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Dedication

To Kelly . . .

I will never be able to thank you enough

for your kindness and care.





A Daughter Remembers Her Father

Kendra Stabler Moyes was asked to talk about her dad. Her words are beautiful, not solely because they show how strong the connection was between a quarterback dad and his girls, but also because they illustrate a man few people ever truly knew.

Everyone knows Snake. Few people know Ken Stabler the father.

“My parents divorced when I was very young,” Kendra says. “I would spend summers with him in Gulf Shores, Alabama. My favorite memories are from those summers. He had a great home on Ono Island. A long pier led to his speedboat. We would catch crabs off the pier from the traps and cook them for dinner. We would fish, cruise in his boat. Long summer nights spent playing with my cousin Scott. Hanging with my Nana. My dad and his mom and his sister, Carolyn, were very close. We all just loved hanging out. It was simple.

“I was seven when he won the Super Bowl, and shortly after realized he was a much bigger deal than just being my dad. It was a very different upbringing because my parents were divorced and my dad was always gone playing football. He basically grew up while I did. He retired when I was a sophomore in high school. I would spend some Christmases with him wherever he was playing. Wake up, open gifts, go to a football game. Not your average Christmas. I do remember how nice he always was. After the game, families would wait outside the locker rooms and wait for their husband or dad to come out. Back then fans would also be waiting outside to meet their favorite player and get autographs. My dad would stop for every single person that asked. He always took so much time to meet his fans, get to know them, and he made them feel like they were a part of our family. He was always the last one to leave because of this.

“As a little girl I didn’t appreciate it and didn’t want to share my dad, because my time with him was so precious. As I got older I realized how amazing that was that he always took so much time with people. It didn’t matter who you were. You could have been the president of the United States or the janitor and he treated you equally and that never changed throughout his life. I have so many great early memories of him. He was just my sweet, fun, goofy dad.”

Then, Kendra probably gave the best description of her father I’ve ever heard:

“What I think made him special was his way of making people feel so important,” she said. “Making them feel like they had been friends with him forever. I love that he stayed true to his southern roots. He was humble and a gentleman. He loved his mother and baby sister like no other. He protected them. My dad is fiercely loyal. He wasn’t the best husband, I have to admit. Three marriages but I do think he found true love with his partner, Kim Bush, of sixteen and a half years. I love that he lived life on the edge and did it his way. He didn’t conform. He was wild but responsible. He would get knocked down but kept getting up. He was gracious. He was goofy and loved to laugh. His philanthropic work was the most important to him. He always said you can always do more. Give back. Make a difference.

“He loved playing football and the joy he brought to his fans. He loved animals, music, art, and people. He loved his coaches and what each of them taught him. He had so much respect for them. He loved his family more than anything. He was so proud of each of his three daughters. Always bragging to each of us about the other. His grandsons were his world. He was a huge light in their lives. He is, and will always be, our hero. There will never be another Ken Stabler.”





Introduction

It was several days before Oakland’s Super Bowl matchup against the Minnesota Vikings, and Oakland coach John Madden had seen enough. He called off practice.

Ken Stabler had thrown dozens of footballs in that practice and not a single one hit the ground. Deep passes landed gently into the hands of receivers. Short passes moved with great speed but with similar accuracy. Nothing went high or low. Each was thrown perfectly. “It was the damnedest thing I ever saw,” said Madden.

The Raiders had seen Stabler sharp before. Most of the time, in fact. He was the most accurate passer of his time and, many decades later, he’d be known as one of the most accurate quarterbacks to ever play the sport.

But this was different. Stabler had reached a level that had shocked everyone. In fact, the entire Raiders team was nearly flawless that day. Practice lasted twenty minutes, some twenty-five shorter than usual. Madden barely had to explain it to the team. They all knew why. He’d approach Stabler later on: “I think you’re ready.” Stabler didn’t disagree. “I’m ready,” he said. “We’re all ready.”

That gorgeous passing demonstration continued what had been a trait of his, the best combination of flamboyance, skill, and coolness under pressure the sport had ever seen. No player was more comfortable in his own body (or chasing female ones) than Ken Stabler.

As Stabler honed his throwing skill, he paid a visit to the Playboy Mansion in Los Angeles the week of Super Bowl, which was being held at the Rose Bowl. “Just went to share a few thoughts about football with some of the librarians there,” he’d say to me years later, the smile almost coming through the telephone.

That Super Bowl week, in some respects, would be a continuation of the Stabler way. Actually, on the Stabler scale, visiting a few Playboy bunnies was tame—the Stabler equivalent of sneaking a glance at a woman wearing a pretty dress when she’s not looking. From the time he was a teenager wrecking a police car, to his Raiders days collecting the undergarments of the women he slept with, he was a destroyer of the myth that a man needed sleep and clean living to play quarterback. In fact, he thrived on obliterating the notion that a football player had to be a robot to be successful. This was a belief he’d embrace at a young age and would continue to hold throughout his career. Off the field, all that mattered were women, fast cars, and fast boats. And bourbon. As long as life moved quickly, Stabler was happy. The turmoil, the messiness of it all, attracted him. There was the time his second wife (or was it his first?) caught him cheating on her in the parking lot of a bar. Or there was the repeated drinking up until game time. Stabler needed to push the edge. It was his joy.

Even the way Stabler was covered in the media was different from any other NFL player at the time, different even from Joe Namath, one of the gold standards of high-profile, lady-chasing quarterbacks. This from the December 14, 1987, issue of People magazine: “Former football great Kenny Stabler, who wrote about his years of hard drinking and womanizing in his best-selling autobiography, Snake, finds himself between the covers again. This time around, he’s the model for the boozing and babe-chasing exploits of the character called Billyjim (the Twister) Thibodeaux in Between Pictures. It’s a new novel by Jane Loder, the writer-producer of the documentary ‘Atomic Cafe.’ Loder says she and Stabler had a romance when she was 15 and he was in his early 20s. ‘In the book Billyjim overdoses, but in real life Kenny got married and settled down,’ she says. ‘Her name does not ring a bell with me,’ says Stabler, but adds he plans on getting a copy of the book.”

Off the field, in his years as a player, the messier the better; yet on it, there was a gorgeous meticulousness with how he played football. He cherished order and calmness, and these facets of his game would engender respect and even love for him in return from teammates and coaches.

The Super Bowl on January 9, 1977, was indicative of Stabler’s talent but also his ability to morph into whatever the game plan needed. The game, initially at least, didn’t go as well as that canceled practice, though. Stabler’s offense was able to move the football but early drives ended with field goals instead of touchdowns. This caused John Madden to nearly go apoplectic on the sideline. Then Stabler approached him and would say something prophetic. “The offense came off [the field] and I was really pissed,” Madden says in the book Badasses. “My thought process was immediate: ‘Gotta get seven, goddamnit. Don’t want too many threes.’ I believed in finishing, and I’m thinking. ‘Fuck it, we got to get that ball in the end zone, goddamnit!’ So Stabler put his hand on my shoulder and said, ‘John, don’t worry. There’s plenty more where that came from.’ He was like a little kid. It kind of calmed me down. I thought, ‘Shit, we are moving the ball, and he is right, and there is plenty more where that came from.’”

“One of (Stabler’s) greatest strengths,” the late Al Davis told me, “was his ability to remain the same person under great duress on the field as he was off the field. No one kept their composure like he did. He was very skilled but also very cool.”

“When you’re the quarterback,” Stabler said, “everyone looks to you for leadership. If you look like you’re panicking, the team is gonna look at you and say, ‘Why the fuck should I follow that guy?’”

Stabler’s coolness would sooth Madden and his accuracy would pick apart the Vikings. A 16–0 halftime lead grew to 26–7 in the fourth quarter and a 32–14 final. Defense won that game. The running game won the day. But that game illustrates one of the lesser-known aspects of Stabler’s personality—his ability to adapt and not allow his ego to succumb to jealousy or insecurity. Stabler wouldn’t be perfect in this endeavor, but he was damn close.

Stabler had entered that Super Bowl as the AFC’s top passer, with 2,737 yards and 27 touchdowns. That season, his seventh in the NFL, Stabler completed 66.7 percent of his throws, and in the Super Bowl, though he would only pass 19 times, he averaged 15 yards a pass; his throws to the game’s Most Valuable Player, Fred Biletnikoff, led to touchdowns on three of Biletnikoff’s four catches.

After the game, the Raiders partied. This is to be expected. And while the drinking lasted most of the night, the alcohol didn’t inhibit Stabler’s ability to think deeply. The thoughtful and contemplative part of his personality was another facet few people outside of his Raiders and familial orbits knew.

“I remember how relieved we were to win,” Stabler recalled. “There were a lot of people who thought the Raiders would never win a Super Bowl.” There’s a pause. “There were people who thought I’d never make it to a Super Bowl. Yet there I was, this guy from a small Alabama town, a Super Bowl winner . . . there I was. Unbelievable, isn’t it?”
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Flash back to the AFC divisional playoff game against the Miami Dolphins on December 21, 1974. The game is in Oakland. Two minutes and eight seconds left. The Dolphins have a five-point lead over the Raiders. Stabler has the football in his hands.

The completions came quick and sharp. Six yards. Twenty yards. Darts and lobs and strikes. It was vintage Stabler. The football eventually ended up at the Miami eight-yard line with 35 seconds left. Oakland took its final timeout. Madden remembers having to say little to Stabler during that pause. “He would get in such a rhythm sometimes,” says Madden, “that it was best to just get out of his way.” Smart coaches do that. For Stabler in that moment, like others, time would slow. Remember playing in the backyard? There was a casualness to it. No pressure. That is how he played, even at the most crucial, pressure-blasted moments.

Once the timeout ended and the play began, Stabler began to scramble, then Miami defensive lineman Vern Den Herder grabbed Stabler from behind. Stabler began to fall and as he did, he managed to get a modicum amount of power into the throw. Not much. Just enough. The football floated into the hands of Raiders running back Clarence Davis. The final score: Raiders 28, Miami 26.

This play would forever be known as the Sea of Hands—the irony being that Davis had notoriously bad hands. The Raiders would go on to play the Steelers in the AFC title game that year.

It was the Sea of Hands that would grow the Stabler legend exponentially. So many years later, Stabler refused to take credit. He called it a total Raiders effort. Giving credit, too, was also a Stabler trademark. Stabler had a saying: I’m always thinking and thanking. Thinking because he was analytical, and thanking because he knew his success relied on teammates, the way theirs relied on his.

“I cried after that play,” says then–Dolphins coach Don Shula, mostly joking. Mostly. “I admit it. Stabler made me cry. But Stabler made a lot of people cry.”

The Raiders were fun. They were impossible not to watch. They were equal parts brilliant and carefree. Even when they weren’t part of one of the most well-known plays in NFL history, they were doing the impossible. In many ways, this was the definition of them and their quarterback.

One of the most Raiders-like plays happened in September 1978. The Chargers were beating the Raiders, 20–14, with ten seconds left in the contest. Stabler dropped back to pass and was hit, and, in a move that would show both his skill and smarts, he pretended to fumble the football forward, toward a teammate. There was a scramble for the football, which was careening off bodies and the ground and finally ended up in the hands of tight end Dave Casper. He recovered it in the end zone for a touchdown. This series of “accidents” would lead to another nickname for a wild play: the Holy Roller.

The description from the Raiders’ play-by-play man is fantastically Raiders: “The ball, flipped forward, is loose! A wild scramble, two seconds on the clock, Casper grabbing the ball—it is ruled a fumble! Casper has recovered in the end zone! The Oakland Raiders have scored on the most zany, unbelievable, absolutely impossible dream of a play. Madden is on the field. He wants to know if it’s real. They said yes, get your big butt out of here! He does! There’s nothing real in the world anymore! The Raiders have won the football game! The Chargers are standing, looking at each other! They don’t believe it! Nobody believes it! I don’t know if the Raiders believe it! It’s not real! Fifty-two thousand people minus a few lonely Raider fans are stunned. A man would be a fool to have to write a drama and make you believe it! This one will be relived forever!”

“My thought when I went into the huddle,” Stabler told me, “was, ‘Do not take a sack under any circumstances.’ Well, that thought was tested when Woodrow Lowe—fellow Alabama guy, by the way—got to me. That thought came back to me: ‘Don’t get sacked.’ So I just rolled the ball out there and hoped something would happen. [Dave] Casper inadvertently kicked it three times. Total coincidence he kicked it.” Stabler laughed knowing it was anything but a coincidence.
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Scenes from a life lived largely, and often, unapologetically . . .

Stabler used to say about the Pro Football Hall of Fame: “If I got inducted, it won’t change how I put my socks on every day.”

Then came February 2016. Stabler had died of colon cancer in July 2015. Hall of Fame voters, who had wrongly rejected his candidacy for decades, gathered in a large hotel ballroom in downtown San Francisco beginning around six thirty in the morning. The arguments were made, the votes were tallied, and some hours later, at a press conference, Justin and Jack Moyes, the grandkids of Ken Stabler, stood before the media and talked about one of the newest entrants into the Hall of Fame. It was Stabler’s twenty-seventh year of eligibility.

Stabler’s death rocked many people, including me. I think he died without many truly understanding just how impactful he was as a quarterback, but also as a father and human being. He lived a rock star’s life, but deep underneath there was a different man who would later cherish just being around his daughters and grandkids. I wanted to make sure this part of his legacy was told as well. That is one of the main purposes of this work.

“My grandfather, he was just a really good man,” Justin said. “I never saw him turn down an autograph. He was just special. He loved football, and that was life for him. He loved watching us play, came to every single one of our games, and we were super-lucky to have him in our lives.”

And such is the complicated persona of Ken Stabler: devoted family man meets devoted party boy. The story from People in November 1977 begins this way: “‘I’ve got bad ways. Part of me wants the dog, TV, kids and fireplace, the other part wants to chase,’ admits Oakland Raider quarterback Ken Stabler while sipping whiskey at Clancy’s, a team hangout. After home games the Raiders often take over the mike and entertain the crowd. Alabama-born Stabler’s contribution is to yodel Dixie. ‘Drunk, you can do anything,’ he reckons, then adds thoughtfully, ‘Even when I’ve been bombed the night before a game I’ve played good.’”

To Stabler, life was a party.

He was a fan of firecrackers: big ones and small ones. He’d bring hundreds to camp, and then hide throughout different parts of the complex and toss them behind unsuspecting victims. He told me about this once and, after telling the story, laughed for several seconds, and then smiled. Decades later, it was still funny to him.

Stabler also recounted a story about a toy tank, those aforementioned firecrackers, “and how I scared the shit out of John Madden.” One of Snake’s teammates had crafted a small remote-controlled tank. Snake acquired it and after doing so left a note in the player’s box: “Don’t worry. The Snake will return.”

In a remarkable piece of engineering, Snake had attached a number of his more powerful firecrackers to the tank, and equipped them with a longer fuse, just long enough so the firecrackers wouldn’t detonate until they reached the coaches’ offices. Vroom, vroom, vroom went the tank. Just as it rolled into the office, the fireworks went off. Madden came running out, screaming, and as he stood there, the tank rolled between his legs. Later, on occasion when sitting in his office, Madden would stuff cotton in his ears.

The Raiders were a team that knew how to have fun—like Snake. But they were also great professionals. Madden allowed the players to be themselves and never regretted extending that trust even when one or two (or three or four) of them busted curfew on occasion. In some ways, curfew busting was a Raiders tradition that began even before Snake. There was the night veteran tight end Ken Herock decided that a curfew wasn’t for him. Herock developed a plan. He took two pillows and placed them in the bed, the pillows serving as his torso. Then Herock put a desk lamp in the bed as a substitute for his head. A blanket was pulled over the entire disguise. When a coach came into the room to check, he turned on the light switch by the wall, and the lamp lit up. Herock was busted.

In the 1970s, as sexual freedom and civil disobedience continued in earnest throughout American society, football was still a militaristic, bland apparatus. Personalities were crushed under the weight of uniformity. But Stabler was symbolic of something else. In many ways, he was the first NFL player who was publicly unrepentant about having sex, drinking beer—a lot of beer, and a lot of whiskey—and living life as he wanted, not as the NFL wanted. The entire Raiders team was this way.

Stabler was more than a partier, though, more than football’s avatar for the unrepressed. He was a gorgeous marksman, the league’s first cocky, swashbuckling pass thrower, his insides riddled by whiskey, concussions, and gall.

He was an accurate enough thrower to be a downfield threat in the passing game, and just enough of a scrambler to evade defenses and force them to pound turf. Stabler was one of the modern era’s first dual-threat quarterbacks.

There’s no question now that when football historians, football media, and fans of the sport looked back at Stabler’s career, his genius was undervalued. It’s clear that Stabler is a vital part of NFL history, an incomparable figure that should be put alongside such names as Unitas, Montana, Marino, Favre, Brady, and Manning.

Stabler’s life traveled several different arcs. Only one or two other players (notably Jim Brown) were as comfortable in their skin and out of their clothes as Stabler. In 1981, the magazine Partner ran a special edition of its racy magazine, called “Sex Stars: Our Naked Celebrity Hall of Fame.” On the cover, near the bottom of the magazine, was a picture of Stabler, his face neatly snuggled between the breasts of topless dancer Carol Doda. A newspaper account of Stabler’s appearance in the magazine read: “Harold’s Bookstore reports it is sold out of the December issue of Partner magazine, which includes a picture spread of Oakland Raiders quarterback Ken Stabler and San Francisco topless queen Carol Doda cavorting in a hotel room. Spokesman Davey Rosenberg said Wednesday that ‘Partner is a men’s magazine, but in this case we have had almost as many women buying copies as men. They want to see Kenny.’”

Stabler played recklessly, and without fear, but there was also great skill. Even when he eventually left the Raiders for the Houston Oilers, and age was creeping in, Stabler was still scary. One year, after owner Al Davis made the controversial move to not re-sign Stabler, it was Madden who said: “Al always believed in getting rid of a guy before he has pissed the very last drop. But Kenny’s like Bobby Lane or Bill Kilmer. Even if he has lost a little arm strength, he’ll find other ways to piss on you.”

It’s because Stabler was adaptive and, perhaps more than anything, mentally and physically tough; he may even be the most mentally strong quarterback the league has ever seen. Stabler was hit hard and often by defenses. There was one sack where the top of a defender’s helmet collided with Stabler’s chin. A gash opened and as Stabler stood, wiping blood from his face, he was also dizzy. He’d been concussed. This was a different era. You only came out of a game if a limb had been severed. There were no concussion protocols.

A disoriented Stabler stayed in the contest. He looked at the scoreboard and saw nothing but haze. It was a familiar feeling. He staggered to the huddle, where the players were curious to see what would happen next.

“I think you know this about me,” Stabler once told teammate Gene Upshaw. “I screw women. I drink. I drink all the time. I don’t sleep much. I don’t need it. Football keeps me going. I love football more than anything. When it’s time to play, I’m ready. I won’t be drunk. I’ll be ready.”

In the decades after football, a different Stabler would emerge. The partier would settle into a more calm life. This is as much of the Stabler story as his football prowess and off-field antics. There would be multiple marriages and in each, Stabler genuinely tried to be a good husband, but marriage wasn’t in his genome. In 1984, he married Rose Molly Burch, who had an MBA; that marriage, Stabler’s third, would last until 2002. “It wasn’t an easy transition going from football player to civilian without any preparation,” Stabler once said, “and I felt damn lucky that I had Molly. It seemed like I came to love her more and more each day. She was the only woman I didn’t dominate in a relationship. . . . Molly was the only woman I’ve dealt with on an equal basis and made an effort to make the relationship work.”

He would sell real estate, visit with family members he hadn’t seen in years, and speak at charity events. There were the golf tournaments. Lots of golf tournaments. He became an agent, starting a firm called Stabler Sports Management, representing athletes in contract negotiations with teams. He was inducted into the Alabama Sports Hall of Fame. Eventually, his life became about spending as much time with his daughters and grandkids as he could.

Stabler’s death in July 2015 was a major news story and had a big impact on the football world. It wasn’t just because of his gorgeous and electric play on the field, or how he deeply affected people off it; it was because he was a symbol of a different era. Snake studied his playbook by the light of a jukebox; today’s players study by the light of an iPad. Stabler was married three times and cheated on all of his wives. In the open and unabashedly. If that happened today, pictures of Stabler’s infidelity would pop up across the Internet like gremlins. As Sports Illustrated writer Chris Burke put it, Stabler was a man made for social media, in a non–social media world.

But it is also true that as Stabler grew, and his kids from all of those marriages got older and had their own children, a more mature Stabler started to emerge. Stabler began thinking of his legacy and slowly wanted to distance himself from those stories of the past. To himself, that Stabler was a relic.

The football metrics alone show just how important he was in NFL lore. Stabler was voted the Associated Press MVP in 1974 and should have won the award in 1976 as well. That year, he led the NFL in passer rating, touchdown passes, yards per pass, and completion percentage. He also led the NFL in fourth-quarter comebacks, with four, and had five game-winning drives, both raw indicators of his mental sturdiness.

During a six-year stint, from 1973 to 1979, he ranked in the top ten in passing yards, completion percentage, and touchdown passes. In 1976, Stabler completed 66.7 percent of his passes, a stunning figure for that time. Stabler was the only quarterback in the pre-1980s NFL to complete 65 percent of his passes in a season in which he attempted at least 250. In 1976, when Stabler led the league with a passer rating of 103.4, the league average passer rating was 63.6.

He led the Raiders to a championship in Super Bowl XI. He threw two of the most famous passes of the 1970s, the “Sea of Hands” and “Ghost to the Post.” He fumbled (purposely) his way to a Raiders touchdown with the infamous “Holy Roller.”

There is, of course, more to Stabler than data. The remarkable impact he had on those around him, friends and fans alike, goes beyond even what happened on the football field. Today’s game is at times soulless and shackled. Players fear being themselves. Much of what the NFL does now is solely about making money. Stabler reminds us of an NFL that was, yes, far more dangerous and raw, but also far more real.

This book is a biography and doesn’t shy away from Stabler’s unflattering facets, but frankly, the book is also part appreciation. It’s been in the works for twenty years. Stabler, with me, was always informative, smart, prone to reminisce, and, well, extremely kind. I interviewed Stabler over that time span at various events and places, and the quotations here, unless indicated otherwise, are from those interviews. I’ve been fascinated with Stabler since I was a child and always appreciated him as one of the truly unique men in the dangerous, exhilarating, and joyous sport of football. Stabler was beautiful, brilliant, and flawed—just like the league he conquered. Just like many of us. Just like me. He was just better at it.

Stabler would influence a legion of quarterbacks. One was a player named Brett Favre. Favre and Stabler were inducted in the same 2016 Hall of Fame class. Favre remembered when he went to a Saints game at fourteen years old and saw the man who would become his idol.

“As we sat in our seats prior to the kickoff, the crowd stood and pointed in the direction of the Saints’ tunnel,” Favre said during his Hall of Fame induction speech, “and as I stood, I saw this long, gray haired, scruff-bearded player emerging from the tunnel. And I knew then and there, as goose bumps ran up my arm, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up, that that was what I was destined to be. I wanted to be that player. Well, that player happened to be none other than Kenny Stabler.”

A friend of Stabler’s once read him a quote from writer and social activist Jack London: “I would rather be a meteor, every atom of me in magnificent glow, than a sleepy and permanent planet. The proper function of man is to live, not to exist. I shall not waste my days in trying to prolong them. I shall use my time.”

“What does that mean to you?” Stabler was asked.

He thought and contemplated. Seconds passed.

“Throw deep,” he said.





PART ONE

“I’m Not the Man You Think I Am”





CHAPTER ONE

The Italian Campaign

As with many stories, the duality and contradictions that would dot Ken Stabler’s life, like spots on a sun, begin with his father, Slim Stabler. Slim was a God-fearing man but eventually stopped going to church in favor of spending Sundays at the American Legion, since that was the only place he could drink his bourbon on the holy day. If Slim wasn’t drinking there, he was drinking the bourbon that was snuggled neatly in his wife Sally’s purse. He was particular about his bourbon, often choosing the brands Ezra Brooks or Early Times. He smoked Lucky Strikes cigarettes, as many as five packs a day.

Slim was a fisherman and also skilled on the guitar. Hank Williams songs were among his favorites to play. He smiled and laughed with his friends, often showing no effects from his time serving during World War II.

But he was different when his friends weren’t there. None of them knew of his cruelty. It was well hidden, usually remaining behind the walls of the Stabler home. Yet occasionally his harshness would leak outside them.

By the time Ken Stabler was thirteen, he was already a gangling six feet tall and weighed around 130 pounds. In baseball he was a skilled pitcher and hitter and because he was a lefty, he could throw a significant curveball. Even at that young age, a trend with Stabler was becoming clear: he would always be one of the best players on whatever team he was on. This was the case with his baseball team and when Stabler became a football and baseball star at Foley High School.

Despite that, Slim was at times the typical overbearing youth sports parent. In one game, Stabler made an error while playing first base, which cost his team the game. Slim had been watching, and he moved toward Stabler, got inches from his face, and screamed at him for missing the play. Then Slim pushed Stabler to the ground right in front of his teammates and demanded that Stabler apologize to them. A teary Stabler did.

Slim saw at an early age that Stabler was skilled in sports, and as Stabler began moving toward baseball (and even basketball), Slim had a different idea. One day, when Stabler was just in tenth grade, Slim gave him a 1954 Ford. This was, in effect, a bribe to get Stabler to focus on football. Slim did this because he saw the football talent in his son. Slim could see the beginnings of something special. Later, when that car died, Slim gave his son a 1963 Chevy Impala Super Sport 327. It was done. The bribe worked. Stabler dove into football.

This was the good Slim. He’d attend all of Stabler’s games in high school and later at the University of Alabama. “My father was so much fun generally, he was never visited by demons when he was having fun,” Stabler wrote in his autobiography. “Maybe that’s why, from way back, going for the good times became such an important part of my life. Having fun, I could not be set upon by anything like Slim’s demons.”

The demons, however, were never far away. Several times while Stabler was playing football at Alabama, crafting a legacy and battling the coach he’d later believe was one of the great influences on his life, Stabler would occasionally have to travel back to Foley and confront the violent Slim. In each instance, Stabler had to be a protector of his mother and sister. His sister Carolyn once called to say that Slim had beaten up Sally. One day later, Stabler was back in Foley, looking for Slim. At this point Stabler was tall and lanky, but still physically substantial. More important, he was ready, if needed, to fight his father.

Stabler found Slim in a bar drinking. As Stabler approached, Slim produced a small knife. It stunned Stabler for a moment, but Slim soon put the knife back in his pocket. They left the bar together and Stabler, as he had done before, and would do again, was able to prevent his father from harming his own family.

“Not something I want to talk about,” Stabler said when asked about his father’s dark side. “What I always believed was that he was messed up badly by the war. I think that would have happened to a lot of men.”
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In July 1943, two sprawling armies landed on the coast of Sicily. One was American and the other, British. They were there to fight 300,000 Axis troops. The Allies arrived using three thousand ships, carrying hundreds of thousands of soldiers. Once situated on the beach, at Anzio, the Allies prepared for a German counterattack. Hitler told one of his generals: “The battle must be waged with holy hatred.”

Heavy shelling started. “Anzio was a fishbowl,” one American soldier wrote; “We were the fish.” Wrote another soldier, speaking of a small group of fighters from Iowa: “They had been at it so long they had become more soldier than civilian. Their life consisted wholly and solely of war. . . . They survived because the fates were kind to them, certainly—but also because they had become hard and immensely wise in the animal-like ways of self-preservation.”

Across all of Italy, and in the totality of the 608-day campaign to liberate the country, there would be 312,000 Allied casualties. Three-quarters of a million Americans served in Italy, and those casualties would reach 120,000, with 23,501 killed.

The men who fought were ordinary people with exceptional abilities. According to Rick Atkinson in his book The Day of the Battle: The War in Sicily and Italy, 1943–1944, one navy lieutenant listed the occupations of the sailors on his ship headed to battle: “farm boys and college graduates . . . lawyers, brewery distributors, millworkers, tool designers, upholsterers, steel workers, aircraft mechanics, foresters, journalists, sheriffs, cooks and glass workers.”

Some of the veterans who fought in the Italian Campaign, at Anzio and other battles, such as the Battle of Rapido River, returned as different men, their innards hollowed by seeing constant carnage and death. Leroy Slim Stabler was one of those men.

[image: images]

One of the first Stablers in America was Gottlieb Stabler, who was the fifth-great-grandfather of Kenny, born in Germany. During the summer of 1752, Gottlieb traveled from Germany to Rotterdam, Netherlands, where he boarded the ship Upton, captained by John Gardiner, and then sailed to England. There the ship took on provisions and water for the sixty-day trip across the Atlantic.

The Upton arrived in Charleston, South Carolina, on September 14, 1752, and anchored in the Ashley River. The next day, a strong hurricane hit the city. Scientists now estimate the storm was a Category 4. Hurricane Katrina, the storm that devastated New Orleans in 2005, was a Category 3 when it made landfall.

The storm prevented the passengers from unloading and Gottlieb, like the other passengers, rolled from side to side, the wind and waves crashing against the hull. The lucky ones on the ship only broke their arms and legs. Twenty passengers died. All the ships in the harbor except one were washed ashore. Some were carried as far as thirty miles inland. The Upton was shoved into the marsh around Wappoo Creek on James Island, and it took several months to get it out; it did not sail again till February 1753. In all, 103 people in Charleston lost their lives, and sixteen ships were destroyed. Small boats in the harbor were turned into debris. The storm surge—about seventeen feet high—covered almost the entire present-day downtown area of Charleston. When the wind shifted, the water fell five feet in ten minutes. Two hundred fifty years after the hurricane, the high-water marks were still visible.

In what would be a sign of toughness and survivability of the Stabler family to come, Gottlieb emerged from the storm, after so many perished.

He would later have a son, and sometime between 1818 and 1830, that son, John Jacob Stabler, moved his family of thirteen to Alabama, most likely after it was admitted as a state in 1819. The opening of land in the Mississippi Territory caused what was known as “Alabama fever.” They probably traveled by wagons in a large group of adventurous pioneers along the old wagon road from Georgia, through central Alabama, and when they reached present Monroe County, decided to settle. After a few years, he applied for a land patent of forty acres close to the Alabama River. Cotton was the crop grown in that area and was transported to market on the river.

In 1840, John Jacob Stabler still had seven children living at home. He died in 1844 having seen three of his sons die first, one in the Creek Indian War of 1836, while serving in the local militia. John Jacob’s oldest son, Samuel, also served in Smith’s Volunteers during that same war. About that time he also got a land grant of eighty acres close to his father’s land. By the time Samuel’s oldest son, Benjamen Eleander—Kenny’s great-grandfather—was in his thirties, he was a large landowner in the same area as his grandfather and father. Benjamen’s third son, William Edgar Stabler, was born in 1894. He married his sixteen-year-old sweetheart, Marie Williamson, in 1915. They settled on a farm close to his father in Jeddo, also in Monroe County. In 1917, he was ordered to Georgia to train for World War I. Sometime between 1926 and 1930 he moved his family of two sons and three daughters to Foley, in Baldwin County. There the youngest son, Jimmy, was born. The land in Monroe county had probably given out and hearing of the long growing season and better weather, the family wanted to try their luck in Foley. Jimmy was Kenny’s grandfather.

Kenny’s mother’s side of the family has been traced all the way back to Jamestown, Virginia. Thomas Osborne, who was born in England about 1580, was the founder of the Osborne family in America. He came to the colonies in 1619 on the two-hundred-ton Bona Nova, which sailed in August 1619, with 120 persons. No family members are known to have accompanied him at this time. Whether his wife had previously died in England is not known, but her name does not appear in any of the extant colonial Virginia records. Thomas was selected by the London Company to serve as the leader of the military contingent in the settlement of College Land, a large area near Henricus City. The latter was the second permanent settlement in Virginia, the first, of course, being Jamestown. He appears in the two early lists of inhabitants, dated February 1623–24 and January 1624–25, as a resident of “Colledge Land.”

After an attack by Native Americans in 1622, when roughly one-third of the settlers between Jamestown and Henricus City were killed, Lieutenant Thomas Osborne led a retaliatory attack. Later he appears in records as Captain Thomas Osborne. From 1625 to 1633 he served in the Virginia House of Burgesses and, having been granted a large tract of land known as Coxendale, settled there around 1625. The first town in Coxendale, Gatesville, was later named Osbornes and became an important inspection, storage, and shipping center for tobacco, until well into the late nineteenth century. Thomas lived his entire life in Coxendale (that part which is now Chesterfield County), and the succeeding four generations also made Coxendale their home.

The family migrated through the years to North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia before ending up in Alabama, where this branch has for the most part stayed. During this time the men served in most major military conflicts involving the United States.

Francis Marion Osborne was born about 1824 in Georgia and served in the Fifty-Third Cavalry; his third wife, Sarah Jane, received his pension after his death in 1888. During the 1920s, William Cauthen Osborne, born in 1882, packed up his wife of forty years and their eight children and moved to southern Alabama, where he’d been told the soil was rich. The baby of the family was Myrtle Margaret, Kenny’s mom
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