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“A LITTLE BIT OF DIGNITY AND CLASS”

It all began with “Mr. D.,” though in the fall of 1978 few in the nine Bay Area counties used such terms of endearment when identifying Edward J. DeBartolo Jr., the hapless owner of their favorite football team. Nor was he yet referred to with the more hip “Eddie D.,” or even the double-edged “Junior.” Instead, it was “that rich kid whose daddy bought him a football team” or “that mafioso dipstick who destroyed the Niners” or, for short, “that asshole.” Every fan within two hours’ drive of San Francisco knew who you meant. DeBartolo had joined the NFL in the spring of 1977 as its youngest franchise owner, hoping to become a man of stature in the sports world, bringing honor on his family while realizing his own deeply held aspirations for belonging, triumph, and acclaim. So far, however, Eddie—barely thirty-two years old, short, pudgy, and in charge for the first time in his life—was a complete flop. And he finally figured out late that fall that he had to do something radical to reverse the situation before it was too late.

The most personally trying element in Eddie D.’s dilemma was his fear of disappointing his father, Edward J. DeBartolo Sr., the original “Mr. D.,” who was described by his son as close enough to him to be “like my brother.” DeBartolo Sr., now sixty-nine, was the architect of the family fortune. Born in the impoverished “Hollow” neighborhood in Youngstown, Ohio, in 1909, three months after the death of his natural father, Anthony Paonessa, “Senior” had taken the family name of his stepfather—an immigrant who neither read nor wrote English—and followed him into the concrete contracting business. Then, at the insistence of his mother, Senior worked his way through engineering school at the University of Notre Dame during the Depression by laboring all night at construction sites. He rejoined his stepfather’s Youngstown contracting business until the Second World War, when he was drafted into the Army Corps of Engineers for the duration. Senior returned from the war with an officer’s commission and a $1,500 nest egg reportedly won in military crap games, which he used to capitalize the Edward J. DeBartolo Corporation shortly after his first child and only son was born.

DeBartolo Sr. threw his new enterprise into the still-infant shopping center business and developed some of the first malls at a time when there were fewer than a dozen in the entire United States. Eventually his company built the largest enclosed shopping mall ever, as well as hundreds of similar properties in more than a dozen states, ranking as the nation’s largest shopping center developer by the time the 1970s began. He also acquired several banks, numerous hotels, three horse racing tracks, the Pittsburgh franchise in the National Hockey League, and some seventy other subsidiary enterprises, all headquartered in Youngstown.

By the time Eddie fell on his face out in San Francisco, the privately held DeBartolo family business was worth at least $400 million and Edward Sr. would soon be listed in the Forbes 400 directory of the wealthiest Americans. He was also suspected of Mafia connections, largely because he was a rich Italian contractor from Youngstown. Eddie’s father dismissed the innuendo with great annoyance. “This kind of talk is the curse of anyone successful whose name ends in an i or an o,” he complained. “I got where I am by working my ass off every day of my life. I could have turned to certain characters in this town. I’m not saying I don’t know them. But I solved my own problems.”

Edward Sr. was the archetypal patriarch—almost as short as his son but thin, quiet, dignified, and always dressed in a dark suit. One friend who had known him for forty years said he had seen Eddie’s father only twice without a tie, both times when he was wearing swimming trunks. In public he kept his tongue but in private was known to swear like a teamster. Such was the original Mr. D.’s stature around Youngstown that a thief who stole his briefcase returned it untouched as soon as he discovered who owned it. In more than forty years of working, Senior had never taken a vacation, and if he wasn’t traveling he was always home for dinner at the end of his customary fourteen-hour shift. He started his day at five-thirty over a Styrofoam cup full of coffee, usually with Eddie. Senior’s idea of a good time was to watch three televisions side by side, tuned to three different football games. His corporation’s two-story brick headquarters in suburban Youngstown was just down the road from his enormous house and from his son’s of similar size. When Senior traveled, he used one of the corporation’s three Lear-jets—flying more than five hundred hours a year—and was surrounded by a small swarm of aides charged with executing the decisions he made on the spot. Upon his return, his son greeted him with a kiss.

Not surprisingly, Junior grew up wanting to be Senior more than he wanted to be anybody else. The expectations Eddie put on himself with that identification were “brutal,” he would later admit. “It almost broke up my marriage before I realized I can’t fill those big shoes. I can’t be Edward DeBartolo Sr. and I don’t have to be. I have to carry on a tradition, not an identity, and I’ll do that in a different way. He’s helped me by letting me handle things my own way, to be my own man.” During the fall of 1978, however, that evolution was still very much in process.

According to Eddie, his greatest gift from his father was “the common man’s touch,” largely passed on during his childhood in Youngstown. Halfway between Pittsburgh and Cleveland, the DeBartolos’ hometown had once hosted a legion of steel mills, fabricators, and blast furnaces, many of which were empty and rusting by the time Eddie got into the football business. And football was also part of his Youngstown inheritance. No region in America was more wedded to the game than the industrial Midwest and, rich or not, the DeBartolo scion was anything but an exception. He played on the junior varsity squad during his freshman year at Youngstown’s Cardinal Mooney High School, but, still an inch and a half and several pounds short of his adult five feet seven and a half inches and 160 pounds, he was doomed as a player. Junior swallowed his disappointment and settled for making a lot of working-class buddies from the team who became regulars at the DeBartolo mansion for games of pool. Because he wanted to be just one of the guys, Eddie D.’s only distinguishing feature as a teenager was his sartorial flair. “Eddie came up the easy way,” one of the Mooney High School faculty remembered, “but, other than his clothes, he never showed it.” Even when he was an adult, one of Eddie’s closest friends was a foundry worker from his JV days.

After Cardinal Mooney, Junior followed his father’s footsteps to Notre Dame but Senior still kept track of him, using a contact in the football program to give him updates on how his son was doing. After graduating with a degree in business, Eddie was moved into the corporation and shuffled through assignments to learn all the company’s functions. At each stop, other corporation executives were tasked with reporting to his father about the son. When on assignment in Dayton, Eddie reprised his Youngstown days and began hanging out with a group of players from the University of Dayton football team. He married his high school sweetheart along the way, fathered three daughters, and had just been named the family corporation’s executive in charge of sports operations when the DeBartolos began pursuing the possibility of purchasing the Forty Niners early in 1977. The year before, they had made an unsuccessful $16 million bid in the auction to secure rights to the NFL expansion franchise in Tampa, Florida, a state where DeBartolo Corp. had numerous business interests.

By then, Eddie had begun the process of becoming his “own man,” and, though often imitative of Senior down to the smallest details, Eddie’s “own man” was also anything but a carbon copy. For starters, Junior was every inch the party animal that Senior was not. One acquaintance who enjoyed Eddie’s typical restaurant hospitality recalled, “There was just bottle after bottle. I finally had to stop drinking because I couldn’t function, but Eddie and his buddies just kept going.” The younger DeBartolo also had a serious attachment to gambling, especially at the tables in Las Vegas, where he would soon establish a reputation as a high roller. Dressed to the nines in very expensive Italian suits, Edward DeBartolo Jr. “loved life,” one Forty Niners employee explained, “and loved living it.” When traveling for pleasure, he usually brought along an entourage of his Youngstown buddies and was rarely seen without his bodyguard, Leo, a very large man with a bump under his armpit where he kept his pistol.

“Eddie may not have been a gangster,” one San Franciscan remembered, “but he sure looked like one when he rolled into town.”

         

Eddie D.’s welcome also might have been far warmer had he bought some other team. Of all the region’s professional sports enterprises, the San Francisco Forty Niners were closest to its collective heart. The team was conceived during World War II by Tony Morabito, owner of a local trucking company, and eventually became northern California’s very first major league franchise, a historic recognition of the West Coast’s status more than a decade before any other sport followed suit. Morabito had gone to the National Football League, asking the twenty-year-old association to expand and add San Francisco to its schedule. When the NFL declined, Morabito affiliated his franchise with the upstart All-America Football Conference organized in 1944 to compete with the NFL, and the Forty Niners began play in 1946, the year Eddie DeBartolo was born. When the two football leagues made peace in 1950, the Morabito franchise was one of three former AAFC teams to survive and merge into the more established league. By that time Tony’s brother Vic had joined him as a partner. When the two Morabitos died, their NFL ownership passed to their widows, who were assisted in running the team through the sixties and into the seventies by a family friend. Along the way, the Niners won more than half of their games more often than not. “The operation always had elegance,” one local columnist observed. “They weren’t the meanest team…and they have never won a conference championship and never gone to the Super Bowl. But they had a special kind of style.”

By 1975, however, it was common knowledge that the widows wanted to sell their 90 percent interest in the heretofore quaint local institution. The first potential buyer was Wayne Valley, an East Bay businessman who had been a limited partner in the Oakland Raiders NFL team until he had a falling out with the franchise’s managing general partner, Al Davis. Davis now considered Valley an enemy and wanted no part of competing with him across the bay, so Al persuaded one of the Morabitos’ minor partners to invoke his right of first refusal to derail Valley’s bid. Davis was also worried that the Morabitos’ asking price of $12 million was too low and would depress the value of all NFL franchises. By the end of 1976, Valley had been thwarted, the minor Forty Niners’ partner had failed to come up with a legitimate offer, and the Tampa auction had set the asking price for NFL franchises at more than $16 million, so the Niners were back on the market. The Morabitos, recognizing the lay of the land, dispatched their attorney to Davis to ask his assistance in finding a bona fide buyer, a service for which he would eventually receive a finder’s fee.

At the same time, the DeBartolos continued to pursue their interest in acquiring an NFL franchise and were approached by league insider Joe Thomas. Thomas had been fired as general manager of the Baltimore Colts shortly before he contacted Senior in Youngstown. He had been raised just a few miles away and the two Ohioans had met ten years earlier at a college all-star game and stayed in touch. By 1977, he was considered, in Eddie’s words, a DeBartolo “family friend.” Thomas told DeBartolo Sr. that the Forty Niners were on the block and offered to pursue them on Senior’s behalf. Senior responded that he was interested, but only if Thomas would commit to actually running the club after he bought it. The DeBartolos signed Thomas to be their franchise’s general manager before even beginning negotiations to purchase the Niners. Because of NFL rules prohibiting ownership by corporations or new owners who had financial interests in other professional sports, the DeBartolos quickly learned that NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle was going to insist the family insulate any NFL franchise it bought from the rest of its corporate holdings. The answer to that obstacle was to officially make Eddie the sole owner when the time came, rather than the corporation or his father. Senior also liked that approach because it would give his boy an exclusive niche, as well as a business to run on his own.

Nonetheless, Senior handled most of the negotiations, conducted through the intermediaries, Joe Thomas and Al Davis. By the last week of February 1977, after ten days of Learjet commuting between Youngstown and the Bay Area, the deal was almost done. The price was set at $17 million for a 90 percent controlling interest and Senior and Eddie flew to Oakland to sign the papers. The DeBartolos, however, arrived at Davis’s office to find that the price had suddenly been raised by half a million dollars. At that point, Senior balked.

No, he told Davis, preparing to turn around and leave. “I don’t do business that way.” The price was supposed to have been set.

Davis urged him to stay, roll with the situation, and make the deal. It was a great opportunity, he argued. The extra half million meant nothing. In a year, they would double their money.

Eddie spoke up as well. He had looked into the NFL’s projected growth and agreed with Davis wholeheartedly. “Do it, Dad,” he implored. “Do it.”

After only a little hesitation, Senior did.

         

In early April 1977, Edward DeBartolo Jr. was introduced as the new owner of the San Francisco Forty Niners at a press conference in the Venetian Room of the Fairmont Hotel on Nob Hill—arguably the city’s swankest hostelry—for which the reporters had received three-color embossed invitations, complete with RSVP cards. Eddie and his father were staying in adjoining suites upstairs. Senior watched from the back of the supper club while his son held forth to all of the region’s assembled media at the Venetian Room’s podium, with Joe Thomas seated nearby.

It was not a pleasant experience for Eddie, then just thirty years old. Accustomed to deference, he felt insulted when he had to field harsh questions about his plans for the franchise, and he became noticeably pissed off. The hostile swarm of reporters was more than he could endure without complaint. Soon he was butting heads all over the room. “The more he talked,” a witness later recalled, “the more people he alienated.”

Finally, when asked what he thought he could bring to his new property that it didn’t already have, Eddie snapped, “A little bit of dignity and class.”

Afterward, one of the television reporters conducted an informal straw poll about the erstwhile Mr. D. among the attending media. Half were already convinced he was a full-fledged jerk and the other half were still undecided.
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YOU CAN ONLY KISS A GUY’S ASS SO FAR

It got worse.

And Joe Thomas was the biggest reason why.

The DeBartolos’ “family friend” had made his name as a talented personnel chief under general manager Jim Finks at Minnesota, then in Miami under Don Shula, but by the time he left Miami for Baltimore, Thomas had already established a reputation for massive arrogance as well. “Even in a sport which runs to egomaniacs,” one columnist observed, “Joe Thomas stands alone.” He made more out of his own impact than anyone else did, routinely took credit for other people’s successes, and was a legendary know-it-all. At Miami, his fellow staffers got so annoyed with the latter quality that they made him the butt of an office joke. On a signal as Joe approached, several began to loudly discuss the attributes of a fictional player. Thomas listened for thirty seconds, took the discussion at face value, then interrupted and pontificated with great seriousness and seeming erudition about this player, even giving a detailed evaluation of the player’s strengths and weaknesses. Everyone else then laughed so hard they almost fell on the floor.

Thomas was first given a chance to become a general manager with ultimate football authority when air-conditioning multimillionaire Robert Irsay purchased the Baltimore Colts and hired him, largely on the basis of his press clippings. Joe Thomas then stripped the roster he inherited in a massive housecleaning of veteran players and rebuilt it with younger, untested talent. His first move was to get rid of the aging Johnny Unitas, thought to have once been the best quarterback ever and Baltimore’s favorite player for more than a decade. Next, Thomas fired the team’s head coach. The Colts’ record immediately collapsed as Thomas continued to dump veterans, but rebounded enough to keep him on the job. Then he fired his second head coach and, when he had a difference with that coach’s successor, tried to fire him as well. That third firing ignited a revolt by the players, who backed their coach and demanded that the owner intervene. Finally Irsay did so and fired Thomas, who quickly found work with his “family friends,” the DeBartolos. “Thomas probably couldn’t have found a general manager’s job with any other NFL team,” one sports columnist observed. “Only new owners, like the DeBartolos, who had not previously been involved in the league and weren’t aware of the problems he had caused wherever he had been, would have hired him.”

This widely shared conclusion was a large part of what generated Eddie’s discomfort in the Venetian Room. The assembled reporters wanted to know just what Thomas’s role was going to be and what DeBartolo intended to do about the man who currently had that job. In 1976, the Morabitos had signed a four-year contract for both head coach and general manager duties with Monte Clark, then the hottest assistant coach in the league. Clark had insisted on authority over all football operations, in part as insurance that a new owner wouldn’t bring in a new general manager over his head and change the rules under which he worked. As it turned out, of course, that insurance provided no protection at all. Clark had taken a team with three straight losing seasons to an 8-6 record in his first year and the Niners were widely expected to make the Super Bowl playoffs in 1977. Monte Clark was consequently considered something of a savior. And he wanted nothing to do with Joe Thomas. “The only way I would stay is if I was over Thomas,” Clark told friends, “and my first move would be to fire the son of a bitch.”

Eddie spent much of his time at the Venetian Room podium explaining why the popular Monte Clark had to be relieved of his responsibilities. He had tried to keep Clark as the coach, he kept repeating, just without personnel powers, but Clark had refused, so Eddie had no choice. His loyalty was to the man his father had selected to run their team. “Mr. Clark’s contract was in direct conflict with that of our general manager, Joe Thomas,” he told the press. “Joe Thomas was a friend of ours long before we intended to get into football and some time ago we let him know that if we became involved, he would run the football part…. I ate my guts out trying to make it work but Monte would not redefine his duties…. This is a business, not a play toy…. We did not buy this team for a head coach. We’re going to run this team the way we run any business…. We’re not going to placate personalities.”

DeBartolo Sr. was more succinct in a private side comment at the back of the room. “You can only kiss a guy’s ass so far,” he observed. “Then you’ve got to get rid of him.”

With that, the Forty Niners’ DeBartolo era began.

         

And Joe Thomas immediately set about ridding the organization of any evidence of its existence before Joe Thomas arrived. According to one reporter, “Thomas was a madman about it.” All of the club’s bound volumes of old game programs, all its thousands of accumulated photos, even its original charter from the AAFC were unceremoniously dumped. “I came into the team’s headquarters down in Redwood City one day,” a team employee remembered, “and there were all these boxes along the wall, stacks and stacks of them, all full of memorabilia and photos and stuff like that. I figured they were taking it up to storage at Candlestick Park but the secretary said no, they were taking all this stuff to the landfill. I couldn’t believe it. I said, ‘Really, where is it going?’ I was told that Joe Thomas had said to get ‘this shit’ out of here. ‘History starts today. We don’t need any of this.’ I took as much as I could.” The franchise had long maintained an alumni organization for former players but Thomas quickly dismantled it. He even threw away the Niners’ priceless library of old game films.

Joe Thomas was also considered at least a little “odd” by those with whom he had close contact. For no apparent reason, he had security doors installed throughout the team’s headquarters so that it was hard to go more than fifty feet without having to be buzzed through a gate, like traversing the counting room of a casino or the front hallway of a medium-security penitentiary. It had previously been team policy to allow assistant coaches to keep the small honorariums provided by radio stations for on-air appearances, but Thomas notified the radio stations that while the assistants would continue to appear for interviews, the honorariums would be paid to Thomas himself. He bought a house down the Peninsula for his family, but owned almost no furniture. The few couches and chairs he did have had been scrounged for free out of the Forty Niners’ offices. Thomas was also obsessed with his own image and how he was portrayed in the media. When several less than favorable mentions of him appeared in the local press, he fired the team’s press officer.

One reporter, interviewing Thomas for the first time shortly after the Clark firing, was stunned. “I was in his office for at least four hours,” he explained, “and I only said maybe a dozen words. He just talked and talked and talked. I eventually decided he was a total fraud. He gave me his whole life history, talked about his marriage, and talked about his life outside of football—which was practically nil. He went over virtually every player move he had ever made. I left his office in a daze.”

The team’s collapse began as soon as Thomas took the helm and then accelerated after his first season, in which the first head coach he hired managed a 5-9 record with the same players who had been 8-6 and seemingly headed for the playoffs the year before. Thomas fired that coach during the 1978 off-season and then took a shredder to the roster, releasing a horde of experienced players—including quarterback Jim Plunkett, for whom the Forty Niners had traded five draft picks only the year before. Plunkett would end up winning two Super Bowls across the bay with the Raiders. With few draft choices because of Clark’s Plunkett deal, Thomas filled most of his squad’s vacancies with castoffs from other franchises. His most visible move was a trade for running back O. J. Simpson, in which Thomas gave up five more future draft picks, including the next year’s number one. Simpson had once been the league’s best running back but was now a gimpy shadow of his former self. Thomas’s apparent hope was that the legendary back, who grew up in San Francisco and was already recognized as a future Hall of Famer, would keep the team competitive during its rebuilding and also help sell the Niners’ mountain of unwanted tickets. “You couldn’t even give them away,” one assistant coach remembered. Attendance had dropped to the lowest in the Forty Niners’ history and was still sinking.

As the fall of 1978 approached with its expanded sixteen-game schedule, Thomas’s handiwork was apparent everywhere. “The organization was a shambles,” one assistant coach remembered. “The place was just in chaos. The right hand didn’t know what the left hand was doing. There was upheaval everywhere you looked. The atmosphere was awful.” As was the team the Forty Niners were about to field for the 1978 season. “We were so bad it was embarrassing,” offensive lineman Randy Cross admitted. “We were about to go 2-14 and, I’ll tell you, we weren’t nearly that good. I was surprised we won any games at all. Other teams had no respect for us. They’d say, ‘Wouldn’t you rather play for a professional football team?’ They never took us seriously and I can’t say that I blame them. Joe Thomas was to football franchises what scorched earth is to landscaping.”

         

While Joe had been ruining the team, Eddie had spent his first year getting a feel for being its owner. He flew into San Francisco in the company Learjet for games and for other franchise business more than two dozen times his first year, accompanied by his entourage or, if business was being done, by one or two executives Senior sent along from Youngstown to mind the corporate store. Eddie always stayed at the Fairmont. The setting was the perfect expression of his commitment to doing everything “first-class.” His opening public task was a round of one-on-one interviews in his suite to try to clear the air after the Venetian Room disaster. Dressed “impeccably” in powder blue slacks and a matching silk shirt, Eddie paused during one of them—as he was discoursing on what regular folks the DeBartolos were—retrieved a carefully folded pair of tattered Levis from the other room, then held them up like a piece of evidence. “See?” he insisted. “We’re normal.”

Eddie D.’s offer of proof apparently carried little impact. As the losses began piling up that first season, DeBartolo was booed at Candlestick on game days. One week he was struck by an unopened beer can heaved out of the stands.

Another of Eddie’s ownership duties was handling the franchise’s business with the league. Most owners led their team’s delegation to the National Football League’s business meetings, convened three or four times a year. Eddie, however, almost always sent a corporate surrogate in his place. “Whenever I see him, I tell him to come to the meetings,” Pittsburgh Steelers owner Dan Rooney explained. “He says he will but he never does.” Agreeing to meetings and then backing out of them was a standard pattern for DeBartolo Jr., especially when it came to hanging out with his fellow franchise holders, most of whom were twice his age. He knew right away that he was not that kind of owner.

The part of being an owner that genuinely drew Eddie was his bond with those who played for him. He was that way from the very beginning, as though this were the Cardinal Mooney JVs redux. Throughout his life he referred to the Niners players as “my family” and meant it. “Eddie was a like a cheerleader with the team,” one former Niner remembered. “He was young—younger than some of the guys whose salaries he paid. He wanted to be around players, to be one of the guys. He wanted to talk, to be your buddy. His heart was really in it. He got emotional when it came to the team. He wanted to win like he was one of us. And he was miserable and angry when we lost. He wasn’t just the businessman sitting up in a luxury box. He had his heart at stake. He was down there with you and wanted to share your fate. If anybody said anything bad about the Niners, he wanted to coldcock them.”

During games, it was impossible for Eddie to sit still in the owner’s box, so he paced and fumed and sometimes hid his head to avoid watching the tense parts. Afterward, he was in the locker room drenched with sweat, just like his team. His togetherness with his players apparently also included socializing. After O. J. Simpson joined the club, reports of him and Eddie nightclubbing together soon got around, followed by stories that Senior had put a stop to taking ownership that far. In any case, Eddie’s team was closest to his heart and he made a point of going around the locker room after games and thanking everyone personally “for playing so hard for me.”

Nonetheless, even Eddie D.’s new “family” was insufficient compensation for the 1978 season, which was the worst ever in his football life. The fledgling owner, about to turn thirty-two, started off with a brave face, making preseason descriptions of his team as “young” or “growing,” but he hadn’t anticipated just how bad they really were. Thomas had told him the team would at least be competitive and interesting but they failed to show anything close to that in their winless preseason. After the Niners lost their first two regular season games as well, DeBartolo shooed the press out of the locker room for a closed-door session with his “guys.” Down to his shirt-sleeves with cuffs still buttoned and tie cinched tight, he told them not to get discouraged or lose heart. They were young and going to go through some rough water, but he still had faith in them.

The speech had no discernible impact. The Niners finally won one game three weeks later, making them 1-4, then lost nine more in a row. The first of those nine consecutive losses was on the road in Los Angeles, where the Rams, the Niners’ traditional rival, dismantled them 27–10. The performance was bad enough that the announcers on the radio broadcast started making fun of the Forty Niners’ ineptitude. That pissed off Eddie so much he stood outside their booth screaming at the broadcasters while they were on the air doing their postgame show.

By then, Eddie had begun skipping some of his Learjet trips to games and instead listened over a private radio hookup. When the San Francisco Chronicle questioned him about his absence, DeBartolo was apologetic. “I should spend more time out there and I will,” he said. “I’ve been lax. But I’m a private person, a small town guy, and sometimes I feel uncomfortable in big crowds. But I owe it to the press and the fans to get out there more. We’re struggling now, but we’re moving in the right direction. We’ve got a great staff and good players. In a while it will show.”

         

No one else in the Bay Area believed that. Fans began arriving at games with banners reading BLAME JOE THOMAS and, at Thomas’s direction, security guards were dispatched to confiscate the complaints and remove them from public view. Halfway through the season, a quarter of the Niners’ advance ticket sales were no-shows on game day. Thomas himself had taken to giving regular postgame speeches to his team, often when it was obvious the general manager had been drinking. He also began staying away from the press. When he did talk, one San Francisco Examiner reporter wrote during the last weekend of October, “Thomas [was] verbally fencing, keeping his answers to a minimum…. This from a man who…can go on for hours, apparently intoxicated by the sound of his own voice…. Thomas really doesn’t have much to say because his team is quite literally stinking out the joint. Forty Niners fans have been staying away in impressive numbers each week [in] a resounding vote of no confidence in the new ownership and the hand picked general manager…. It’s the G.M.’s style to elbow his way to the front when somebody’s handing out praise but he’s always ready to push somebody else out in the firing line if things aren’t going well. [Still,] like it or not, the…49ers are Joe Thomas’ team and they stink.”

Thomas received an advance copy of that Examiner story at the team hotel in Washington, D.C., the night before the Niners’ game with the Washington Redskins. The general manager went apoplectic when he read it. Upon learning that the Examiner reporter was down in the hotel disco, dancing, Thomas stomped downstairs, charged into the club, and assaulted him right there on the dance floor. When bouncers dragged Thomas off, Joe screamed, “I’m going to get you,” in the journalist’s direction. Thomas was then removed from the disco and banned “for making a scene.” When Eddie D. was asked for a comment about the ruckus, he only said that he was going to check with the company’s lawyers to see if there wasn’t some legal way to ban that reporter from covering his team.

The next day, the Niners lost again, 38–20, and afterward, Joe Thomas fired the head coach, the third such dismissal in Thomas’s year and a half on the job.

The most common local response to the move was that Thomas should have fired himself instead. Eddie, however, was having none of it. One of the DeBartolos’ cardinal rules was loyalty, and, in perhaps his greatest blunder yet, Eddie announced barely a week after Thomas’s dance floor assault that he not only had faith in Joe, he was going to back that talk up by adding four more years onto Thomas’s original six-year contract, meaning he would be general manager at least through 1986. Eddie no doubt thought this step was a way to show his mettle when the going was tough and thus project strength and certainty to stabilize the situation, but the news hit the local football world like a turd in a crowded swimming pool. At this point, those “that asshole” references to Eddie could be heard all over the nine counties.

Another of DeBartolo’s goals had been to reassure Joe Thomas, but he didn’t come close. More than a few people around the organization now spoke of Thomas’s increasing “paranoia.” In his state, Eddie’s gesture of loyalty just bounced right off him. The next Sunday, his team lost 16–10. The Niners now had one win and ten losses and were still sinking like a rock. Thomas showed up in the locker room afterward, all lathered up and riding at least a couple belts of something alcoholic. The general manager stood on a bench and tore into his players, dutifully assembled around him in all stages of stripping off their gear. Thomas made it quite clear that he would not tolerate this level of play and revealed his own insecurities in doing so. “If I go down the fucking tubes,” he screamed at them, “I’m going to take all of you with me.”

Back in Youngstown, Eddie D. had to have had at least some misgivings when he learned of Joe’s locker-room rant. If so, they didn’t become actionable until two weeks later, when the Forty Niners were matched against the Pittsburgh Steelers on Monday Night Football.

This was a very special game for Eddie D. It was Monday Night Football in that phenomenon’s heyday and it was against the Steelers. For Eddie, who occupied a universe that centered on Youngstown, beating Pittsburgh was all about bragging rights for the rest of the year. On top of that, the Pittsburgh team would arrive in San Francisco 9-2 and on their way to their third Super Bowl title in the last five years. They were already widely recognized as the team of the 1970s and were thought to be the apex of the game’s evolution, epitomizing brute force, built on defense and the running game, but also throwing deep every now and then when their opponents stacked in close. Playing the Steelers in front of a national audience was the definition of status in Eddie’s view and made their game the critical encounter of this whole torturous season.

If those owner expectations didn’t create enough weird crosscurrents for that Monday night, real life then multiplied the weirdness by a factor of ten on the morning of the game. Shortly before eleven on Monday, November 27, 1978, a former member of San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors walked into the City Hall office of the mayor, shot him to death, then went down the hall and killed the board’s one gay member as well. The murders instantly turned the Bay Area on its head. When Joe Thomas learned, he became convinced that the assassinations weren’t yet over and that the next one would be aimed at him. He later claimed that his office had received a telephone threat to that effect, but most of the reporters down at Niners headquarters guessed he had made that story up. In any case, Joe Thomas spent the rest of the day in a frantic attempt to persuade NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle to reschedule that night’s game, only to be refused in no uncertain terms.

The game went on to its predictable end. The Steelers were up 17–0 halfway through the second quarter and coasted to a 24–7 thrashing. The stands at Candlestick were as full as they had been all season, but many of those who did show up brought hand-lettered signs, such as XMAS WISHES FOR 49ER FAITHFUL: 1. A NEW OWNER. 2. A NEW GENERAL MANAGER. The highlight of the broadcast was a security guard, under instructions from “Forty Niners’ management,” ripping down a BLAME THOMAS banner pointed at television cameras across the stadium.

The Learjet ride back to Youngstown afterward was no doubt painful and well lubricated. And by the time Eddie landed he had crossed a threshold. Thomas was an embarrassment who had turned the DeBartolo name into a laughingstock, Eddie told his father. It was a complete reversal from his position at the beginning of the month and it would cost them money, but Eddie felt he had no choice if he wanted to save his franchise from complete disgrace. Like Senior had always said, “You can only kiss a guy’s ass so far. Then you’ve got to get rid of him,” family friend or not.

Senior agreed.

Edward DeBartolo Jr., the future “Mr. D.,” eventual patriarch of one of the greatest dynasties in NFL history, had come to his senses in the nick of time.

It was at this point that Eddie sought out Bill Walsh.
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Bill Walsh as Stanford head coach, 1978
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THE RIGHT FIT

Eddie D. didn’t come up with the idea of hiring Bill on his own.

The initial suggestion came from Ron Barr, a sportscaster at Channel 4, then the San Francisco NBC affiliate. Barr had first met DeBartolo when the former had lived in Seattle during the early seventies and was active in a homeowners organization that opposed and eventually blocked a DeBartolo Corp. shopping center project in which Eddie had played a lead role. When Barr moved to San Francisco in 1977, his first assignment at Channel 4 was an interview with the Niners’ new owner, during which Barr reintroduced himself. Barr was easygoing, Eddie had no hard feelings left from their Seattle encounter, and the two soon developed a friendship. They were roughly the same age and Eddie felt he could talk to Ron in confidence and be assured his comments wouldn’t end up in the next day’s news. Barr also knew Walsh well. At the time, Bill was in his second year as head football coach at Stanford University down the Peninsula in Palo Alto and Barr was producing the Stanford football team’s weekly highlight show, on which he was paired with its coach. Barr thought Walsh was one of the smartest people he’d ever met and regularly used the adjective amazing to describe him.

Barr’s suggestion was made the week after the Steelers game, when Eddie was back at the Fairmont. Eddie and Barr and one of Eddie’s buddies from Youngstown met for dinner at an Italian restaurant down in the financial district. No public or private announcements had yet been made about the fate of Joe Thomas, but Eddie was grousing about what a mess Thomas had made and was openly mulling over whom to turn to next. At the time, his leading candidates were Chuck Knox of the Buffalo Bills and Don Shula of the Miami Dolphins.

When DeBartolo asked Barr what he thought of those two as possibilities, Barr told him to forget about them. Both were under contract so, by NFL rules, simply raising the issue with them would constitute tampering and be punished accordingly. Even if that wasn’t the case, the Niners were in such disrepute that no one of Knox’s or Shula’s stature would consider jumping ship to coach in San Francisco. Then Barr brought up Walsh.

Eddie said no way. He wanted Knox or Shula.

Barr told Eddie he was missing the forest for the trees. Walsh was right here on his doorstep, fifteen minutes from the Niners’ Redwood City headquarters, and was easily the best talent available.

DeBartolo seemed dubious but Ron pressed on.

If Eddie hired Walsh, Barr insisted, “I promise he’ll win three Super Bowls for you.”

Twenty years later, Ron Barr’s clairvoyance would seem stunning. That evening, Eddie D. left dinner still thinking about it.

         

Barr’s take on Bill Walsh certainly wasn’t widespread around the NFL in December 1978. Though Bill was a visible figure of some repute, he was seen less as a sure thing in waiting than as a coach who had something mysterious wrong with him. Bill had made his name as an assistant coach under the legendary Paul Brown, head coach and owner of the Cincinnati Bengals. Even in Brown’s considerable shadow, Bill had been lionized by the sports press as one of the coaching game’s rising stars, an offensive mastermind with a track record of developing great quarterbacks. It had been widely assumed throughout the first half of the 1970s that whenever Brown retired to the owner’s box he would designate Walsh as his successor on the Bengals’ sideline. That, however, had not happened. Instead, Brown picked someone else to be his team’s head coach, and Walsh left Cincinnati under something of a cloud. He landed with the San Diego Chargers, with whom he spent a season as offensive coordinator, and then moved on to Stanford about the same time Eddie bought the Niners.

Even after two years, the league’s coaching scuttlebutt about Walsh was still dominated by his Cincinnati exit. Not having been good enough for Brown, who arguably knew him better than anyone else, made Bill suspect—especially since Brown not only refused to promote him but refused to recommend him to other teams and was bad-mouthing him as well. That Walsh was forty-five when he finally got his first head coaching job beyond high school level—a late age in his profession—and then only at a football backwater like Stanford, added to the sense that he was somehow flawed. On top of that, everyone agreed that he was an odd guy for a football coach, a kind of mad scientist rearranging x’s and o’s on a blackboard—too cerebral and too far outside the box. Differentness was not held in high regard around the NFL in 1978 and Walsh was consequently rated an intriguing possibility but not a safe choice for a head coach.

Walsh himself bridled at any talk of “flaws” but freely admitted to still being somewhat emotionally damaged that fall. “What happened in Cincinnati had been shattering to me,” he remembered, “and it took me a long time to get over it. It was very difficult and for a while afterward I was very lost. The hurt and disappointment only receded by inches. It was an excruciating experience, the worst of my professional life.”

The Stanford job had been balm to his wounds. First, it was a long-sought homecoming. Bill had graduated from Hayward High School in the East Bay, attended junior college at the north end of the Peninsula in San Mateo, and graduated from college in San Jose, epicenter of the South Bay. His wife, Geri, had grown up in Walnut Creek on the other side of the Caldecott Tunnel and they’d met at San Jose State. His first job had been at a high school in Fremont on the east end of the Dunbarton Bridge; his second was as an assistant at Cal across the Bay Bridge from San Francisco; his third was as a Stanford assistant at the foot of the Santa Cruz Mountains, which separate the lower half of the Bay from the Pacific Ocean. He often joked that he and Geri had spent a lot of time in Cincinnati singing “I Left My Heart in San Francisco.” Being back where he came from felt like a port in the storm. His children had been in three different schools in the last year and when he set them up in a house on campus, he felt like he had taken care of his family as best he could. He also found Stanford’s academic prestige comforting. “Despite his confidence, Bill always had a kind of inferiority complex about his own intellectual roots,” one of his best friends remembered. “The Stanford connection meant a lot to him that way.” The affiliation also contributed mightily to his eventual christening as “The Genius.”

For its part, Stanford had not been put off by the NFL’s doubts and had pursued him with no small fervor. At the time, Bill was finishing his first year as San Diego’s offensive coordinator, the highest paid assistant coach in the league, but was still burning to be a head coach somewhere. During his short tenure, he’d already been instrumental in San Diego’s rise from 2-12 to 6-8 and the transformation of the Chargers’ heretofore disappointing quarterback, Dan Fouts, into a future Hall of Famer. There was some loose talk that Bill might be in line to be the Chargers head coach at some point down the line, but he was in no mood to wait on that possibility. As soon as he learned of Stanford’s interest he wanted the job. “I spent hours on the telephone,” the head of the university’s search committee recalled, “and I couldn’t figure out why somebody hadn’t picked him up as a coach. I tried to find out what was wrong with him. I couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t make a topflight coach, but here he was, forty-five, and passed over. Talking to him I became convinced that this man was either totally crazy or knew more about football than anyone else in the game. Ultimately, the committee unanimously recommended him.”

And the results he generated had more than vindicated their choice. While the Stanford Cardinal had a long and proud athletic tradition and played in the Pac-10, one of the premier collegiate leagues, its high academic standards increasingly left it at a significant disadvantage on the football field. By the time Bill took the reins, its teams were outmanned, always short of depth and speed, and seemingly destined to be a league doormat, but he won with them anyway. “At Stanford,” Guy Benjamin, his quarterback that first year, remembered, “the dilemma for players was always how do you respect a coach when you feel like you’re smarter than he is. From the first day that was never an issue with Bill. He was above all that. There was no question he knew more than we ever would and we all bought in. He insisted on being called by his first name and treated us seriously, like we were all grown men with a job to do. I can’t remember him ever raising his voice. He could have been a professor rather than the more typical football coaches we had been used to.”

Seeking to take advantage of his team’s intelligence, Walsh installed the most sophisticated passing offense anyone had seen outside of the NFL, and his team pulled it off. At the end of his first year, Stanford led the nation in passing and went to the postseason Sun Bowl, where it defeated LSU. In his second year, they led the nation in passing again, and at the time Eddie and Ron Barr were discussing the Forty Niners’ coming vacancy, Stanford was scheduled to play Georgia in the Bluebonnet Bowl on New Year’s Eve. It was a remarkable turnaround. “In many ways,” a Chronicle columnist observed, “Walsh is the ideal coach for Stanford…. The man has done a remarkable job [making] the most of what he has…. Walsh has been able to utilize the talents of his best players to compensate for the weaknesses of the team and the Cards are playing better than anybody could have expected…. He is handsome and personable and he always seems to say the right thing. He looks and acts like a man who was bred for the role and he has made Stanford football the best show in town.”

         

This performance was not lost on the NFL. Despite the persistent doubts about him, Bill’s two years out of the league were dotted with nibbles about prospective NFL head coaching jobs. Before Walsh had even coached a game for Stanford, Joe Thomas had inquired through Al Davis if he might like the Niners job, but Bill, a friend of Monte Clark’s, turned the offer down flat. Thomas’s former boss Jim Finks, now the general manager of the Chicago Bears and an old friend of Bill’s, met privately with Walsh when he was in Chicago on a recruiting trip and expressed the Bears’ interest, even discussing a salary twice what Stanford was paying him. Walsh declined, citing his loyalty to Stanford and his wife, Geri’s, desire to stay in California. The New York Giants brought him back east to give a talk about offensive football and sized him up, but the organizational structure there looked too top-heavy for Bill and he didn’t pursue it. His most serious flirtation was with the Los Angeles Rams. The general manager there, Don Klosterman, was another old friend. Bill made several trips to L.A. early in 1978 to negotiate with Klosterman and the Rams’ owner, Carroll Rosenbloom, and at times seemed on the verge of signing on as head coach. One Southern California radio station even announced that the deal was done. At the last minute, however, Rosenbloom, who was in ill health, decided he needed someone he thought would win right away and nixed Walsh in favor of coaching retread George Allen, who had been to the Super Bowl before.

Throughout it all, Bill was ambivalent. “Despite the opportunities,” he remembered, “I didn’t think much about the NFL when I was at Stanford. I’d had to remind myself when I first took the job there that being a college head coach had always been my aspiration when I started out in coaching and now I had reached it. I became comfortable with that pretty quickly and would have been comfortable staying at Stanford for the rest of my career. I was determined that I was going to work as hard as I could at my Stanford job and not get into the business of campaigning for an NFL head job and then being disappointed. I was still burned from my past experience with the league and I was happy where I was. My wife was happy; my family was happy. I didn’t feel some pressing need to move on. As far as satisfaction went, my time at Stanford was the greatest. I always remembered that time there as our Camelot years.”

That said, Walsh still knew he wouldn’t prove himself until he returned to the NFL and showed his detractors just how wrong they had been about him. He also knew that Stanford was indeed a backwater and that his achievements there would never be treated as more than an oddity. That knowledge ate at him even as he kept declaring otherwise.

As much was obvious when Ron Barr consulted with Bill before Ron’s dinner with Eddie. Barr didn’t want to raise Walsh’s name if Bill had no interest in the job, so he told Bill that he was going to suggest him for the Niners head man when he and Eddie got together. Bill had responded that he might be interested, but he didn’t want anything to do with Joe Thomas and he didn’t want to end up competing for the spot with one of his coaching friends either. Otherwise, he’d be willing to hear what Eddie had to say.

Several days after Barr and DeBartolo’s dinner, Bill was in his office at the Stanford Athletic Department, visiting with one of his oldest friends from a group of San Jose State buddies from the fifties who still remained close. This friend had gone on to become a corporate officer, and the two of them often brainstormed with each other—this afternoon about how to adapt corporate planning techniques to running football programs. They were interrupted by the phone.

Eddie DeBartolo was on the line from Youngstown. He introduced himself and said he was coming out for the Niners’ game against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers next weekend. He suggested the two of them meet for brunch at the Fairmont on Saturday.

Bill didn’t know it yet, but his life had reached a pivot point.
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Bill Walsh with his parents in Los Angeles, mid-1930s
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Bill Walsh (#21) on the sidelines as a teenager
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GROWING INTO THE GAME

Edward DeBartolo Jr. may have been a “spoiled little rich kid,” but no one would ever say that about the man he was thinking of hiring to coach his football team.

William Ernest Walsh had been born in Los Angeles on the last day of November 1931, during the nadir of the Great Depression. He marked the third successive generation of Walsh males named Bill, each distinguished from his predecessor by a different middle name. His father, William Archibald, was twenty-three years old at the time his son was born; his mother, Ruth, was nineteen. Bill was the first of their two children. Ruth had been born in L.A. and William Archibald had moved there at the age of six. Both their families—one with Irish roots, the other German—had emigrated to Southern California from Colorado, where the men had worked in the mines and brickyards around Denver. Bill’s father had left school after the eighth grade to search for work wherever he could find it, enduring a long stretch of Depression unemployment during which he and Ruth had lived on little more than a daily meal of flapjacks. By November 1931, however, William Archibald had been hired on the automobile assembly line at Chrysler’s Los Angeles manufacturing plant for thirty-three cents an hour and was supplementing his pay with freelance body and fender repair on the weekends. His boy, Bill, would have to work for everything he got.

The home of Walsh’s childhood memories was a workingman’s bungalow in South Central L.A., two miles from the Los Angeles Coliseum, in the residential corridor lining Vermont, Figueroa, and Normandie avenues. The house occupied a postage-stamp-size lot and had two bedrooms—one of which Bill shared with his sister, Maureen—a living room, dining room, bathroom, and kitchen, plus a garage and a tiny two-room cottage out back, which the Walshes rented out. In the evening, after dinner, the family often sat out on the front porch. Bill recalled the house as “quite nice” until he revisited it a few years before his death. “My God,” he exclaimed, “it was a tiny little box just sitting there. The front porch was hardly as big as a sofa. And all the houses for blocks around were just the same.” Most of the residents of South Central in those days were immigrants of one sort or another who spoke little or no English. The kids played in the streets after school or down at the playground for games of baseball or football, but there were no organized sports programs with coaches and uniforms. Virtually the only trips Bill took out of the neighborhood came every month or two, when the whole family would pile into their old car and take a Sunday drive to the beach at Santa Monica.

Bill’s mother was the anchor of the Walshes’ family life, keeping house until jobs opened up for women during World War II and she joined the workforce. His grandparents on both sides were also a regular presence, but by far the heaviest influence on his childhood was his father. “I don’t think Bill ever had a great closeness with his dad,” one of his best friends explained. “He was a tall man, kind of cold. He was like all the men of that time—my dad was similar—Depression men, closed-up guys with thick skins, the kind of fathers who left their children with a hole in their soul where that closeness should have been.” William Archibald was, Bill remembered, “a hardworking guy who was typical of the men of his era. He worked and he drank and that was it. There were no other activities—no golf, no fishing, nothing. He couldn’t afford them or he couldn’t envision doing them. I guess he was a kind of sports fan from a distance, maybe listening to a game on the radio every now and then, but that was it.” In his more candid moments, Bill would dismiss his father as “a lout” who had never been a father to him at all.

Bill would nonetheless credit William Archibald with instilling the “work ethic” that would later become a staple of Walsh’s football career. Starting at age ten, young Bill was expected to spend his weekends helping his dad with his body and fender business. “While some kids were outside playing,” he remembered, “I was out in the garage working with the men. My dad had things for me to do, sanding cars, getting them ready to paint. I didn’t have a choice, but I was never mad about it. It was for the family and those were the days everybody did things for the family to survive. Other boys my age were doing the same thing for their dads. He’d give me a dollar every now and then when he thought I did a particularly good job. What stuck was the level of detail he demanded from me. His expectations were hard and stark. It wasn’t like, ‘Maybe you better try to.’ It was, ‘Get that goddamn thing over here and line it up right. That’s not lined up right. Take it off and do it again.’ He’d blow his stack if he thought you screwed up, even if you hadn’t. It was tough love if you want to call it that. It had a real hard side to it.” Sixty years later, when Bill’s doctors were trying to identify the origins of the leukemia that was killing him, they would point to those teenage workdays with his dad, breathing without protection in a shop full of paint fumes and solvents.

There was still time for some sports in his Los Angeles childhood and of all those Bill played—including baseball, basketball, and gymnastics—football was always his favorite. When he was twelve, he and one of his buddies would visit the practice fields of the University of Southern California football team near the L.A. Coliseum after school and shag stray balls or anything else they could talk their way into doing. He saw his very first live football game at the coliseum one Saturday when USC hosted Notre Dame and his father and a bunch of his father’s friends brought him along to cheer for the Fighting Irish. It was the only game Bill could remember his father ever watching. Notre Dame won, 13–0, thanks to the heroics of He is man Trophy–winning running back Angelo Bertelli. The teenage Bill kept his eyes glued to the action, but Bill’s dad and his pals were more intent on celebrating the outcome than following the game itself and were all drunk by the fourth quarter.
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Bill finally got his own chance to play when he enrolled in Washington High School in nearby Inglewood. In those days, Washington might have been the best high school team in the country, led by its star halfback, Hugh McElhenny, an eventual All-Pro with the Forty Niners and member of the NFL Hall of Fame. While McElhenny was a senior, Bill was just a sophomore scrub, a skinny left-handed quarterback who hardly played, but he had had visions of doing great things when he got his chance.

Thanks to his father, however, Bill’s dream of Washington High School stardom never had an opportunity to play itself out. As his son began his junior year, William Archibald Walsh decided to uproot the family and strike out in a new direction. The senior Walsh had friends up in Central Point, a tiny hamlet north of Medford, Oregon, and they convinced him there was a golden opportunity there in the body and fender business. World War II was over and the new civilian economy was starting to boom. So, right in the middle of football season, William Archibald quit his job at Chrysler, sold the South Central bungalow, loaded up the family car, and drove north to Central Point, where he sank his entire savings into the new enterprise. Bill was enrolled in the local high school and struggled to make the transition from his old school of 3,000 students to his new one of 120. He went out for football, but that far into the season there was no hope of playing quarterback, so the new kid was turned into a running back. By the end of the spring semester, before Bill had really settled in, his father’s business had gone belly-up, they’d lost everything, including the family home, and the Walshes were moving back to California, this time the Bay Area. Chrysler was opening a new plant in the East Bay and wanted their old employee back as an assembly-line supervisor at the best wages William Archibald Walsh had ever made.

Soon the family was ensconced in Hayward, within commuting distance of his father’s new job in San Leandro, living in a house out at 167th Street and Foothill Boulevard that was big enough for Bill to have his own room. He was enrolled at Hayward High School for his senior year. Thirty years later, the East Bay would be a continuous strip of low-rise urban life, connected by eight-lane freeways, but when Bill arrived in 1949, there were no freeways yet, urban density was confined to San Francisco and Oakland, and the rest was still a succession of separate towns and villages surrounded by agricultural land and country roads. His new high school’s nickname was the Fighting Farmers. None of that bucolic character made Bill’s transition any easier. “This was my third high school in three years,” he remembered. “I had never had the same teacher twice in my whole academic career and all that adjusting had kept me from being much of a student. Having to be the new kid always destroyed me. I managed to make a lot of friends at Hayward, but without football I would have been lost.”

Again, however, his late arrival squelched his dreams of being a quarterback. The Fighting Farmers already had two quarterbacks, so just like in Oregon, the new left-handed kid was relegated to playing halfback on both sides of the ball, though a special halfback pass was installed in the offense just to take advantage of his arm. Bill still wasn’t fully grown, just five feet ten and 160 pounds, so perhaps his most remarkable asset was his capacity to play and understand every position on the field. “He had a feel for all of them,” the Fighting Farmers’ fullback recalled. “Football is a lot of instinct and he had those keen instincts even back then.”

Off the field, Walsh was remembered as “an extremely jovial and carefree guy who seemed to laugh all the time. When I picture him I see him either walking around campus holding hands with his high school sweetheart, Muriel, or driving his car. He had a ’35 Chevy, one of the few guys who did have a car back then. We did a lot of riding around in it and almost as much hitchhiking because it broke down all the time. He loved to party and looked on life as a good time. He wasn’t a troublemaker by any standard, but he could get a pretty good blow on like the rest of us from a few beers. And Bill was not only a talented football player—he was very capable with his hands in terms of fisticuffs. He probably had one of the fastest left hooks I’ve ever seen. I always thought he’d have made a fine fighter. You knew if you hung around with Bill and the occasion presented itself that no one would have to carry him in a fight. He could hold his own and then some.”

In 1950, Walsh became the first ever in his family to graduate from high school. At age eighteen, he was long on physical prowess, good humor, and spunk, but, by his own admission, still short on larger aspirations. His mother, Ruth, however, filled the vacuum. She had long dreamed that he would also become the first Walsh to graduate from college, so rather than follow his father’s footsteps to the Chrysler plant in San Leandro, he followed her dream across the bay to San Mateo Community College, a two-year school where students without financial means could get a start at higher education. Bill found a cheap room and part-time work and played football both years there. In the second year, he finally got to start at quarterback, the opportunity he had hungered for since he took up the game. “I did okay,” he remembered. “I made the All League team, but I never got very polished or accomplished as a quarterback. I never got the chance to practice at it enough. I certainly never lived up to my potential.” His talent, however, drew some interest from four-year schools. The Naval Academy inquired and Oregon State recruited him to walk on, but Bill was ambivalent about where he wanted to go. Then he developed a crush on a girl who was headed for San Jose State College and followed her there in early 1952, hoping to win a scholarship at spring football practice.

         

San Jose State ended up having more impact on Bill than any other educational experience in his life. One major reason was Bob Bronzan, the head football coach. Bronzan, then thirty-three, was, by all accounts, ahead of his time. His teams pulled guards, blitzed safeties, ran the option, split the ends, and used three-receiver sets before anyone else on the West Coast. He was often credited with using a pro system for college kids. Playing as an independent against teams like Colorado, BYU, and Cal, Bronzan’s 1952 team would go 8-2 and rank second in the nation in total offense. “He had a great football mind,” Bill remembered. “He was a theorist and an excellent teacher who set a standard as to the detail of everything he coached and the organizational system he set up. He coached football like it was a science, a skilled sport instead of just head bashing.” Almost a third of Bill’s San Jose teammates would enter coaching and Bill himself would eventually credit Bronzan as the inspiration for his own decision to become a coach. That decision, however, was the furthest thing from Walsh’s mind in the spring of 1952.

First the new kid had to succeed at spring practice and that was anything but easy. Bill had now reached his adult size—six feet two and 205 pounds—but a number of junior college transfers showed up that spring to compete for scholarships and there were only four such partial rides available. And Bronzan was a fierce taskmaster. “He treated us like shit,” one of Bill’s teammates remembered. Bronzan, a big man, regularly traded blows with his charges while making coaching points and, if he was displeased with how an afternoon practice went, wouldn’t hesitate to bring the team back out under the lights at night to repeat it. Walsh’s debut under Bronzan also began with his by now familiar disappointment. San Jose State already had three quarterbacks, so the coach shifted his incoming transfer student to the end position, where the team was thin. Swallowing his aspirations for a final time, Walsh won a scholarship and by his senior year was starting on both sides of the ball. “He wasn’t all that impressive as far as physique was concerned,” Bronzan remembered, “but he was an ideal person to coach. He was always alert. You never had to paint the whole picture for him. Just give him a few of the elements and he’d have it right away.”

Like most in those days, Walsh’s scholarship wasn’t much—just fifty dollars a month—but for Bill it was the difference between going to college or not. He rented a garage for his car at four dollars a month and, for his first few weeks in San Jose, slept in its backseat. He eventually found a free room with an alumni family for a while and then made a habit of sleeping on couches in the apartments of friends for long stretches when his own housing money ran out. Bronzan also gave out points
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