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Foreword

This was in late autumn of 1959. Ed Ionni, my best friend, and I were driving to a high school football game. We grew up in Hershey, Pennsylvania, and like most kids in the 1950s, we were sports fanatics. We couldn’t just watch games, we had to root. We had a lot of things in common, two of them being that we loved the Baltimore Colts and hated the Philadelphia Eagles.

The latter is significant because from the time we were nine years old until our late twenties, the Eagles held their training camp in Hershey. Every day we would watch their practice and loathe them more. Maybe it was the noise they produced in our town or maybe just the rebel in us. After all, we were also Catholic kids who didn’t root for Notre Dame. The Colts opened up the Eagles’ preseason schedule each summer, and in 1954 they came to town and beat the Eagles, 10–0. That did it; we were Colt fans.

On this particular drive, we were talking about a brief item in that day’s Harrisburg Patriot News reporting that a new league was being formed, the American Football League, and named the cities. Of course we had to choose teams. “I’m going to root for the Boston Patriots,” said Ed. “Okay,” I said. “My team is the Buffalo Bills.”

So it started, and before it was over I worked for Carroll Rosenbloom, Pete Rozelle, Art Modell, and Wellington Mara, four major players in the merger of the National and American Football Leagues. I was also a participant in the AFL’s greatest glories, became friends with some of its founders and greatest heroes, and was a witness to their part in the merger.

I have often wondered if the two leagues hadn’t merged, would teams have gone out of business? Would they have merged eventually with some owners losing their clubs? Maybe the success of pro football was inevitable, but surely things wouldn’t be exactly as they are today. Events would just have been different.

The Birth of the New NFL is the story of what did happen, the bitter rivalry, the quick financial bonanza for the college stars over whom the leagues fought, the financial ruin that lurked when the fight for those players got out of hand, the inevitability of a merger—even though it was resisted by some of the principals—and finally the uneasy peace and shocking suddenness of the realization, reached after the third and fourth Super Bowls, that the quality of play in the AFL had reached parity with that of the older league.

At first I didn’t think much of the AFL; even as a teenager I was filled with NFL superiority. I remember in 1960 returning home from a Thanksgiving morning classic between two Harrisburg schools, John Harris and William Penn, in the Hershey Stadium. I was awaiting the annual NFL Thanksgiving Day game on TV, the Detroit Lions versus the Green Bay Packers, and wiling away the time watching the Bills play the New York Titans in the AFL game. To me it was a laughable interlude. That was the impression of fans in most NFL cities.

The AFL founders were determined sportsmen. For years they had wanted to get into the NFL and failed, but now they refused to be discouraged. Thirty-eight years after the AFL was formed, Lamar Hunt of Dallas—who with Bud Adams of Houston came up with the concept of a new league—told me how it all began: “I tried to buy the Chicago Cardinals from Charles Bidwill’s widow on the condition I could move the franchise to Dallas. They wouldn’t sell based on that condition. Then I heard that Bob Howsam tried to buy the Cardinals on the condition he could move them to Denver. Then Bud Adams who would move the franchise to Houston. Finally I thought, ‘If none of us can get in the NFL, why don’t we start our own league?’”

And did they ever.

Yet even after the New York Jets and Kansas City Chiefs had won Super Bowls III and IV, I’m sure that in most NFL circles there was still a lack of respect for the AFL on the playing field. From a business point of view, I’m sure they thought the merger was necessary, but as a football product I’m also sure they didn’t have great respect.

I joined the Colts in the spring of 1970, less than fifteen months after Super Bowl III. The Baltimore organization was still in a state of shock. The fallout, for both the Colts and the NFL, of that devastating defeat at the hands of Joe Namath and the Jets resulted in a disappointing season for Baltimore ending in the departure of fabled head coach, Don Shula, for Miami of the AFL. When I got there, most of the people who coached, played, and worked for the Colts were still in disbelief, in denial.

Before the merger could be completed, three NFL franchises had to agree, at the insistence of the AFL, to join them to form the new American Football Conference in the newly aligned NFL. Two old-line teams, Pittsburgh and Cleveland, agreed to switch, and the third, a surprise, was Baltimore. I never could fathom Rosenbloom moving, but he did. The reward was $3 million a team, small by today’s revenue standards. One of Rosenbloom’s conditions was that the Colts be placed in the same division with the Jets, a rivalry that was born from Rosenbloom’s pain from Super Bowl III.

I remember our first game against the Jets in Shea Stadium in October of 1970. I sat in he first row of the press box with general manager Don Klosterman, Rosenbloom, and Rosenbloom’s son, Steve. I can still feel the electricity and tension and especially the mood of Carroll. The Colts jumped to a 22–0 lead, but then Joe Namath starting throwing on every play. The Jets tied the game at 22–22.

Namath threw sixty-two passes that day, but the Colts intercepted six of them, including Bob Grant’s on the final play of the game. I can still hear the groans and sounds coming from Rosenbloom. I remember thinking, “We have to play this team again in two weeks and twice a year from here on? How is he going to endure these games?”

I was as entrenched an old National Football League guy as there ever existed. I loved its legacy of great teams and great games. It took me a long time to give in to the AFL and its own history. But that said, I have always envied the men of the AFL, its owners with their pioneer spirit. The writers and announcers who covered their teams with objectivity were almost as important as the owners, coaches, and players in the league’s success, people like Larry Felser, Van Miller, and Stan Baron in Buffalo; Will McDonough and George Sullivan in Boston; Dave Anderson and Paul Zimmerman in New York; Dick Connor in Denver; Jerry Magee in San Diego; Scotty Stirling in Oakland; Bill Richardson in Kansas City; and Wells Twombley and Jack Gallagher in Houston.

Through it all there was one indispensable man, Lamar Hunt. We have very good men among the new breed of NFL owners, fine men. Woodrow Wilson was a very good president, but he was not Thomas Jefferson. Founders are founders.

—Ernie Accorsi, former general manager of the Baltimore Colts, Cleveland Browns, and New York Giants





Introduction




In the autumn of 1957 I was in the army, stationed at Fort Sheridan, Illinois, a cozy little installation on Lake Michigan cheek by jowl with the swanky Lake Forest suburb to the north, and I was a short commuter train trip from Chicago. It was the peacetime army and I was attached to a signal corps support unit. We were supposed to be supporting the main signal corps unit, which had very little to do on its own and really didn’t need our support. Ft. Sheridan was there mainly to comfortably house the generals of the fifth army, headquartered in downtown Chicago, and provide a golf course for them on which to play.

There was a great deal to keep an young enlisted man amused in Chicago, and the “City of Big Shoulders” had a big heart when it came to entertaining the men and women in uniform. While I was at Ft. Sheridan, I frequently took the train into Chicago; ate a $1.09 steak at Tad’s on State Street; attended a concert by the Chicago Symphony; took in a White Sox baseball game in Comiskey Park; check out any fights scheduled in the Chicago Arena; and on Sunday, when they were at home in Comiskey, watch the NFL Cardinals play.

Actually the only point of interest about the Cardinals was their noteworthy running back, Ollie Matson, giving one of his “Ollieagainst- the-world” performances. Even though my civilian job was writing sports for a big-city newspaper, the Buffalo Courier Express, I had never seen a regular-season NFL game in person before I was, with the intercession of the United Service Organization (USO), a guest of the Cards.

The Cardinals were in the second season of their 24-year playoff drought. They won the NFL championship in 1947, defeating Philadelphia, lost it back to the Eagles in 1948, and went the next six decades without getting close to the title. At the same time the Cards were constructing their reputation for futility, the cross-town Bears were quite good. They had Rick Casares and Willie Galimore running the ball, Ed Brown at quarterback, and the usual rough and tough defense. I discovered quickly that even the USO couldn’t produce complimentary Bears tickets for soldiers. Owner George Halas, “Papa Bear,” who virtually invented pro football, had been a navy officer in World War I, but he cut no slack even for sailors. There were no freebies for the swabbies from the Great Lakes Naval Station down the road near Waukegan, IL. If you wanted to see the Chicago Bears, you paid—if tickets were available.

As the 1957 season went on and it became evident the Bears were not headed for another NFL championship game (but were still more interesting than the Cardinals), two of my barracks buddies and I made our plan to climb the ivied wall at Wrigley, the part nearest the grandstand, and sneak into a game. We got as far as gripping the top of the wall with our fingers, but then along came the security guards who rapped us across the knuckles and sent us to a movie instead.

In Chicago everyone wanted to see the Bears and virtually no one wanted to watch the Cardinals. Strangely, outside of Chicago there were a lot of cities that wanted to host the Cardinals as the home team in their stadiums. It seemed inevitable that the Cards would have to move eventually, since they were being ignored in Chicago and Halas wanted to see them depart so the Bears would have the public’s complete attention. One after another the lead figures from a number of cities—Lamar Hunt of Dallas, Bud Adams of Houston, Bob Howsom of Denver, brewery executives from St. Louis and many others—contacted Walter Wolfner, who ran the Cardinals’ franchise for his wife, Violet Wolfner (widow of Charlie Bidwill, who purchased the Cards in 1932). Several bids were made to buy the franchise, but when the Wolfners heard that moving the team was part of the deal, the negotiations ended. Mrs.Wolfner’s attachment to Chicago was too strong, even though her husband’s tenure as owner of the team was filled with heartache, including only one winning season between 1932 and 1945.

It turned out that the football suitors’ unrequited lust for the Cardinals was the keystone for the founding of a rival league, the American Football League, and began the subsequent war for players as well as public attention. When the war was over and an uneasy, often-distrustful peace was forged in what amounted to a shotgun marriage, the financial and entertainment bonanza that is the NFL today was underway.

By the time the 1958 NFL season began I was no longer rushing to the USO for tickets or trying to devise a plan to get past Bears’ security. I had been mustered out of the army and was being paid by the Buffalo Courier-Express to cover an NFL regular-season game. It seems the Cardinals had been pushed out of Comiskey for their early-season schedule. The White Sox, managed by Al Lopez and starring players such as Minnie Minoso, Luis Aparicio, Ted Kluszewski, and Early Wynn, were pennant contenders, and Sox management wanted to prepare the park for a stretch run and a possible World Series, which eventually came to fruition. In that era the most popular spectator sports were boxing, college football, horse racing, and, above all, major league baseball. Pro football ranked somewhere between hockey and college basketball.

Wolfner, a football orphan seeking a temporary home, was contacted by Pat McGroder, a wealthy liquor distributor in Buffalo who had sold his business and was named the city’s parks and recreation director. McGroder had orders from Mayor Frank Sedita to see what he could do to secure a pro football team for Buffalo. That’s how the Cardinals happened to open the 1958 season against the New York Giants in Buffalo’s War Memorial Stadium, a Depression-era relic constructed by the Works Project Administration. The Giants had lost the last five of their exhibition games, but were loaded with stars such as Frank Gifford, Kyle Rote, and Charley Conerly on offense and a smothering defense led by future Hall of Famers Andy Robustelli, Emlen Tunnell, and Sam Huff. New York won 37–7.

My assignment after that game was to interview the two owners, Wolfner of the Cardinals and Wellington Mara of the Giants, about their reaction to the crowd and the way Buffalo greeted the return of pro football after losing its own franchise in the All-America Conference after the 1949 season. Wolfner was disappointed in the turnout and showed no enthusiasm for transferring the Cardinals anyplace other than back home in Chicago. Mara’s reaction was different. “The crowd was larger than we would have drawn in Chicago,” he said. That was an accurate statement, not a guess by the Giants’ owner. Only one home game in Comiskey Park that season drew more than the game in Buffalo. In fact, the next season, the Cardinals played two home games in Minneapolis, and only one, also against the Giants, boasted an attendance that surpassed the crowd in Buffalo. It made no difference. The Cards intended to stay put.

However, three factors changed their plan to remain in Buffalo. The first was the 1958 NFL championship game, the first overtime NFL game ever, won by Johnny Unitas’s Baltimore Colts over the Giants on Alan Ameche’s one-yard touchdown. CBS, the televising network, almost missed the winning touchdown when a spectator jostled a cable loose and the nation’s TV screens went dark at the most dramatic moment. The picture was recovered just in time for Ameche’s heroics.

In the wake of the exciting game, both the television industry and the viewing public came to similar conclusions: Pro football at its highest level was great theater, not just something to fill the screens between baseball seasons, and the networks were keenly interested. Around office water coolers and blue-collar lunch breaks American workers talked about how great it would be for their cities to have pro football teams.

The second factor in the NFL rethinking its resistance to change was that eight months after the Colts’ dramatic victory, Lamar Hunt announced in Dallas that a new league had been formed and would begin play the following year, 1960. The third factor was that Ollie Matson, the only valid reason Chicagoans would want to see the Cardinals play, had been traded to the Los Angeles Rams for nine players, five of them starters. Despite the reshuffling, the remodeled Cardinals still lost ten of their twelve games. The Cards, at long last, were headed elsewhere.

By the time the AFL began their first season, the staid NFL, so content with doing business as usual, had been forced into radical change. On January 28 the league announced it was adding a team in Dallas for the 1960 season and a team in Minneapolis–St. Paul for 1961. On March 13 a permanent transfer of the Cardinals from Chicago to St. Louis was approved by the league’s owners. Cities such as Dallas, Houston, and Buffalo were no longer interested. They were part of the new AFL, here to stay. Part of the Cardinals’ deal to move to St. Louis was a significant reverse bounty reported to be as high as $500,000, paid to the Cardinals by Halas, whom Mike Ditka once described as “throwing nickels around as if they were man-hole covers.” But this move was a case of money well spent by Halas, clearing Chicago, the city of competition.

Until those events, expansion had been out of the question. A twelve-team league was just fine with George Preston Marshall, the autocratic owner of the Washington Redskins. Marshall was virtually a one-man veto. He had the lowest payroll in the NFL and a segregated roster. He later became the final holdout as the NFL de-segregated. If Marshall were alive today I suspect he might still be ranting about the financial joys of an all-white twelve-team league.

Instead Lamar Hunt and Bud Adams, two Texans who barely knew each other, were joined by the mutual frustration of failing to buy the Cardinals and move them to their respective city. Finding partners was relatively simple. The entrance fee was a bargain, $100,000 per franchise with a modest $25,000 down. Think about it this way: Forty-eight years later a half interest in the Miami Dolphins would be sold for more than a half-billion dollars.

Some saw the AFL as a business opportunity. Others saw it as an end to their frustrations. Detroit insurance executive Ralph Wilson and his father owned a small piece of the Lions and came to the conclusion that they would never be able to buy a bigger slice. Wilson decided to buy an AFL franchise, which he could place in Miami, near his winter home on the Indian River. The catch was negotiating around the Orange Bowl’s college football schedule. Dubious about letting the pros share their arena, the directors of the Orange Bowl demurred.

Again Wilson was frustrated, just as he had been in Detroit. Then he received a phone call from his old skipper on a Navy sub chaser during World War II. The ex-skipper’s name was George Schaaf and he talked Wilson into inspecting his hometown, Buffalo, New York, where he was greeted by Pat McGroder and the editor of the Buffalo Evening News, Paul Neville. Neville, a dynamic graduate of the University of Notre Dame, guaranteed Wilson that if he placed his franchise in Buffalo, his paper would publish a story about the team every day the paper ran. That’s how the Buffalo Bills came into being.

The NFL, which had ignored all petitioners for expansion teams, could not ignore the new league, even if it pretended to do so in public. Before the AFL kicked off its first football, the league met in Minneapolis to award its eighth franchise to that city, but the would-be owners were wooed into the NFL with the promise of a franchise that would begin play in another year. The AFL had to content itself with a franchise in Oakland, California, to be called the Raiders. That was the unwitting foundation for what later would evolve into “the Raider nation” with its bizarre followers.

The NFL had modernized against its own longtime wishes and the football war was on.

I covered the first AFL game of any sort, an exhibition game between the Buffalo Bills and the Boston Patriots in July 30, 1960. It was sponsored by the Junior Chamber of Commerce and the Buffalo Evening News, celebrated by a parade down Main Street, and took place in War Memorial Stadium. The parade was more entertaining than the game, and the Patriots’ uniforms had not arrived from the manufacturer in time for kickoff—they were dressed in faded red jerseys and scruffy tan pants, giving the debut a definite sandlot look. The guys in the sandlot outfits won easily, 28–7, in front of a modest crowd estimated at 16,000.

The Patriots’ uniforms weren’t the only things to bear a “used” look. The AFL was full of hand-me-down quarterbacks in the league’s first two seasons. For the most part, the Canadian Football League bore the closest resemblance to the NFL. The small NFL rosters worked in the CFL’s favor by making solid talent available, and in the fifties the Canadians often outworked the NFL scouts to find small-college gems in the U.S. Each of the CFL teams had a good quarterback and plenty of other talented players to maintain a competitive balance. The Hamilton Tiger-Cats, coached by Jumbo Jim Trimble, once the head coach of the NFL Philadelphia Eagles, were the most solid organization. The Ti-Cats had outbid San Francisco to sign Maryland quarterback Bernie Faloney, the 49ers’ No. 1 draft choice, plus John Barrow, a Cleveland Browns’ high choice, who was considered the top offensive line prospect in his draft year. Joe Kapp, the Vancouver quarterback, and Sam Etcheverry of Montreal would come down to run NFL teams a few years later. Russ Jackson, a Canadian homebred quarterback, made the Ottawa Roughriders a contender.

The Bills, in a bid to lure some Hamilton fans to make the 45 minute-drive down the Queen Elizabeth Highway to Buffalo for Sunday games, foolishly agreed to play an exhibition game against the Ti-Cats in Hamilton’s Ivor Wynn Stadium in the summer of 1961. It was an embarrassment for the AFL. Faloney picked apart the Bills’ defense and so did Hamilton’s second and third-string quarterbacks in a one-sided victory for the Tiger-Cats. The AFL was not yet ready for prime time, much less the high-caliber Canadian opposition.

If the AFL was to grow into a viable rival for the NFL, it would have to continue to win a lot of battles for the best American college players. That is exactly what happened. By 1963, the fourth season of the AFL’s existence, its better teams were stocked with elite talent and had reasonable arguments that they could contend with the NFL’s best. They were growing up together, and by 1963 the Chargers, then based in San Diego, along with Kansas City, Buffalo, Boston, and Houston had reached a point of parity with the NFL.

When the merger was enforced in 1966 and the NFL reluctantly agreed to play a championship game against the AFL titlist, I was proud to have written the Kansas City scouting report in the Super Bowl I program, now a collectors item, but I had more fun writing in the Super Bowl XI program. The format of that piece was patterned after a popular segment on CBS’s 60 Minutes, called “Point Counter-Point” starring conservative Jack Kilpatrick debating liberal Shana Alexander. It became so popular it was regularly lampooned on Saturday Night Live with Dan Aykroyd and Jane Curtin. Aykroyd’s line, “Jane, you stupid slut!” became a national punch line.

My opponent in the pages of the Super Bowl program was Tex Maule, the longtime AFL antagonist. I argued that if the Super Bowl had come into being earlier, 1963, San Diego’s offensively spearheaded Chargers would have defeated the Chicago Bears’ NFL champions, who depended largely upon a strong defense coordinated by George Allen. A photo spread over the width of the article had Tex and me, with our sleeves rolled up and striking boxer’s poses, duking it out over one last NFL-AFL argument.

In reality an uneasy harmony had begun to take hold among the merged owners. The merger was a business necessity. Distaste for one another bordered, in some cases, on hate. It really didn’t start to subside until Kansas City soundly defeated Minnesota in Super Bowl IV, the younger league’s second consecutive triumph on the field.

It took more than a victory to heal old wounds. What it took mostly was the diplomacy and statesmanship of Pete Rozelle, for my money the most talented sports executive of all time. Rozelle had been one of his league’s most deeply-rooted adherents during the war, but like a wise king assuming the leadership of once-bitter foes, Rozelle governed evenly and effectively, keeping order with a mailed fist concealed in a velvet glove.

I was elected president of the Professional Football Writers Association four years into the completed merger. I am proud to have brought about three important changes in coverage of the sport by the media. One was the installation of televisions in strategic places all over NFL press boxes so that journalists covering the games could see the close-ups and replays as clearly as the fans (and readers) at home could. Another change was smoothing the way for female members of the media so that they would have access to stories in the locker rooms and other areas where their male counterparts were admitted. The third was a closer working relationship with the Players’ Association so that its side of stories, especially in bitter disputes, would receive fair representation to the public.

I couldn’t have been successful in any of these matters without the cooperation and encouragement of Rozelle, one of the most reasonable men and enjoyable dinner companions I ever had the pleasure of encountering.



CHAPTER 1

The Preliminaries


Major changes in the conduct of professional football take form slowly, like the development of a championship team. Events that seem unconnected a year or two before often come together as if they were drawn up on the original blueprint for the final project.

That’s how it was with the football revolution of 1966. It began when Ralph Wilson went to the Winter Olympics in Innsbruck, Austria in 1964. It’s probably inaccurate to say that Wilson went “to” the Olympics since he wasn’t interested in seeing the Goitschel sisters of France win gold medals in slalom and giant slalom; nor was he particularly keen on witnessing the Russian ice hockey team begin an Olympic dynasty that would last through 1976. Wilson, owner of the Buffalo Bills and a member of the league’s three-man Television Committee, traveled to Austria because the Olympics were being televised by NBC, the same network that was in negotiations with the AFL over a new television contract.

The other TV committee members were Sonny Werblin, who had recently become a co-owner of the New York Jets, and Billy Sullivan, managing partner of the Boston Patriots. Sullivan, named the lead negotiator, had gone to Innsbruck to be with the NBC executives who were dividing their time between supervising the telecasts of the Games and their next project, the AFL contract.

A few days after the Games’ opening ceremonies, Werblin and Wilson received transatlantic phone calls from an exuberant Sullivan: “I have great news! I’ve just about reached agreement with the network, which will pay us $600,000 a team in each of the next five years.” Werblin didn’t even pause. “We can get more,” he told Sullivan. “Don’t accept their offer. Keep negotiating.”

Sullivan kept arguing with his fellow owner. “Remember Sonny,” he reasoned, “we received just $100,000 and change per team in our original contract with ABC. NBC’s offer of $600,000 is a huge increase. I think we should take it. I’m uncomfortable with further negotiating.”

Werblin, sure that if the AFL took the NBC offer it would be leaving significant money on the table, persisted. He was new to the league, having purchased the Jets along with four colleagues in the team’s bankruptcy sale the year before. Werblin may have been a rookie in football terms, but no one in the entertainment industry had more experience or more success in negotiating contracts with television networks.

Sonny was the foremost individual agent in the stable of MCA, which was the foremost entertainment business agency at the time. Werblin’s personal clients included Frank Sinatra and Johnny Carson, arguably the two most compelling figures in show business. A year before, when Werblin and his partners purchased the New York Titans from financially beleaguered Harry Wismer and turned them into the Jets, Werblin’s clients dominated 80 percent of the prime-time programming on NBC. He negotiated their contracts. His successes with Sinatra, Carson, and other marquee clients helped create the show business adage that “pneumonia is a cold managed by MCA.”

His own negotiating experience convinced Werblin that Sullivan needed his back stiffened in the negotiations with the NBC executives in Austria, but he would be unable to do the stiffening personally. Important MCA business dictated that he stay in the U.S. He phoned Wilson at his Detroit business office. “Ralph, I can’t leave the country,” he said. “You have to go and you have to leave as soon as possible. This could mean the survival of the AFL.” Wilson flew to Austria that night.

When multimillionaire sportsmen travel to the Olympics, the arrangements are usually made by their aides months in advance. Mansions or chalets are rented, cars and drivers are leased, chefs and housekeepers are hired. It wasn’t that way for Wilson’s trip.

“Innsbruck isn’t a very big city now,” said Wilson forty years later. “In 1964 it was very small. I couldn’t find a room in a hotel, an inn, a B&B, or anything else. I ended up sleeping in the same bed with a friend of mine, Gene Ward, a sports columnist for the New York Daily News who was over there to cover the Games. His room was about the size of a closet.”

Comfort wasn’t Wilson’s concern. The best possible television contract for the AFL was. His presence along with his resolve and that of Werblin changed the tenor of the negotiations. The AFL signed for $900,000 per team for each of the five years that the contract covered.

“This contract makes us secure,” said Joe Foss, the AFL commissioner. “It will allow some of our teams which haven’t been able to compete for high draft choices to do it now. Our partnership with NBC is the best thing that could happen to us.” The rich TV contract helped, but Foss’s vision of every AFL team able once and for all to compete with the NFL over the best players coming out of college was misguided. As much as the financial infusion was welcomed, management skills and recognition of talent were still essential elements in all major league team sports.

The AFL’s New York franchise was no longer a target for ridicule. The name switch, from Titans to Jets, along with the attractive new green-and-white uniforms and the move from the dilapidated Polo Grounds to newly built Shea Stadium, were necessary cosmetic changes. More important than new style was new substance.

The critical change was the new owners’ aggressiveness in pursuing talent—not just player talent but also talent throughout the front office and especially in coaching. They hired Weeb Ewbank, who had built the Baltimore Colts into NFL champions using a fiveyear plan. He promised the owners he could do the same for the Jets, and they took him at his word.

Werblin’s four partners in the purchase of the team were also his partners in the ownership of Monmouth Race Track, which was near their New Jersey homes. They were Leon Hess, chairman of the giant Hess Oil Co.; Phil Iselin, a garment manufacturer; Don Lillis, chairman of Bear Stearns, one of the most prominent brokerages on Wall Street, and Townsend Martin. The term “sportsman” was going out of style at the time, but it was an authentic fit for Hess, Iselin, Lillis, Martin, and Werblin.

The people who were hired for the franchise’s new management team found out what sportsmen really meant. The owners and their heirs were so loyal to Jets’ people that most of them stayed with the team for decades. One of the first new people hired by Werblin, the original managing partner of the Jets, was a young assistant public relations director named Frank Ramos. Ramos was soon promoted to the head PR job and stayed with the team until its entry into the new millennium when the heirs of the original five owners sold the Jets to Woody Johnson.

Werblin, the master showman, understood that in order to win a football fight for the allegiance of the New York fans, his team must have a star of the highest magnitude. The Giants were revered in New York, but those who revered them most were older, affluent, more socially conservative spectators. Werblin correctly assessed the market and decided his share would lie with the young, most of whom were shut out from personally attending Giants’ games because sellouts had become routine in Yankee Stadium, where the established team played. Since the NFL wouldn’t play games against the AFL, foreclosing on the possibility of a gridiron battle for fans between the Giants and Jets, the new team would battle the old in the newspaper kiosks of New York’s five boroughs as well as the radio stations and television channels of the Greater New York area.

Werblin also assessed the Giants and saw what steadfast Giant supporters had refused to see, that the established team’s stars—glamorous halfback Frank Gifford; fullback Alex Webster; quarterback Y. A. Tittle; and defensive end Andy Robustelli—had gotten old. By the end of the 1965 season all of them were gone.

This was the 1960s, the time when college students were locking the dean in his office, when antiwar draft protestors were taking to the streets and telling President Lyndon Baines Johnson, “Hell, no! We won’t go!” when young radicals were advising their peers, “Don’t trust anyone over thirty-five.”

What the Jets needed to upstage the Giants, decided Werblin, wasn’t a hero, but an antihero. That’s when Sonny zeroed in on Joe Namath, the Alabama quarterback. Namath was a drugstore cowboy from Beaver Falls in western Pennsylvania, the breeding ground for a litany of great football players. He had long hair, walked with a slouch, had a wise-guy attitude, and the furtive look of someone who might be about to hold up the local 7-11. On the football field he already had a sense of greatness.

The legendary Bear Bryant came up to Beaver Falls from the University of Alabama to recruit him for the Crimson Tide. Years later, on the eve of Super Bowl III, another great coach, Vince Lombardi, as fierce an NFL loyalist as there was, told Washington Star columnist Moe Siegel, “don’t be too sure about our side winning,” he cautioned. “This kid has the quickest release of any passer I’ve seen.”

Werblin lusted for Namath, but he didn’t have the AFL draft rights to get him. The Houston Oilers did. The St. Louis Cardinals had drafted Namath in the NFL. The University of Alabama Crimson Tide had one more game to play, the Orange Bowl against the favored University of Texas Longhorns, and it appeared that the Tide might have to do it without Namath, who had suffered a serious knee injury. Nothing—not knee injury, not long hair, and certainly not price—would deter Werblin and the Jets. Coach Ewbank traded a first-round draft choice and the rights to Jerry Rhome, who had broken a number of collegiate records at Tulsa, for the rights to Namath.

The Orange Bowl became an unforgettable game. Namath not only played hurt, but he was also magnificent. The Longhorns won, but all anyone could talk about the next day was Namath and his whip of an arm. When the Jets signed Namath for $427,000, an unheard-of sum for a pro football player, the Giants, upstaged, were moved off the back page of the New York tabloids.

The Jets took more than Namath away from that memorable Orange Bowl game. They signed Texas star receiver, George Sauer Jr., and the Longhorns tight end, Pete Lammons. Sauer and Lammons would join Don Maynard to give Namath the heart of his passing game. The four of them would collaborate with running back Snell to produce an offense that would carry the Jets to fame.

Werblin even gave Namath an immediate new identity. Beaver Falls Joe and Tuscaloosa Joe became Broadway Joe before stepping foot on the Great White Way. Right after the signing, there was Namath on the cover of Sports Illustrated, celebrating his new identity amid the famous marquees of Broadway. The Titans? They had already been consigned to the Lost and Found Department of New York sports history. In his first home game as a Jet, Namath drew a crowd of more than 58,000. The team hadn’t drawn that many people for all seven home games in its final season playing in the old Polo Grounds as the now-defunct Titans.

Werblin’s assessment of the Jets-Giants rivalry was accurate. At the end of the 1964 season, the second year of the Jets and their new management, the Giants had crash-dived from an 11–3 conference champion to a 2–10–2 last-place team. It would be five years before they would have another winning record. By that time the Jets had won a Super Bowl and were dividing the football fans of the New York area. And Broadway Joe was the biggest name in
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