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  To Catherine Mayhew,



  who hired a young punk when no one wanted him—then saved his career.



  (Sorry about the police scanner.)



I worked for the NFL for several years, so I knew people there. They called the USFL “the Useless.” They thought that was funny.

—Tena Black, Oakland Invaders sales promotions manager

 

 

You always joke when you’re scared.

—Kit Eavensham in Married for His Convenience


Prologue

ERIC HEIGHT WAS a large man.

I hate to open this book in such a shallow manner, but when you’re 17 and green, and your radar focuses only upon the painfully obvious, size leaps from the page.

So, yes, Eric Height, my AP English teacher at Mahopac High School, was plump. I actually have an image of the guy permanently embedded in the medial temporal lobe of my brain. He is standing before the class, blathering on about writing, cheeks turning a fruit punch shade of bright red. Spittle soars from his lips, and—as a teenager damned to the dreaded front-row seat—I skillfully bob, weave, and watch as Jonathan Powell, my pal and the kid situated to my rear, absorbs the moist blow.

Along with the spittle, Mr. Height does this thing when he turns particularly excitable. He marches back and forth before us, arms waving, hands quivering. He desperately wants us to cherish writing in the way he cherishes writing, and insists, on a near-daily basis, that few things are more powerful than word applied to page. He even invents his own organizational system, the Constructive Schematic, that he swears will revolutionize the way people approach literary efforts.

On this particular day, in April 1990, Mr. Height is at his most bombastic. The end of the year is nigh, and the time to assign the final project has arrived. There are 22 of us in the class, and you can feel the vibrations of the collective shudder. Jon Kozak, editor of the student newspaper, sits to my left. Phil Mazzurco, bulky star wrestler, is on my right. I gaze longingly across the room toward Cathy Iannotta, every boy’s crush, then spin to face Powell, whose face is awash in terror. “Pearl,” he says, “what do you think this guy’s gon ​—”

He is cut off. Mr. Height begins to speak . . .

“You will all be writing a paper of at least 20 pages in length,” he says. “On the subject of your choosing . . .”

I’m pretty sure I don’t hear another word.

 

Back in 2007, when my daughter, Casey, was three, we took her to Disney World for the first time.

It remains one of the greatest experiences of my life, and not because of the overpriced turkey legs or endless loop of brain-melting songs. No, what made the time so special was Casey’s wide-eyed amazement over absolutely everything. Is that Sleeping Beauty! Can we ride in the teacups! Do they paint faces! Daddy, the parade is starting! The parade is starting! The parade is starting! Decked out in her special light-blue princess dress and matching tiara, Casey had a quickened pulse and a racing mind, and all I wanted was to bottle up the joy and place it in an eternal lockbox.

Alas, the magic faded. The magic always fades. We grow, we evolve, we experience, we touch, we taste, we feel. Our young minds become exposed to other phenomena, and what once evoked euphoria ultimately brings forth but a shrug.

Some 24 years earlier, in the spring of 1983, I was the giddy one, turned wide-eyed and ecstatic via an image resting before me on a counter inside the Mahopac Public Library. There, on the cover of the March 7 issue of Sports Illustrated, was Herschel Walker, the reigning Heisman Trophy winner from the University of Georgia. A few days earlier, Walker had nuked the news cycle by leaving college after his junior year to sign with a new entity, something called the United States Football League. Because I was but a young boy, not yet 11 and preoccupied with my bike and my basketball and my pals up the street, the intricacies of Walker’s decision were beyond my scope. I had no idea there was a new spring football league on the horizon. I had no idea the NFL didn’t allow juniors. I had no idea Walker was being compared to Joe Namath, the Alabama quarterback who shocked the nation in 1965 by joining the upstart New York Jets of the American Football League. I had no idea the NFL was terrified by the looming challenge of a newbie that had just added America’s greatest football prodigy.

Nope, the only thing I knew was that the photograph of Walker blew my dome. There the running back stood, resplendent in the red-and-white uniform of the New Jersey Generals, a helmet—red, adorned by five gold stars—resting atop his right knee. The words HITTING PAY DIRT accompanied Walker’s smiling face, as well as THE USFL’S COMMANDING GENERAL, HERSCHEL WALKER. I quickly scanned the index and turned to page 40, where I was greeted by nothing short of a visual sports orgasm. It was a photographic spread featuring 12 football helmets, the like of which I’d never seen. There were speeding horses and exploding stars and bright sunbursts and a clenched fist gripping a lightning bolt. The colors were silver and gold and rust and black and . . . and . . . and . . .

Holy shit!

Holy shit!

Holy shit!

From that moment forward, the USFL had me hooked. I would declare myself a loyalist of the new league, and arrive at Lakeview Elementary School armed with arguments why the NFL (home to my beloved New York Jets) was tired and stodgy. I would talk up the USFL’s uniforms, its team names (Gold! Bandits! Wranglers!), its young stars (Walker, Kelvin Bryant, Craig James), its hot coaches (Philadelphia’s Jim Mora, Chicago’s George Allen, Washington’s Ray Jauch). Touchdowns were celebrated with eclectic dances and explosive spikings of the ball. Offenses were inventive and high-flying. In Boston, Breakers coach Dick Coury would let a different fan design one play every week. In Tampa Bay, the Bandits were owned, in part, by Burt Reynolds, Hollywood’s biggest star. There were players with funky names like Jo-Jo (Townsell) and Putt (Choate). The cheerleaders dressed (and moved) like dancers from a Mötley Crüe video. The mascots were offbeat and confusing. The 1983 season was promising, the 1984 season (highlighted by a pair of rookie quarterbacks named Steve Young and Jim Kelly) magical, the 1985 season transcendent. I had yet to kiss a girl, but I was attached at the hip to my first love.

Without exaggeration, I considered the USFL to be the absolute greatest thing the earth had hosted in its 4.543 billion years of existence. I couldn’t wait for the next San Antonio Gunslingers–Arizona Outlaws clash. Or the next Los Angeles Express–Denver Gold clash. Or the next . . .

Then, without much warning, it vanished.

Forever.

 

I am back in Mr. Height’s class. A couple of days have passed, and we are all debating what to write. The selections are generally obvious and lame. One kid picks an examination of Ronald Reagan’s legacy. Another writes on the history of Lake Mahopac. We have a five-minute teacher-student powwow to suggest an idea and, hopefully, have it accepted. Thus far, no one has been turned down.

“Jeff,” Mr. Height says, “what are you thinking?”

“Well,” I reply, “it’s a weird one.”

To his credit, Mr. Height encourages weird.

“There was this football league, the USFL,” I say. “I want to do a paper about what it was and why it went away.”

Silence.

More silence.

“I don’t know,” he says.

More silence.

“Of all things, why that?” he asks.

I have an answer prepared. Because, I tell him, the USFL was awesome and colorful and explosive and amazing and killer and beautiful and brought me more happiness than I’d ever known. Because it was sports the way sports should be, and it caused me to pay attention and study everything and watch and learn. Because I could make the paper really great and maybe even get it published somewhere and . . .

“OK,” he says. “But I’m a little worried.”

I devote the next four weeks to living and dying with a league that lived and died. I find an old phone number for the USFL’s Manhattan office, dial the digits, get a message. Thank you for calling the United States Football League. No one is here to take your call right now, but if you leave your name after the tone . . .

I leave messages. Lots of messages. But I never hear back. When the official submission date arrives, I present Mr. Height with the lamely titled “The Downfall of the United States Football League.” The 21 other students submit papers that vary in length from 20 to 24 pages.

Mine is 40—single-spaced. I have never felt better about a project, and tell Mr. Height as much. He nods and says, “Well, let’s wait and see.”

Three weeks later, the papers are returned. My palms are sweaty. My heart is racing. I wonder aloud whether “The Downfall of the United States Football League” will generate an A or an A+. Maybe an A++, if such a thing exists. Mr. Height walks from desk to desk, slapping down the thick packets like pancakes on a griddle. He slips past Powell, then comes to me. It’s a slow-motion sort of thing—I can still see his hand delivering the goods with a solid plop! Mr. Height strolls past, and I turn the project over to spot, in bright red, a B+. The grade is bad enough, but it is the accompanying comment that haunts my soul for decades.


  Solid job. But I feel like there’s much more to this story.


I am angry.

But, ultimately, I am awakened.

Mr. Height is 100 percent correct.

There is much more to this story.


1

Origins

★

 

 


  Early on everyone was into the idea of having a budget and sticking to it. But sports is a dizzying thing. It’s the only business to have its own daily section in the newspaper.



 


  —Randy Vataha, co-owner, Boston Breakers



 

 

THE IDEA WAS a good one.

That’s the thing lost long ago, well before men like Steve Young and Jim Kelly and Reggie White became Hall of Famers; well before Donald Trump became a reality-TV-personality turned 45th president of the United States; well before the NFL owned Sundays and Monday nights and Thursday nights and Thanksgivings and Christmases; well before people were paying tens of thousands of dollars not for a seat to a football game, but for the right to buy a seat to a football game.

Wait.

Hold on.

Let’s start again.

The idea was not a good one.

The idea was a great one.

It was hatched way back in 1961, when a little-known New Orleans antiques and art dealer named David Dixon wondered why the National Football League—an entity he both loved and resented—seemed steadfast in its refusal to move into new cities. “It dawned on me that the NFL never in its history expanded willingly,” he said. “They always expanded to head off competition.” As a Tulane University graduate and son of the Crescent City, the 37-year-old Dixon’s first priority was landing his hometown a franchise in the 14-team NFL. So he thought, I should threaten the NFL. Not with a lawsuit, however, or taunts and insults. No, Dixon decided he would provoke the NFL . . . with the idea of a spring football league. “I did reason correctly that football is known as a fall sport simply because Rutgers and Princeton played their famous first game of football in the fall,” he once recalled. “And the sport took off from there. If those two great institutions had played their first game in the spring, the chances are football would have become known for its spring tradition.” Dixon broached the concept with friends and colleagues. Everyone seemed to like it. Spring wasn’t merely the season of love and renewal. It was also a vast sports wasteland. The heart of Major League Baseball season could be painfully dull. March Madness had yet to become March Madness. Hockey? Yawn. Horse racing? Double yawn. It all made too much sense. At the time there were the NFL and its rival, the American Football League. Both played in the fall, both fought for players and attention, both were transforming the United States from a baseball country to a gridiron country. In particular, Dixon was inspired by the AFL, which commenced in 1960 with little fanfare and minimal attendance, but—thanks to a generous television deal with ABC—quickly established itself as a thrill-per-minute profitable alternative to the NFL. With its colorful uniforms and wide-open offenses, the AFL was electric viewing, the kind of thing that kept Dixon’s eyeballs glued to the screen.

So, with nothing to lose, in 1963 he took a trip to La Jolla, California, to visit Paul Brown, the legendary former Cleveland Browns coach who had recently been fired from the team he founded over a power struggle with Art Modell, the owner. What was supposed to be a quick meeting spanned more than nine hours. Brown was mesmerized by Dixon’s vision, and as they shook hands and parted ways the old man looked the entrepreneur in the eyes and said, bluntly, “Never, ever let anyone talk you out of doing this. This will work.” Dixon was giddy, especially when—powered by Brown’s endorsement—he began to receive commitments from a bevy of Fortune 500 mainstays. Kemmons Wilson, founder of Holiday Inn, wanted a team. So did Jerry O’Neil, General Tire and Rubber Company’s president. And Nelson Bunker Hunt, oil tycoon and one of the world’s richest men. And Gussie Busch, of the Anheuser-Busch beer empire. More and more powerful, ambitious men with means called Dixon to express their interest. “By this time,” Dixon said, “even a slow-witted southerner knew he had a tiger by the tail.”

The headline was splashed across newspapers all around the country—NEW FOOTBALL LEAGUE ANNOUNCED. The date was June 25, 1966, and the Associated Press story spoke of a league—the United States Football League, to be precise—with “a pooled $24 million” and a group of potential owners who would be “willing and adequately prepared to spend money for outstanding players—and can go to half a million dollars to get any one of them.” Frank Leahy, the former Notre Dame coach, would serve as chairman of the board. Bruce Erlhof, an attorney from Santa Ana, California, was executive vice president. “I always liked the name United States Steel Company,” Dixon said. “I had a share of U.S. Steel company stock when I was a young boy and I liked the name. I thought U.S. Steel . . . you know, that was great. So I went with USFL.” It was terrific. There would be a draft and an opening day and . . .

No.

Earlier that month the NFL merged with the AFL, then expanded into (among other cities) New Orleans. In the name of civic pride, Dixon was thrilled when the Saints were born, but knew his idea was dead. None of the television networks expressed an interest, largely out of fear of crossing the established league and its bulldog young commissioner, Pete Rozelle. The bushel of wealthy owners quickly dissolved. Dixon dropped out, too. Before long, talk of the USFL petered out. There would be no more headlines and no grand plans.

Spring football?

Who needed spring football?

 

The years passed. The NFL and AFL merger created a juggernaut of unstoppable professional-sports dominance. By 1979 the league was home to 28 franchises, with an average value of $30 million. Both NBC and CBS televised games, as well as ABC every Monday night. Whereas once the famed American athletes emerged primarily from the world of Major League Baseball, we now had household names wearing helmets and shoulder pads. Terry Bradshaw. Roger Staubach. Walter Payton. Tony Dorsett. Though baseball loyalists continued to refer to their sport as the national pastime, the sentiment was nonsense. The NFL was king.

Dixon was no longer merely an art and antiques collector with some wealthy friends. He had helped convince the NFL to add the Saints and urged John McKeithen, Louisiana’s governor, to endorse the financing of a domed stadium, ultimately to be known as the Louisiana Superdome. Then he joined the effort to create World Championship Tennis (WCT), and persuaded many of the planet’s greatest players to enlist in the professional ranks. “Dave was all about shaking things up,” said Tim Brando, the longtime sportscaster and native Louisianan. “He was an incredible promoter always looking for the next big thing.”

By the late 1970s Dixon really wasn’t looking. In 1979 he underwent open-heart surgery and a triple bypass. His doctors insisted he rest and relax and take up something soothing, like knitting or bird-watching. He was a content Saints fan, no longer infatuated with bringing forth a challenger. “The way I figured it,” he said, “I needed to start a new league like I needed a hole in the head.” But as much as he tried to focus on peace and tranquility, Dixon couldn’t stop thinking about this crazy phenomenon called cable television. Thanks to coaxial cables and radio frequency, there was suddenly a way to broadcast sports on channels other than the three major networks. He started hearing about something called ESPN, which launched on September 7, 1979, as the world’s first 24/7 all-sports, all-the-time network. Dixon pondered back to the 1960s, when ABC, NBC, and CBS wanted nothing to do with his plan. He pondered back to the now-defunct World Football League (WFL), a 1974–75 fall rival to the NFL that lasted only one and a half seasons, in large part because the games appeared only on the TVS Television Network, a little-seen syndicator of sports programming. “Dave was a visionary, and visionaries don’t rest easily,” said Jerry Argovitz, a players’ agent and future USFL team owner. “He had this idea in his head and he wouldn’t let it go. Cable TV changed everything to Dave.”

Just as he had once paid a visit to Paul Brown, Dixon now made a trip to Palos Verdes Estates, California, and the home of George Allen. A revered NFL coach who guided the 1972 Redskins to the Super Bowl, Allen’s last taste of the sidelines had been an ugly one: in 1978 he was hired to coach the Los Angeles Rams, then dismissed six months later after players revolted over his tyrannical rules and demands. For all his flaws (and there were many), Allen’s love of football was never questioned. So Dixon knocked on his door, sat on his couch, sipped from a glass of orange juice, and explained his idea.

“My God, this will work!” Allen said, echoing Paul Brown’s words from 15 years earlier. “Don’t let anyone talk you out of this!”

Dixon floated out the door, convinced his concept finally had legs. His next step was to hire a public opinion firm, Frank N. Magid Associates, out of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, to conduct a national survey on the subject of spring football. The results, presented in a 126-page document, were, technically, mixed. But not through the prism of Dixon’s rose-tinted glasses. Magid made 800 telephone calls, and 600 people identified themselves as having “an interest” in professional football. Wrote Jim Byrne in his book about the USFL, The $1 League: “As far as Dixon was concerned this meant that three out of four adult Americans were professional football fans. This was ‘incredible’ in Dixon’s view. It was also a considerable exaggeration. Respondents who expressed an ‘interest’ in watching a USFL game ‘would watch’ in Dixon’s analysis. This led him to conclude that 67 percent of pro football fans would watch a USFL game and 82 percent of NFL fans would watch the USFL on television. He described the former as a ‘powerful figure—extremely encouraging under any circumstances’; the latter as a ‘bonanza for the USFL by any measure.’”

In other words—it was on.

In November 1980 the USFL made its first-ever hire, naming former Stanford and Denver Broncos coach John Ralston as the league’s chairman. This was one of the most important moves of Dixon’s business career, and not because Ralston was particularly bright or articulate. No, what the 54-year-old ex-coach added was gravitas. He was a man who could tell stories about fourth and 3 against USC at the Los Angeles Coliseum; about staring down Kenny Stabler and the Oakland Raiders. He knew both the college and professional worlds, and offered in-the-flesh proof this new league would be no joke. Before long, Dixon and Ralston were traveling the country, seeking out potential owners with two primary qualifications:


	Deep pockets


	Large egos




“We just started virtually calling people on the Forbes Top 400 richest people in the world,” Ralston recalled. “We called on people all over the country.” Dixon and Ralston were a dreamy marketing tandem. The old coach regaled with sideline tales that played to the egos of people itching for access and glory. The businessman followed with statistics, figures, details, information. Dixon was a mixture of P. T. Barnum and Dale Carnegie. The USFL, he raved, would be like no other league. “We are going to play football, the most wildly popular sport in the history of this country, at a time of year when there is no football competition whatsoever!” he raved to potential investors. “No NFL, no college, no high school!”

Dixon’s closing line was his most powerful. “I’ve never believed that Americans buy chewing gum only in the spring, make love only in the fall, go to movies only in the summer,” he said. “We will play spring football. And people will watch.”

Would they watch? Who the hell could say? But they might watch. And might wasn’t so far from will. One by one, Dixon and Ralston went on the recruiting warpath. This wasn’t merely a football league, they insisted, but a revolution. The USFL would be the NFL, only better and smarter. Each team could boast a couple of superstars, but the majority of rosters would be regionally stocked via a specific player-allocation system. They explained how a franchise in Southern California, for example, would consist primarily of standouts from schools like UCLA, USC, and Stanford; how a Chicago operation would pluck from such colleges as Illinois and Notre Dame. Most important, this wouldn’t be a league where the filthy rich held competitive advantage over the somewhat filthy rich. Every team, wrote Byrne, “would operate under strict budgetary controls with a limitation on player salaries dictated by anticipated income from broadcast, attendance and marketing/licensing revenues.” Franchises sold for just $50,000, but an irrevocable $1.5 million letter of credit was also required, as well as a pledge of at least $6 million for operating expenses for the first season.

Again—the idea was a great one.

“Revolutionary,” said Argovitz. “I don’t see how there was much fault to it.”

Dixon arranged multiple meetings for potential owners, a conga line of the rich and (aspiring) famous. Many came once or twice, then vanished. Herb Kohl, future Wisconsin senator, repeatedly promised to build a team in Chicago—then stopped returning calls. Others stuck. On March 7, 1981, Dixon and 14 strangers gathered in a Chicago hotel suite. Two of the attendees were Bill Daniels and Alan Harmon, Denver-based cable TV executives. They wound up with the San Diego team. John Bassett, a Canadian film producer, once owned the Memphis Southmen of the WFL. He had little desire to sink more of his dough into professional football—until he met Dixon and fell in love with the plan. He committed a team to Florida. “I remember when I was first approached about this league, I said, ‘No way,’” Bassett said. But upon hearing of the other owners, “I thought they’d really be astute, budget-conscious guys.” One by one, people signed up. Allen, the longtime coach and early USFL enthusiast, partnered with a noted cardiovascular surgeon, Dr. Ted Diethrich, to be the leaders of the Chicago club (Allen was named team chairman of the board). Tad Taube, a San Francisco real estate developer, put his foot down on the Bay Area. Marvin Warner, a banker, former U.S. ambassador to Switzerland, and onetime owner of 48 percent of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, claimed Washington, D.C.—but then opted for Birmingham. George Matthews, a Massachusetts businessman, snagged Boston along with his partner, former Patriots wide receiver Randy Vataha. Ron Blanding, another real estate developer, secured Denver. A. Alfred Taubman, one of the United States’ wealthiest men and a shopping mall developer, would go with his hometown of Detroit.

Before long, the USFL’s 12 first-year franchises were all claimed.

In October 1981 many of the owners gathered at the Fairmont Hotel in San Francisco for an organizational meeting. It was a who’s who of new ownership, as well as Dixon. Peter Spivak, a former judge of the Third Judicial Circuit in Michigan and Taubman’s co-owner, was named the USFL’s acting chairman. Leslie Schupak, the cofounder and senior managing partner of KCSA Worldwide, a highly regarded New York City–based marketing firm, was flown in to make a presentation along with his partners, Herb Corbin and Les Aronow. “It was a big deal,” Schupak said. “And we’re all sitting around a large table, and there’s a speaker phone in the middle. Everyone’s chatting, time is passing, and we’re waiting for the [prospective] owner of the New York franchise. Food comes—he’s not there yet. The time goes from 12:30 to 12:45 to 1:00. Where is this guy?” Finally, the phone rang. Only no one in the room knew how to answer. After fumbling with the buttons, Daniels mastered the technology.

“Hello! Hello!”

The voice emerging from the speaker was loud and young and brash.

“Hey, guys! How are you? Hello? Hello? It’s Donald.”

Donald—as in Donald Trump, the 35-year-old New York City real estate developer.

“Donald,” said Dixon, “we’re all waiting for you. Where are you?”

A pause.

“Right, well, I’ve gotta apologize. I’m not gonna be able to make it. In fact, I can’t be a member of your project. Things are just going unbelievably for me. I have this casino project, and it’s gonna be big. Really big. Very exciting. Lots of money in it. OK, so anyway, sorry. Bye.”


  Click.


Dixon’s face turned ashen. He asked Schupak, Corbin, and Aronow to leave the room for a few moments. “We went to the lobby,” Schupak recalled. “And Herb looks at me and says, ‘We came all the way out here for nothing. They’re going to disband.’” Schupak wasn’t having it. He dashed out to a nearby convenience store and came back with a small bag filled to the brim. When the trio returned to the meeting, the owners were speechless. Without a New York franchise, the USFL was dead. There was no debating the point.

“So I gave my presentation,” Schupak said. “And then I got original.” He pulled a bottle of aspirin from his bag and said, “We know you guys have just had a really big headache. But I have an antidote for that. This won’t be the first time you have these headaches. It might get worse. You might have real indigestion—but I have an antidote for that.” Once again he reached into the sack, this time retrieving a pink bottle of Pepto-Bismol.

Schupak paused for dramatic impact.

“Look,” he said, “the one thing we are confident of is that the USFL will be a success. With or without the people who are supposed to be here. And when we make the official announcement of the league and have the first ball kicked off a tee, we’re going to do this . . .” He stuck his hand into the bag for a final time and removed a bottle of champagne.

George Allen, standing in the rear of the room, sprinted forward. “I love these guys!” he screamed. “I love them! We’re gonna make it!”

The other owners joined in, forming the first victory dance in league history.

 

Seven months later, theory became reality.

On May 11, 1982, Dixon and a roster of owners and co-owners booked a room inside New York City’s famed 21 Club to officially announce what had been rumored for some time: come spring 1983 the NFL would no longer be the only professional football league around. Trump was a distant memory, replaced in the New York/New Jersey market by a well-financed Oklahoma oilman named J. Walter Duncan (he initially craved Chicago, but when Trump bailed, Duncan agreed to New Jersey). Berl Bernhard, a senior partner in a law firm, was owner of a Washington, D.C., franchise. Behind closed doors, there were significantly more questions than answers. The league still lacked a commissioner, as well as a television deal. There were no team names, no rosters, no stadium deals, no concessions or publishing or legitimate financial figures to disclose.

Schupak’s firm was once again brought in, this time to pull off the event. About an hour before the press conference it occurred to the marketing wizard that the USFL had neither a football nor helmets. “So I ran out to the Modell’s [Sporting Goods] on 42nd Street and bought two footballs and two helmets,” he said. “We came up with this nice red, white, and blue USFL logo, and we placed decals on the ball and the helmets. You’d think these things are all thought of well in advance. That wasn’t exactly the case.”


With two dozen reporters in attendance, Spivak stood in the middle of a long metal table, surrounded by the 12 owners, a helmet, and a ball with a crudely placed sticker. Flashes flashed. Cameras rolled. Notes were taken. The press were offered tiny bottles of Coca-Cola and 7 Up, and some forgettable finger food. Spivak cleared his throat and leaned into the microphone. “Our league believes that the sports fan in the United States wants to see more than the current 16-game professional football season,” he said. “After all, his favorite baseball team plays a 162-game schedule and the basketball season runs 82 games.”

He explained, in broad terms, that the men before them pledged to commit more than $100 million in capital over the ensuing two seasons. “[Our owners] have the financial strength, personal reputation, and accomplishments that are equal of any group of professional league owners today,” he said—and a lie this was not. These were wealthy men. The details were intriguing. The 12 markets would be: Birmingham, Boston, Chicago, Denver, Detroit, Los Angeles, New York/New Jersey, Philadelphia, San Francisco, San Diego, Tampa, and Washington. The emphasis would be on fast, fun football. The message was clear. The NFL was fine, but stilted and uninteresting. The USFL would be energetic, powerful, thrilling.

The following day’s reaction hardly inspired confidence. None of America’s major newspapers covered the press conference as a particularly big event, and the New York Times seemed to go out of its way to minimize the news. In a small article on the third page of the sports section, Michael Strauss wrote that Spivak was “vague in response to several questions as to how his group could gain credibility and strength in an era when the efforts of other fledgling sports leagues, such as the World Football League, had ended in failure.”

And yet, the league’s owners were enthusiastic. Mike Trager, the USFL’s media consultant, had debated whether to hold the press conference before or after securing a television contract. “I told everyone, ‘Look, we might be able to get a TV deal first, but we’d have no leverage,’” he said. “We needed a dynamo press conference that said, ‘We’re playing and it’s going to be amazing.’ That’s exactly what we did, and it was the best thing we could have done. All of a sudden we were legit. It turned out to be the biggest move in those early years—announcing first. It gave us a lot of leverage.”

Behind the scenes, the USFL was working on two important moves: finding a full-time commissioner and landing a major broadcast deal. The tasks were not mutually exclusive. Back in the late months of 1981, when Dixon was deep into pursuing his dream, he placed a call to Rozelle, the legendary NFL commissioner, and asked what would need to be offered for him to jump leagues. It was, all later acknowledged, a pipe dream—with a $400,000 salary plus myriad perks, Rozelle was one of the three or four most powerful people in sports. But Dixon knew the weight the NFL commissioner carried. Were he to come to the USFL, the networks would follow.

With Rozelle’s rejection, Dixon and Co. went after choice number 2. More than two years earlier, when the USFL was little more than a thought in his head, Dixon reached out to Chet Simmons, president and chief operating officer of ESPN, to solicit his opinions on spring football and television. The conversation, via phone, was purely informational—Here’s what we’re doing, keep your eyes open for us, maybe we can work together in the future. Now, however, the league sought out a leader who could see beyond the playing field. Simmons was, at age 53, on the verge of becoming a television legend; a visionary who, while at ABC, helped create Wide World of Sports before spending 15 years at NBC Sports and the past three years at ESPN, which went from fringe to mainstream at breakneck speed. “I was at ESPN at the time, and I kept hearing about this new football league by David Dixon and I said, ‘Who the hell’s David Dixon?’” Simmons recalled. “I had enough problems and challenges at ESPN to worry about a new football league, but like everything else in sports I think that if somebody had an idea, and something was new, I’ll keep watching; keep my eye on it.” In the absence of a commissioner, Trager had been doing some good work in the TV department. The USFL secured lucrative multiyear television deals with ABC and ESPN (ABC paid $9 million to televise a Sunday national game, ESPN $4 million for games on Saturday and Monday nights). The contract required the USFL to schedule a minimum of three games on Sunday, with ABC guaranteed to broadcast one game nationally as its “Game of the Week” or two or more regionally. The deal included no clauses regarding “blackouts” (local games are not televised unless they’re sold out)—something the league would soon regret. ABC was obligated to televise 21 games in 1983, and ESPN committed to two prime-time games per week. “It’s instant credibility,” said Steve Ehrhart, the league’s soon-to-be-hired executive director. “Having your games televised across the country . . . that says you’re real. You’re legitimate and authentic.”

On June 14, barely a month after the press conference, Simmons was hired to become the USFL’s first commissioner. He was a unanimous choice by the owners and—wrote Jim Byrne—confirmed “a widely held view among the media that the USFL was a ‘made-for-television’ league.”

He was also a bit of an odd fit. Chet Simmons didn’t love football the way Rozelle loved football. Really, his first passion was televised sports. He had no hobbies or genuine outside interests, and would spend his free time at home, sitting before three side-by-side-by-side TVs, watching various sporting events and paying close attention to the commentary, the camera angles, the zoom lenses. First downs? Ho-hum. Deep bombs down the sideline? Interesting, but mainly because the arc of a Steve Bartkowski bomb filled the screen like a glorious rainbow. Also, while he had been calling the shots for much of the past 20-plus years, it was always with network underlings who knew their places. The USFL—with 12 wealthy ownership groups looking out for their own wealthy interests—would be a different beast. Simmons believed he could handle it, but did he know, with 100 percent certainty, this was the job for him? No. “Chet wasn’t an Xs and Os guy,” said Doug Kelly, the league’s coordinator of information. “But that’s not what we wanted him to be. We knew sports were increasingly TV driven. And he was sports television.”

Before long, everything seemed to be flowing beautifully. The season would last 18 games (as opposed to the NFL’s 16 games), and the players and coaches would play central roles in selling the product. Unlike the NFL, which seemed happy to hide its gladiators beneath helmets and shoulder pads and strict media guidelines, the USFL wanted its participants front and center. So there would be midgame sideline interviews, extra media days, endless promotional appearances and fan engagements. “It felt like the people’s league,” said Jed Simmons, Chet’s son. “They wanted to be more out there than the NFL.” The powers that be were also willing to mess with well-established pro football rules. For example, the USFL would break with the NFL and allow teams to go for a two-point conversion after touchdowns. Also, in other departures, the USFL clock would stop after first downs in the final minutes of both halves and overtime, and wide receivers had to have just one foot down—not two—for a catch. Kickers could use one-inch tees on field goals and extra points. “All in the name of excitement,” Ehrhart said.

Although it was far too early to sign players, the league committed itself to the hard pursuit of veteran coaches, and it paid dividends. Allen was officially named the head man in Chicago and Ralston in Oakland. (The franchise initially planned on rotating between San Francisco and Oakland. But because of lease issues with Candlestick Park, San Francisco fell through.) The New York/New Jersey organization hired Chuck Fairbanks, the legendary University of Oklahoma coach, and Denver swooped up the wildly popular Red Miller, who guided the Broncos to Super Bowl XII in 1978. Though they would play nary a down, the coaches added immediate credibility. This wasn’t a semipro league coached by Biff, the part-time truck repairman who once played a little Division I-AA ball at Delaware. No, these were titans of the sport, here to place the USFL on the map.

With the hirings came positive headlines. BY GEORGE, IT’S ALLEN crowed the Chicago Tribune, and MILLER STRIKES GOLD AS DENVER COACH raved the Philadelphia Daily News. Yet, beneath the surface, there were concerns. The concept of football in the spring seemed a confusing one for some to grasp. In a brief New York Times editorial headlined UNSEASONABLE, the newspaper’s editorial board made its case against the league:

 

Doesn’t the U.S.F.L. season run straight into the basketball, hockey and baseball seasons? Of course, but so what? None of them get great national TV ratings in those months, says the new league’s president. “The second quarter of the year is traditionally very good for male demographics. With the weather bad, you might get women to watch football, too.”


Somehow, we doubt it, and find ourselves hoping that men won’t either. You don’t have to be a quiche eater to want to see the seasons change. You can like football and still be glad there’s an off-season to whet the appetite for its reappearance. What the male, and female, demographics around here suggest is that there can be way too much of a good thing. When football season ends, we’ll be content to wait till next year.



 

While some regions expressed tremendous glee in having the USFL come to town, others were less enamored. In Boston, the NFL’s New England Patriots owned Schaefer Stadium, and weren’t about to lease it to a rival league. San Diego’s Jack Murphy Stadium was owned by the city, but the three tenants (football’s Chargers, baseball’s Padres, soccer’s Sockers) repeatedly objected until Daniels and Harmon—holders of the USFL’s Southern California territorial rights—abandoned the municipality for Los Angeles. As a result, Jim Joseph, who first planned on having a team in his hometown of San Francisco, then in L.A., shifted to Phoenix.


  Ah, spring football in Phoenix (average high temperature: 94 degrees) . . .


Geography, though, would largely work itself out. What kept Dixon up nights was a lingering fear that belied his peppy chatter: ego. Actually, two lingering fears: ego and greed. Having watched the World Football League crumble, John Bassett shared Dixon’s concerns. It was all well and good to hear owners talk unity and restraint and moderation. But enacting such discipline was an altogether different exercise. What would happen once fans demanded results? What would happen when an expensive NFL quarterback was available? What would happen if a rival club began throwing around big dollars? During an owners’ dinner around this time, Bassett was asked what it would take for the USFL to make it. Sipping from a martini, he stood, took a drag from a cigarette, and said dryly, “We’ll have 12 teams. Every week six are going to win and six are going to lose.” He returned to his chair. “John was dead on,” said Randy Vataha, a co-owner of the Boston franchise. “It was perfectly stated.”

Not long after the league’s introductory press conference, Dixon issued a memo to the owners that concerned what they could expect, financially, from the first season. He wrote that each team would likely generate $4.1 million in revenues (based upon $2.5 million in gate receipts, $1.5 million in television revenues, and $100,000 in radio revenues). There was, however, a caveat. In a follow-up memorandum, he wrote, “40 percent of revenues for player salaries is not unreasonable; 45 percent would be the basis for a maximum if one was to use a maximum. On 45 percent, the salary budget would be $1.845 million, which allows plenty of money to sign one or two glamorous players, particularly with area notoriety.” Ultimately, the league’s owners embraced the idea of setting a spending limit of $1.8 million per team, covering the costs of the 40-man roster and 10-man developmental squad. An additional $500,000 was allotted to sign the two “star” players who did not count against the cap. “That way you could sign a No. 1 pick and not break the bank,” said Tom Brand, the Tampa Bay Bandits’ director of player personnel. “It was a smart plan.”

It was never formally voted upon.

“We had a gentleman’s agreement,” said Tad Taube, owner of the Invaders. “Of course, that’s only OK as long as you have gentlemen agreeing.”

 

This is where the fun begins.

First, with the names. You can’t have football teams if you don’t have names, so the USFL’s new owners jumped right in. Some seemed to use the unique branding opportunity to bore the regional populace. The Philadelphia franchise, owned by Myles Tanenbaum, held a naming contest via TV and print advertising, then narrowed the thousands of suggestions down to Fireworks, Colonials, Franklins, Spirits, Militia, Sentinels, and Stars. Tanenbaum chose Stars, because, well, zzzz. In Denver, team vice president Bill Roth said the name “Gold” was selected because the malleable, ductile metal “represents first place or first class. Also, the cities around here were formed during the gold rush.” Again, zzzz.

Washington brought forth the Federals (“the essence of our government structure,” raved the USFL’s official magazine), Chicago the Blitz (suggested in a contest by a man from Naperville, Illinois, named Mike Wehrli), Birmingham the Stallions (owner Marvin Warner liked horses), New Jersey the Generals (Fairbanks dug military evocations), Boston the Breakers (George Matthews was an avid sailor), Michigan the Panthers (a “screw you—we’re here, too” nod to Detroit’s Lions), Arizona the Wranglers, Los Angeles the Express. (Daniels and Harmon initially selected “Olympics,” but trademark complications nixed the idea. Then they were going to go with “Satellites,” a nod to their work in television. But they agreed the name stunk. “Express” worked well enough.)

Of the 12 monikers, two leapt from the page. In Oakland, the NFL’s Raiders had recently announced their relocation 371 miles south to Los Angeles, thereby crushing one of America’s most passionate fan bases. Howard Friedman, the USFL franchise’s vice president, explained to writer Dan Herbst that “Invaders” was purely coincidental—as was John Wilkes Booth’s appearance at Ford’s Theatre the night a president was in attendance. “A lot of people have read into that,” said a smirking Friedman. “The fact is, we liked the idea of the strength of an Invader.”

Tampa Bay, meanwhile, settled upon “Bandits,” which was presumed to be influenced by the presence of Burt Reynolds, the actor/minority investor whose biggest-grossing film was the 1977 non-classic Smokey and the Bandit. Truth be told, Bassett’s daughter, a professional tennis player named Carling, owned a German Shepherd named Bandit.

So, naturally, the Bandits mascot was a guy riding a horse.
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  You came to the USFL either as a marquee guy brought in to bring credibility to the league, or as a washed-up NFL reject. That was me. The reject.



 


  —Matt Braswell, center, Michigan Panthers



 

 

THEY STARTED WITH nothing.

No desks.

No staplers.

No stacks of paper.

Not even a name.

When the franchise that would ultimately be known as the Chicago Blitz first formed in June 1982, it was little more than an owner (Ted Diethrich), a coach (George Allen), and a vacant office suite on the 18th floor of the Merchandise Mart, a downtown building situated alongside the Chicago River. The space had been rented by Diethrich because, located 1,453 miles away in Phoenix, he needed a presence in the city where his team would play. So he dispatched Bruce Allen, the coach’s 25-year-old son and newly appointed general manager, to handle the organizational intricacies of kicking off a franchise lacking organizational intricacies. “We had no money,” said Bruce Allen. “Nothing really to work with.”

The early Blitz staff featured the young Allen; a business manager named Jim Banahan; Mike McCarthy, the director of player personnel; and Kay Fred Schultz, the pipe-smoking media relations director. Every morning at six o’clock the men would congregate in Suite 1889, then spend the next 16 hours compiling lists, devising ticket plans, thinking up ways to birth a team in a city already dominated by the NFL’s Chicago Bears. “We were staying in the downtown Marriott for a while,” said McCarthy. “It got too expensive, so I moved to Banahan’s couch. The Playboy Club was still around, and I got a membership so we could go. And Bennigan’s had Tuesday-night Heineken Night, where every bottle was $1. That’s how we survived—on football and drinking.”

From the get-go, the Blitz were unlike any other USFL franchise. While the Washington Federals and New Jersey Generals and Los Angeles Express and the other eight clubs had yet to even look at office space or ponder the future, the Blitz—boosted by George Allen’s directive and Diethrich’s meaty wallet—charged ahead. Eleven years earlier, when George Allen was in his first season as coach of the Washington Redskins, Edward Bennett Williams, the team’s president, famously said, “I gave George an unlimited expense account, and he’s already exceeded it.” Those words affixed themselves to Allen, but he didn’t mind. Yes, George Allen spent excessively. But for a man who compiled a .712 winning percentage in 12 years as a head coach, it was all in the name of victory. Even as he stayed behind at his home in Palos Verdes Estates, California, his drive to succeed extended eastward. “The guys in the office in those early days, we’d go out most nights,” said Bruce Allen. “We’d go to a bar or restaurant, and every night we had to sell two tickets to a future Blitz game. Just two. Usually to someone in the bar. And whoever didn’t sell had to pay for the next dinner. All we wanted to do was build something big.”

By August 1982, as the rest of the league was largely asleep, the Blitz were arranging a series of free-agent tryout camps across the nation. They held nine in a three-week span, highlighted by two in Chicago and a scattered handful in, among other cities, Milwaukee, Dallas, and Indianapolis. The first, scheduled for August 21 at Soldier Field (future home to the Blitz), brought a whopping 518 men into the stadium. United Airlines served as sponsor, so every participant received a red-and-white T-shirt with the Blitz logo screen-printed on the front and the airline logo on the rear. Thanks to George Allen’s connections, the Blitz were able to use the field for free, but on the condition that workouts were held while the turf was being painted. “I asked, ‘How the hell do we try out 500 guys while they’re applying paint?’” said McCarthy. “Somehow we did.”

The system was simple: a dozen temporary coaches worked out the players, and those who impressed were sent toward the stands, where Bruce Allen awaited with a contract and an invitation to a future mini-camp. Only 13 were signed, and none wound up making the Blitz. Yet one reigns eternal . . .

“Albert C. Lynch!” McCarthy said some 30 years later.

“Ah, Albert C. Lynch!” bellowed Bruce Allen.

Indeed, Albert C. Lynch was a 24-year-old Chicago native with no football experience. He stood five foot eight and weighed 185 pounds, and clocked a turtle-like 5.7 in the 40. His vertical jump measured 23 inches (last among all signees), and he was the only man who failed to break 3 seconds in the 20-yard sprint. He was listed as a linebacker, though no one is quite sure how or why. According to a file labeled BLITZ MINI-CAMP I and dated November 13, 1982, Lynch’s measurables were closer to those of the office receptionist than a passable football player. “Terrible,” said McCarthy. “Couldn’t play a lick. But give the guy credit. He figured us out.” Indeed, Lynch noticed that the players who did well were summoned to Allen. So, after his dreadful workout, Lynch looked left, looked right, and approached the general manager, who robotically signed him to a contract.

Later that day, while sorting through paperwork of the 13 successes, McCarthy turned toward Allen, dumbfounded.

“We signed Albert C. Lynch?” he said. “The slow guy with the Afro?”

“You sent him to me,” Allen replied.

“I certainly did not,” said McCarthy. “No way.”

“Yes you did,” said Allen.

“No,” McCarthy replied. “I didn’t.”

Silence—until the appearance of a simultaneous we’ve-been-duped lightbulb. The two laughed and laughed. Lynch would never appear in a Blitz uniform. But on the early listing of the team’s linebackers, he’s right there—wedged alphabetically between Northern Illinois’s Frank Lewandowski and Wade Mauland of Illinois State.

Over the course of a few months the team added more employees, including a scout from the University of Evansville named John Butler and Joe Haering, a former Canadian Football League assistant coach. One day Bruce Allen, McCarthy, Haering, and Butler woke at dawn to drive a Chevy Impala 356 miles from Chicago to Columbus, Ohio, for a tryout camp. “We get there,” said Allen, “and we realize we forgot to bring footballs.” It happened again two weeks later in Los Angeles.

Camp attendees were a buffet of the fat, the skinny, the minuscule, the enormous. With no experience requirements, there were plumbers and doctors and lawyers and lab technicians, taxi drivers, fish tank cleaners. “I went to Scranton, Pennsylvania, for a tryout and a bunch of steelworkers came out,” said John Teerlinck, the Blitz’s future defensive line coach. “I signed none of them, and I thought they were gonna kick my ass.” A handful of applicants had played Division I football. The majority were veterans of high school gridiron magic, looking to reclaim that long-ago taste of Friday-night glory. Some wore shorts. A couple wore jeans. A few stripped down to underwear. “There was a guy with one kidney,” said Teerlinck. “Didn’t make it.”

Across America, coaches, administrators, and players from small colleges and independent leagues caught wind of the Blitz’s all-points-bulletin manhunt. “We had someone’s sister write us,” said McCarthy. “Her brother was a football player who’d been stabbed, and she would do anything to get him a tryout. By anything, she meant anything. She was willing to pull down her pants if it meant he’d get a shot.”

Notes to the team’s headquarters poured in—dozens by the day, featuring the multicolored letterheads of America’s myriad colleges and universities. Todd Ratliff, a six-foot, 180-pound cornerback and punter from Georgetown College in Kentucky, raved of his “reasonable statistics” and “eight enterceptions.” An attorney named J. Carlton Cherry took up the cause of Chowan College fullback Delbert Melvin, writing, “I have never seen this young man play football and although he was not a regular player on some outstanding teams at Chowan . . . he is very persistent.” Letters praised the intelligence of Humboldt State wide receiver Eddie Pate (he had a 3.1 GPA as a wildlife-management major), the military-squatting skills of Azusa Pacific punter Jay C. Mellberg (600 pounds), the toughness of East Carolina nose guard Gerry Rogers (he played with two broken hands), the weight loss of Utah fullback Hilria Johnson (from 210 to 192 pounds!), and the “strong safety zone reading” talents of Bruce Buchla, who spent five years quarterbacking the New England Crusaders of something called the Atlantic Football League (his coach, Frank Fucci, wrote that Buchla’s 34 touchdown passes warranted an “honest” shot. The Blitz were “honest”—thanks but no thanks). Even the man who wound up playing the team’s mascot, Captain Blitz, was a United Airlines flight attendant discovered on a plane. “No stones went unturned,” said Teerlinck.

All told, a preposterous 3,148 people received looks from the Blitz, and George Allen and his staff logged more than 20,000 air miles seeking out players. “I genuinely believe we started what would become the modern combine system,” said Bruce Allen. “You ran a 40, did a vertical jump, a version of the short shuttle. We’d break off into groups—quarterbacks here, linebackers there. And if they ran well, more often than not we’d invite them to a regional mini-camp.” The Blitz even traveled to the Logan Correctional Center in Lincoln, Illinois, to offer a tryout to Michael Sifford, an inmate who wrote a letter to the team, saying, “I love football. I can play.” (Just a third of the way through a 12-year sentence for armed robbery, Sifford was eligible via a work-release program. He failed to impress.) In a December 1 press release, Kay Fred Schultz, the club’s media relations head, wrote that the Blitz signed 258 players to contracts—“an unofficial Guinness Book world record.”*


Before long, the USFL’s other organizations saw what the Blitz were up to and panicked. The Denver Gold ordered one of its first hires, a defensive backs coach named Deek Pollard, to covertly attend the Chicago tryouts and try to sign those who seemed worthy. In Los Angeles, the Express’s new coach was Hugh Campbell, straight off of five consecutive Grey Cup titles with the Canadian Football League’s Edmonton Eskimos. Tom Fears, the recently hired director of player personnel with the club, suggested they hold an open tryout on the Long Beach State University football field. “I figured some people would come,” Campbell said. “But . . . holy cow.” More than 500 aspiring superstars arrived for the chance to run a 40-yard dash. One man—African American, slender, in his mid-20s—hollered at Campbell from behind a fence.

“Hey, they won’t let me in!

“Hey, they won’t let me in!

“Hey, they won’t let me in!”

An exasperated Campbell walked over. “Well, we’re filled up,” he said.

“Coach,” he replied, “I can run a 4.4 40.”

Yeah, right. “I’ll tell you what,” he said, “if I let you in here to run the 40, will you stop screaming?”

“Yes!” he said. “Absolutely.”

The man hopped over the fence and—wearing Levi jeans and tennis shoes—burst across the line in exactly 4.4 seconds. “We let him come to training camp,” said Campbell.

How was he?

“Well,” the coach said, “fast.”

Along with the anonymous speedster, 62 punters and placekickers showed their faces, forcing the Express to hold a kicker-only audition later in the week. One kicked with both legs. Another smoked a corncob pipe and had no teeth. “Old kickers, young kickers,” said Campbell. “Just not many good kickers.”

The Boston Breakers didn’t have such a problem. At the same time USFL franchises were locating players, Tim Mazzetti was getting antsy. From 1978 to 1980 Mazzetti had been a solid NFL kicker, nailing 45 of 68 field goals for the Atlanta Falcons. Yet when Cleveland claimed him off waivers, the University of Pennsylvania graduate angrily retired. “I was visibly shaken by the way the NFL treated me like a slab of meat,” he said. “I’d had enough.” Mazzetti worked as a television reporter at Atlanta’s ABC affiliate, but missed the football life. When he learned of the USFL, he called the organizations one by one. The first franchise was Birmingham. Mazzetti dialed the main office number and introduced himself. “Fuck you,” a man replied. “We’re not a joke and we don’t appreciate the prank call.” Click!

The next team was Boston. Tom Marino, the director of player personnel, answered. “Wait!” he said. “You’re Mazzetti! The Tim Mazzetti?”

“That’s me,” he said.

Marino handed the phone to Dick Coury, Boston’s coach. “Tim,” he said, “don’t call anyone else. We’re signing you, and you’re our kicker.”

On the campus of San Mateo Junior College, 35 miles outside Oakland, the Invaders held a tryout that drew 700 players. One was signed. “John Ralston told me it was just for publicity,” said Geno Effler, the team’s media relations director. “A way to get some early press.” At a Bandits camp at Jesuit High School in Tampa, the team was thrilled to have former Miami Dolphin Garo Yepremian audition for kicking duties. It was only after seeing Yepremian boot a ball 12 yards on a bend that coaches realized the man before them wasn’t actually Yepremian, but a 36-year-old civil engineer named Sam Salman. “I thought I’d let them believe what they want to believe,” Salman later explained to the Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel. “I was asked if I was Mr. Yepremian and I said that some people call me that.”* The open tryouts generated fun sports-section headlines (TAMPA KICKER NOT GARO) but little-to-no talent. From afar, the NFL watched with indifferent bemusement. It was a cute little league doing cute little league stuff. Ha ha, hee hee, ho ho . . .


Everything changed.

The headline appeared in the August 7, 1982, Washington Post, and while it was bold and big, it was neither bold nor big enough. ALLEN’S USFL TEAM SIGNS TIGHT END DRAFTED BY BEARS topped an article about the Blitz acquiring Tim Wrightman, the recently graduated UCLA star who had been selected in the third round by the Bears just four months earlier. Because a contract between the NFL and the NFL Players Association had recently expired, the Bears were unable to negotiate with players, and Mike Ditka, the team’s meatheaded coach, ordered from afar that Wrightman report to training camp . . . or else. “They offered me less money than they paid their third-round pick from a year earlier,” said Wrightman. “So when I was approached by George Allen, it felt fresh and exciting and new. It was different than the standard ‘You work for us, now get here and do what we tell you.’ It felt like becoming part of a family. That was the atmosphere and the energy the Blitz had going.” The Blitz gave Wrightman a two-year, $400,000 deal that required he also serve as a team spokesman at local dinners and events. “It was awesome,” he said. “I felt like a salesman and a football player.”

Ditka was horrified. So was Jim Finks, the Bears’ general manager. Within the next nine days, George Allen’s club added two other noteworthy gems, Jim Fahnhorst, an All–Big Ten linebacker from the University of Minnesota, and Greg Landry, a 14-year NFL quarterback who, though approaching his 36th birthday, was a name familiar to football fans. “Greg was the biggie for us, because he gave us immediate legitimacy,” Bruce Allen said. “It was ‘Wait, these guys mean business.’ It was instant credibility.”

Still, the NFL refused to take the USFL seriously. Yes, Wrightman was a minor blow, and Landry signified . . . something. But outside of their coaching hires and goofy tryouts, most of the franchises concluded the 1982 calendar year making little-to-no noise.

That seemed destined to continue into 1983, even with the USFL’s inaugural collegiate draft scheduled for January 4–5 inside a ballroom at the Grand Hyatt in Midtown Manhattan. Because the league needed to fill its rosters, the two-day bonanza would begin with a twenty-four-round regular draft (where teams could pluck the college seniors of their liking—geography be damned), followed by the territorial portion, where each franchise added 26 more players from five colleges designated their regional property. This was a big part of the Dixon plan—give local fans an emotional attachment to the roster. Before the draft began, each organization selected five colleges and gained the protected signing rights to the players from those schools. The colleges were, in most cases, within the geographical region of the USFL team. For example, the Tampa Bay Bandits were tied to Florida, Florida State, Florida A&M, Albany State, and Bethune-Cookman. The whole exercise was, from the NFL’s vantage point, useless. There was no way America’s top collegiate players would choose to join an experiment over the fulfillment of the lifelong NFL dream. So let the USFL have its dinky party. It was, for the older league, mere entertainment.

What the NFL didn’t realize—couldn’t realize—was that the USFL’s franchises were about to shake up football. Inside the Blitz offices, an enormous chalkboard listed dozens of desired college players from across the United States. Kathy MacLachlan, an administrative assistant with the club, found herself shocked to see Anthony Carter, Michigan’s All-American wide receiver, near the top. “Why do we have guys like him on the board?” she asked.

“Because,” Bruce Allen replied, “we plan on getting them.”

The Blitz were well organized. The Philadelphia Stars were meticulous. The team’s general manager was Carl Peterson, who had spent the previous six years as an assistant coach and director of player personnel with the Philadelphia Eagles. He took the USFL job because Myles Tanenbaum, the owner, promised complete authority and an emphasis on winning. Although George Allen’s name recognition brought much attention to the Blitz, Peterson was the Jedi Master of landing talent from the most unusual of places. Seven years earlier, Peterson helped generate much attention for the lowly Eagles when the team signed Vince Papale, a local kid who had never played college football but went on to excel as an NFL special teams standout. Now the Stars, like the Blitz, were inviting in plumbers and nurse technicians for looks. “I knew the NFL waiver wire really well,” Peterson said. “I’d watch them, see where guys were, who was available. It was thrilling, because it was a new adventure.”

The USFL Draft did its all to mimic the NFL Draft, what with each team given a table inside a ballroom; what with decorative helmets and footballs; what with a telephone for each organization; what with Simmons approaching the microphone to announce picks. The league prepared well, going so far as to rank the top 250 available players and distributing the information to all 12 franchises. Yet unlike the NFL’s event, the USFL Draft failed to garner much attention. The New York Times sent a reporter, William N. Wallace, but mainly because it cost the newspaper a mere 75-cent subway fare. The Associated Press and United Press International also had journalists in attendance. Those outlets, too, were local.

When, at 10:00 a.m., the Los Angeles Express (given the first pick based on a lottery) led things off with the selection of Dan Marino, the University of Pittsburgh’s splendid quarterback, the sporting world shrugged. The same reaction occurred when Ohio State’s Tim Spencer went second to Chicago, then Southern Miss quarterback Reggie Collier third to Birmingham and Craig James, the Southern Methodist halfback, fourth to Washington. Over an exhausting 16-hour span, the USFL’s teams grabbed 288 players, the vast majority of whom no more than a handful of humanoids had ever heard of. Afterward, the NFL’s 28 franchises pretended the event was never held. There was no public acknowledgment, no nod toward the other league. The USFL Draft? What USFL Draft?

The faux indifference lasted less than 24 hours.

On the day after the event Marino, a Pittsburgh native, flew to Los Angeles and attended a press conference held by the Express. Decked out in a dark suit and tie and standing alongside Alan Harmon, the team’s president, Marino insisted he was open to the USFL. “The opportunity with a new league is very exciting,” he said. “I’ll have an opportunity to play early. It’ll be a very unique situation because it’s the beginning of a new league and I’ll be a part of it.”

Marino was posturing. He had to be posturing.* Pete Rozelle, the NFL’s commissioner, assured his league’s owners not to worry. There was no way marquee players like Marino would simply sign with the USFL without waiting for the NFL Draft. “All I know,” said Tex Schramm, the Dallas Cowboys’ general manager, “is the great players and the great competitors are going to want to play in the NFL.” BLESTO, the scouting combine that worked with a large number of NFL franchises, sent telegrams to the top-rated players that read, in part, “You have earned the opportunity to play for the best. You can look forward to a long and rewarding career in the NFL.”


The established league enjoyed a good laugh when, immediately after the draft, the Boston Breakers announced they had agreed to terms with Dave Rimington, Nebraska’s senior center. The reigning Outland Trophy winner was widely regarded as the nation’s best offensive-line prospect, so the Breakers sent a team of representatives to roll out the red carpet and greet him at Logan International Airport. When Rimington didn’t exit the plane, the Breakers placed a few calls. Lo and behold, the Rimington they had been negotiating with via phone was not the All-American, but someone playing a cruel joke. “We’ve been had,” said Gary Gillis, the team’s publicity director. “I guess we were so enthusiastic about the way things were going that we forgot to make sure we were talking to Rimington. I think little gremlins are making phone calls.”

The NFL happiness was short-lived. No, Marino would not become the Express quarterback, and Dave Rimington wasn’t Dave Rimington. But George Allen’s Blitz offered Spencer, a second-team UPI All-American halfback who ran for 1,538 yards as a senior, a four-year, $800,000 deal, and he accepted. The news was stunning. Wrightman was a nice piece, but Spencer would have been a top-15 selection in the upcoming NFL Draft. “Signing Spencer gave us so much credibility, because there are all
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MR, DONALD J. TRUMP
HE TRUMP CRGANIZATION
725 F1FTH AVENUE .

26TH FLOOR
NEW York, NY 10022

DEAR DONALD:

ON A NUMBER OF OCCASIONS OVER THE PAST MEETINGS, [ HAVE
LISTENED WITH ASTONISHMENT AT YOUR PERSONAL ABUSE OF THE
COMMISSIONER AND VARIOUS OF YOUR PARTNERS IF THEY DID NOT
HAPPEN TO ESPOUSE ONE OF YOUR CAUSES OR AGREE WITH ONE OF
YOUR ARGUMENTS.,

IT 1S OBVIOUS FROM THE RECORD THAT YOU ARE A TALENTED AND
SUCCESSFUL YOUNG MAN, IT IS ALSO A FACT THAT I REGARD YOU AS

A FRIEND AND AN OWNER WHO HAS MADE A CONTRIBUTION TO THE LEAGUE
IN GENERAL AND BEEN A SAVIOR 7O NEW YORK/JERSEY IN PARTICULAR.

WHILE OTHERS MAY BE ABLE TO LET YOUR INSENSITIVE AND DENIGRATING
COMMENTS PASS, I NO LONGER WILL.

YOU ARE BIGGER, YOUNGER, AND STRONGER THAN 1, WHICH MEANS I‘LL
HAVE NO REGRETS WHATSOEVER PUNCHING YOU RIGHT IN THE MOUTH THE
NEXT TIME A" INSTANCE OCCURS WHERE YOU PERSONALLY- SCORN ME, OR
ANYONE ELSE, WHO DOES NOT HAPPEN TO SALUTE AND DANCE TO YOUR TUNE,

I REALLY HOPE YOU DON'T KNOW THAT YOU ARE DOING IT, BUT YOU ARE
NOT ONLY DAMAGING YOURSELF WITH YOUR ASSOCIATES, BUT ALIENATING

THEM AS WELL.

THINK BEFORE YOU SHOOT AND WHEN YOU DO FIRE, STICK TO THE MESSAGE
WITHOUT KILLING THE MESSENGER.

KINDEST PERSONAL REGARDS,

JOHN F, BASSETT
/S

4221 N Hims/Sujte 201 Tampa. Flotida 33607/ Telephone 813-875-2059
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