” he said.

The following month the Chief returned to Saratoga, where he reportedly won $50,000 more in a single afternoon, leading one sportswriter to exclaim, “That fellow, Rooney, has horseshoes in both hands!” Soon turf writers hyperbolized that the size of Rooney’s bets had not been seen since the wild days of the 1920s and the wagers of Arnold Rothstein, reputed fixer of the 1919 World Series.

On August 8 Kass delivered their third son, Timothy, named in honor of Mara. The New York papers reported that Rooney would soon send Kass, four-year-old Danny, two-year-old Art Jr., and the baby on a lengthy vacation to Bermuda, while he, naturally, would return to the tracks. On his immediate return home to Pittsburgh, though, the Chief had emptied his pockets, looked at Kass, his Irish eyes lit like fancy chandeliers, and told her they wouldn’t ever have to worry about money again.
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ASSEMBLING THE PIECES


CHAPTER 2

THE ROONEYS

THE TWINS ARRIVED IN MARCH 1939, and hours later so did the Chief’s telegram to Kass from an NFL meeting in Chicago. He apologized for his absence and professed his love. Their marriage would last a half century and more, their roles well defined. The Chief, as provider, chased after his horses, football team, boxing promotions, and investments. Kass ran the home; her sister Alice McNulty moved in after the birth of the twins, and became her companion when the Chief was away. With her husband, Kass held her own. The Chief snapped at her once for tossing away a used tea bag. “Use it again,” he insisted. To which Kass replied, “You want me to dry it and use it for snuff?” On another occasion she told him, “Why don’t you just piss in your hat and pull it over your ears?” They were well suited for each other, if not entirely alike. She tipped modestly; he was a big tipper. (Once, the Chief didn’t have money in his pockets to tip a delivery boy so he found a cigarette lighter featuring the Steelers’ insignia, handed it over, and said, “This okay?” and the delivery boy was deliriously happy.) He never cursed; when Kass’s temper got the best of her, she cursed like a salty seaman. The Chief winced and said, “Don’t used that language in front of me,” and never mind that the boys heard, too, and hid their smiles. He didn’t drink alcohol; she did. “Have your belt,” he would say to her at a restaurant, “and then let’s eat.” The boys respected their father and adored their mother. “He was Mister Rooney,” Art Jr. said, “and she was Mom.”

The Chief had given Kass carte blanche to look for a bigger house, as long as it was in the First Ward. She put down $500 in summer 1939 for one only a stone’s throw away, an old house, built just after the Civil War, on a street filled with mansions that had lost much of their earlier luster. In one of the first defining moments in his young life, seven-year-old Dan Rooney walked out of the back of his house on Western Avenue, across an alley, and into the back of his new home at 940 North Lincoln Avenue.

In winter, the Chief froze the backyard so the boys could play ice hockey and skate there. In summer, a time for the Chief’s beloved baseball, he smacked hard grounders that ricocheted off the backyard’s unseen rocks as welts formed on his sons’ shins and arms. “You’re not crying, are you?” the Chief would say. “He thought we should be as good as he was,” Dan remembered. As the boys grew older, the Chief sometimes chided them for their mistakes, saying, “You’re brand new!” or, “You’re unwrapped like a box! You don’t have any experience.” He wanted them tough, just as tough as he had been as a boy. The Chief didn’t want his boys gambling on the horses, though. “I’d rather have you guys be dopes or drunks than have this as a scourge on you,” he warned them. The Rooney sons grew up proud to be Pittsburghers and proud to be Rooneys, and the North Side became the midpoint on their life’s compass.

Danny emerged as their leader. As the firstborn son and the first grandson in the extended Rooney family (per Rooney custom, the Chief named his first son “Daniel” after his father, his second son “Art Jr.” after himself), he understood that he was “the cock of the walk.” John Rooney, seven years younger, said, “He was like a man compared to us. He sort of ran the works when the old man wasn’t there.” John recalled Danny leading the boys in the family rosary, each saying their Hail Marys and Holy Marys. The twins were too young to keep up, though, and Tim, the third brother, howled, “Hey, Dan, that’s ten!” But Danny shook his head: “You didn’t say them in unison!” And so he added another, and made his brothers start from the beginning.

Football quickly got into Danny’s bloodstream. He made a few road trips with his father’s NFL team, and on the train the players helped him with his homework. He wanted to be with the players, and one day become just like them. It didn’t matter that the team, from 1933 through 1950, had but four winning seasons, or that the Chief tended to hire his cronies as head coaches, including Walt Kiesling three times, and gave them a free hand to run the team as they saw fit, or that catcalls rained down on his Steelers from all across Pittsburgh. Danny knew what he wanted. In 1940, when he was eight, rumors swirled that the Chief was about to sell the team, and Danny got worried, until Kass finally told her husband, “You better talk to Danny,” and the boy said, “Dad, what are you doin’?” and the Chief said not to worry, he wasn’t selling. The boy had his whole life to lead, and yet already he began to envision himself with the Steelers.

Times got harder for the NFL during the war years due to player shortages. The Chief, struggling to survive, merged his Steelers with the Philadelphia Eagles in 1943 to become the Phil-Pitt Steagles, and then a year later with the Chicago Cardinals as Card-Pitt. Following the war, he attended only three of Danny’s football games in four seasons at North Catholic High, including one against Boys High, a fund-raiser. “That was a civic thing,” Dan said. “So he had to go to that game.” Danny played quarterback, and broke his arm that day, but the Chief didn’t see it happen because he had left at halftime. Back home, Kass asked, “Well, how was it?” and the Chief answered, “Danny is the same with his football team as he is here. He runs everything.” As a senior in 1949, Danny Rooney was chosen among Pittsburgh’s Catholic schools’ all-star performers, second team, behind the St. Justin’s quarterback, Johnny Unitas.

Danny went off to college to study accounting at Duquesne, married a local girl in 1951, and returned to the neighborhood to coach the St. Peter’s Church youth football team. When it came time for him to think about his future, the Chief suggested a small construction company he owned, but Dan said no thanks to that, and the Chief asked him about working at the horse tracks, but Dan said no thanks to that, too.

But football . . .

Through history, Pittsburgh’s industrial life had experienced both darkness and light. English novelist Anthony Trollope visited in 1862 and called Pittsburgh “without exception, the blackest place which I ever saw,” and six years later biographer James Parton, writing in the Atlantic, termed Pittsburgh “Hell with the lid taken off.” The city became home to the banking Mellons, and the place where Andrew Carnegie, George Westinghouse, and H. J. Heinz began their ascents. “This used to be some town,” the Chief said. “I remember coming in on the train with Halas from Chicago to New York, we came by Pittsburgh at night and those mills lit up the rivers all the way along.”

Now dark clouds rolled up the Monongahela, like an enemy army massing, snowflakes the size of fifty-cent pieces falling in the gloom on Pittsburgh’s metal bridges. The downtown skyline, built of brick, steel, and muscle—proof to civic-minded Pittsburghers that theirs was a great and important American city, not to mention the city that built the armaments that saved democracy—blurred to black-on-gray in silhouette. In the mist, the bustle of downtown life played across banks, restaurants, hat stores, and trolley cars, perhaps no place more harried, frenetic, and smoky than the Chief’s ground-floor office in the Fort Pitt Hotel, an old pile of bricks on the corner of Pennsylvania and Tenth. Rather than take the long way through the lobby, visitors moved in and out through floor-to-ceiling windows that opened to the street. Someone always seemed to be sitting on the windowsill. The Chief’s office filled with sounds: horns honking, and phones ringing, calls coming in from Halas, Bert Bell, sportswriters, fight managers, Aqueduct, his stockbroker (the Chief was big into commodities), and Shamrock Farm, the 350-acre stud farm in Maryland he purchased in 1947 to breed and train racehorses. Day to day, a parade of regulars entered, each there to loaf with the Chief, smoke a cigar, swap stories, tell a few lies, and talk about business or the old days: Billy Conn; horse players; down-and-outers in search of a few bucks or help getting a job; Mayor David Lawrence; and Dago Sam Leone, an old friend from the North Side with an affinity for dice games and the horses. Pie Traynor, the great Pirate third baseman and former manager, did plenty of loafing in the Chief’s office. A master of the malapropism as a local radio man, Traynor reported scores on air, calling Niagara “Nicaragua” and Junianta “Juanita” and Ursinus “Urenzus.” The sound of Framingham, Massachusetts, was in his voice, and at the Chief’s office Traynor greeted arriving guests, “How-ah-yuh, muh-boy!” Years later, when the Chief moved his office to the fourth floor of the nearby Roosevelt Hotel, Traynor refused to visit, fearing he’d think he still was on the ground floor. “I’m not going to be the first guy to forget myself and duck out a fourth-floor window,” he said.

The Chief found relative quiet at home, apart from his perpetually ringing telephone, and he imposed a rule that his five boys knew too well: after the Steelers lost a game, no one, including Kass, was allowed to mention the team for the next two days. He didn’t want to read about the Steelers’ defeat in the newspapers, either. “I don’t want to have anybody tell me,” he said, “that we gave it a good try.” An early rendition of the Rooney Rule, it made for a quiet dinner table on Mondays and Tuesdays in autumn.

But the Chief’s rule couldn’t save Art Jr. from having to answer for the Steelers’ failings when he was a student at Saint Vincent College in Latrobe. College humor could be raw and vicious. There in 1953, atop a chair, stood Art Jr. as a freshman, wearing a beanie, one pant leg rolled up, and a sign on his back that read, I’M ART ROONEY JUNIOR. He delivered a speech entitled “Why the Steelers Stink.” The Steelers were in their twenty-first year of existence, and moving confidently toward their twenty-first consecutive season without winning a playoff game, let alone a title. In his speech, Art Jr. presented the same litany of excuses that he had presented to his high school friends. Some of our key players are injured. And: We’ve had some illnesses on the team. And: Our draft choice should’ve come with us, but he thought he should be an officer in the army. The Steelers’ performance embarrassed him.

In a distant day Dan and Art Jr. would play central roles in the creation of the 1970s Steelers dynasty. Separated by three years, they were so different in appearance and personality as to prove the vastness of the gene pool. Dan was smaller, thinner, with angular features. He was more self-contained, secure with his place in the family, and always playing the role of signal caller. In his oversized black-rimmed glasses, Art Jr. was bigger, with rounder features, an offensive tackle on the football field (“a fat-ass,” he said in a self-assessment, “without any lateral movement”), more expressive and expansive, and determined to gain his father’s respect.

“As different as two brothers can be,” their younger brother John would say. “Growing up they weren’t alike at all. They never were. . . . Art was more of a student than Dan. We all got home from school and changed into play clothes. Art never changed his clothes. He studied.”

The Chief pulled strings to help Artie, as he was known in the family, gain admission to Georgetown Law School. But Art Jr. had other ideas. He wanted to break away, forge his own identity. He wanted to try acting.

Acting? The Chief rolled his eyes. It wasn’t the most masculine profession, but he supported the boy’s attempt, anyway. Art Jr. gathered his courage and auditioned at the Carnegie Tech Drama School. He went onstage frightened half to death. He projected. He acted. He placed his foot on a stool, just as he had seen suave professional actors do, except that his leg trembled from nerves and the stool wobbled and made a loud noise in the stage microphones that sounded like a freight train crashing into the studio. Later, he stood before the judges. “You are worse than raw,” one said. But the woman in charge told him, “You don’t realize it, but your voice is a gift. You have a tremendous Irish lilting voice. We could really work with you.” He stayed for a semester and then moved to New York to study Method acting, hoping to make it to the Actors Studio, a would-be Method actor’s dream. He made it there finally, but only to move furniture. At least he got to see Broadway shows for free, and
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