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CHAPTER 1
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UP AND THEN WAY DOWN IN ’84

Aggression was a weapon which Mike Ditka believed in. During the 1960s, he had been a relentless tight end for the Chicago Bears. Now, at age 45, he was in his third year as their combative head coach. Thus he viewed the next football game as more than a game. It was a litmus test to see just how ferocious his 1984 Bears were.

It was the first week of November and they were getting ready to play the Los Angeles Raiders. Even in a league understood to be violent, the Raiders were historically the biggest bullies. They were also the defending NFL champions, having dismantled the Washington Redskins 38–9 in the previous Super Bowl. The 1984 Bears were a pretty good football team trying to figure out if they could be great.

“If you want to defeat your opponent, you got to out-hit him,” says Ditka. “People say, ‘Well, you need to out-think him.’ No! You gotta out-hit him. That’s what football players understand. It’s like a boxer. You hit him in the nose enough times he’s gonna respect you. The Raiders were always a physical football team, and that’s what we talked about before the game. I said, ‘We’re going toe to toe with these guys. It’s gonna be a heavyweight match, and we’re gonna slug with them.’ ”

On November 6, 1984, the Bears mauled the Raiders 17–6. This being Chicago, it was windy and cold on that Sunday afternoon at Soldier Field. This being the 1984 Bears, the offense did just enough, led by its beloved warrior Walter Payton, who gained 111 yards and scored both of his team’s two touchdowns. On defense, the Bears made the Raiders look weak and confused, forcing 3 interceptions and 2 fumbles and sacking the Raider quarterbacks 9 times. Read that again—9 times—because it doesn’t happen too often. The single-game NFL record is 12, which is held by five different teams, including the ’84 Bears, who did it later that season against the Lions.

Against the Raiders, it seemed as if the Bears competed against each other to see who could beat the snot out of the quarterback first. First they fractured Marc Wilson’s arm and knocked him out of the game. Then they knocked out his replacement, David Humm, with a knee injury. Wilson was forced to reenter the game and found himself getting knocked out a second time. Curry Kirkpatrick, writing for Sports Illustrated during his heyday, was deeply impressed. “So brutal was the Bear onslaught that Al Davis was seen covering his face with his hands. Just breathe, baby.”

The NFL’s closest observers were also starting to see that the Bear offensive line had become increasingly nasty in its own right. Kurt Becker started that game at right guard for Chicago. A six-foot-five, 280-pound Michigan graduate with a maniacal streak, he frequently tangled that Sunday with future Hall of Fame lineman Howie Long, who later told Sports Illustrated he finally screamed at Becker, “I’m going to get you in the parking lot after the game and beat you up in front of your family!”

Becker says Long tried to follow through on his threat. “Howie was out of his mind by the end of the game,” he recalls. “He tried to come into our locker room and confront me. Then he wouldn’t get on their team bus. He was looking for me in the parking lot.”

Years later, Emery Moorehead, Chicago’s multitalented tight end, ran into the great Raider running back Marcus Allen, and they began reminiscing about the day the ’84 Bears made the ’84 Raiders look soft.

“Marcus said, after we knocked out both of their quarterbacks, they wanted to put in Ray Guy, their punter, because he was supposed to be their emergency quarterback,” says Moorehead. “But Guy refused to go in. Then all of them were arguing at halftime about who was going back in—was it gonna be David Humm or Marc Wilson? Nobody wanted to go back in. That’s how intimidating our defense was then. You can’t even hit guys today the way our defense hit them. You’d be suspended.”

Ditka, who doesn’t joke about this kind of thing, says the 1984 win against the Raiders “was the most brutal football game I’ve ever watched. Did you see how many guys they were carrying off the field for both teams?”

In the second quarter, the Bears lost their own starting quarterback, Jim McMahon, when he scrambled away from the pressure and ran for a first down before getting pinned between two Raiders. On the CBS telecast it looked fairly benign, but in reality one of the Raiders had struck McMahon in his side with a helmet. His offensive teammates told him to leave the game. He refused and remained for three more plays, but at halftime he had trouble breathing. McMahon tried to play again in the third quarter, and this time his offensive linemen ordered him to the sideline.

“Jim got hit in the kidney, and it came over the bone in his rib cage and his kidney got lacerated,” says McMahon’s longtime agent Steve Zucker. “I was in the stands, and I met him in the locker room. He was pissing blood, I mean pure blood, and he was in intense pain. He was in agony.”

When asked now if he was scared, McMahon doesn’t say yes, and maybe he wasn’t. According to several teammates, McMahon was never afraid of anything. But he does say, “I could have died. It was an internal organ, so it ain’t no joke.”

Adds McMahon, “They wanted to remove it, but I knew my career would be over. The bottom part of it was gone, and it was cut in about five places. It was bleeding for two days. The doctor told me, ‘Look, you’re gonna die if we don’t cut it out.’ I said, ‘You can’t cut this out, you cut it out and I’m finished. Just keep giving me the morphine and leave me alone.’

“That’s what he did. I told him I’d sign a waiver, he wouldn’t be responsible, but he wasn’t cutting that out of me. On Tuesday night, they came in and gave me a transfusion because they said they had to operate on Wednesday. I said, ‘Just give me until the morning, and if it’s still bleeding you do what you have to do.’ Overnight this thing just started closing up by itself. The doctor still doesn’t know how the hell it happened. I’ve had my knees, my shoulders, my ribs, and everything else blown up. But I never felt anything like that in my whole life.”

McMahon spent the next ten days in the hospital. Right after the Raiders game, Bears trainer Fred Cato told reporters, “At this point, I will say he will play again this season. But he will miss four weeks. There was no rib damage, no other organs were injured, but there was a lot of pain, and he did urinate blood. On the positive side, he didn’t rupture the kidney, which could have ended his career.”

Cato turned out to be wrong about McMahon returning after a month. For McMahon, the ’84 season had just ended. And just that abruptly the Bears lost their momentum. They were 7–3, but now it seemed less likely that they would keep winning enough to make the playoffs. If they did qualify for the postseason, their quarterbacks would be Steve Fuller and Rusty Lisch.

“That [injury] was significant,” says Ken Valdiserri, the Bears’ director of public relations. “We were just coming into our own, and this put us in a position of not having any continuity. It was symbolic of Jim’s career from an injury standpoint, and it was symbolic of his reckless play. I think what we saw there was a guy who was reckless with the way he played the position.”

Nobody ever questioned the toughness of Jim McMahon. While the Raider quarterbacks were trying to stay on the sidelines, he had internal bleeding and was arguing with his linemen to stay in the game. But questions about why he was injured so often persisted throughout his eight seasons in Chicago. Was he truly reckless during games? Or, at six-foot and 190 pounds, did he simply sustain the injuries that came inevitably from playing such a hazardous position? Off the field, did he drink too much, take poor care of his body, not get enough rest?

“That was the rumor, that he lived too wild,” says his agent Zucker. “I don’t think that was real. Jim was not a big guy, and he played like a wild man. That’s why his teammates loved him. He threw everything out there. He had no fear.”

“Jimmy Mac was a linebacker playing the quarterback position,” says All-Pro safety Dave Duerson. “He would win at all costs, including giving up his body. If we needed a yard to get a first down, Mac was going to get that yard. He wouldn’t run out of bounds. He wouldn’t slide. He laid it on the line.”

And yet, Valdiserri says, “if McMahon took better care of himself, he would have been on the field more. It was a combination of the way he played the game, recklessly, and living his life recklessly off the field. He was reckless in every phase of his life. When he was in good shape, he was in good shape. But he wasn’t in good shape for a long portion of his Bears career.”

Different people saw different things in McMahon—and he himself will weigh in later on this—but everybody agreed that his health had an enormous impact on Chicago’s chances of winning from week to week. In one remarkable stretch from late 1984 through 1988, the Bears went 35–3 in regular-season games with McMahon as their starter. But during that same span, he was sidelined for a month or more four different times.

Thus, going into the 1985 season, this was one of the NFL’s prominent story lines: if Jim McMahon could stay healthy, the Chicago Bears could go to the Super Bowl.

For now, in ’84, after the Raiders game, he was replaced by his sometimes efficient, always cautious, mostly boring backup, Steve Fuller. If Fuller went down, the third-string quarterback was Rusty Lisch, who had once started at Notre Dame in front of Joe Montana until Irish coach Dan Devine came to his senses. Lisch was quiet, sensitive, pious—the anti-McMahon. Once, when Chicago played on Monday Night Football, Ditka went ballistic as Lisch returned to the sideline after an interception. McMahon and Fuller were used to Ditka’s profane eruptions, but Lisch, who rarely got playing time, seemed offended. The next time Chicago’s offense went on the field, Lisch stayed there on the sideline, looking miffed. “I don’t think I can go back in after the way you talked to me,” he told Ditka. Rather than pummel his quarterback in prime time, Ditka unballed his fist and told Lisch he had only been kidding.

By early November 1984, especially coming off the big physical win against the Raiders, Ditka should have felt more secure in his job. The Bears were now 7–3, and the way they won, says offensive tackle Keith Van Horne, “started to set the foundation for ’85. The Raiders were the defending Super Bowl champions, and it was a statement game. Let’s see if you really belong. That game showed we belonged.”

But Ditka did not feel safe. In the final year of his three-year contract, he still couldn’t tell where he really stood with management. In 1982, his first year as a head coach at any level, the Bears had gone 3–6 during the shortened season when the NFL players walked out on strike. In 1983 Chicago went 8–8 and won five of its last six games to narrowly miss the playoffs. Nonetheless, in 1984 McMahon told Sports Illustrated before the first game, “We all know Mike’s job is on the line.”

By then the legendary George Halas had died. Ditka had been hired by the Bears’ longtime owner and president, who had also been Ditka’s coach when Ditka ran people over as a fire-breathing tight end in Chicago. Halas died of cancer at age 88 on October 31, 1983. His 39-year-old grandson, Michael McCaskey, was announced as the team’s new president 11 days later. By the time the 1984 season started, McCaskey was telling reporters that he wouldn’t “review” Ditka’s status until the season ended.

On November 19, 1984, two weeks after the Bears beat up the Raiders, Ditka blurted out on his local radio show, “You’ve got to understand that I didn’t come here hired by the people who own the ball club now. And there probably is a good chance that I probably won’t be back next year.”

Many Chicago fans scoffed, figuring it was just Ditka being Ditka by calling out Mike McCaskey in front of the entire goddamn city. There were other fans who believed Ditka might actually not return and suspected that McCaskey, a graduate of Yale and later a Harvard professor, wanted someone more corporate and polished than the hot-tempered SOB currently roaming the sidelines in Chicago.

“I can honestly tell you from the bottom of my heart, I never worried for one minute about my job with the Chicago Bears,” Ditka says. “I was gonna come, I was gonna go. That never bothered me. I wasn’t coaching for money at that time. When I took the job, I was one of the lowest-paid coaches in the league. When I quit, I made good money, but that wasn’t what it was about. The most important thing was to be the Chicago Bears coach and fulfill a dream, an ambition.”

That’s what Iron Mike says now. In his 1986 autobiography, Ditka, he wrote that “winning and not knowing anything started bothering me a little bit.” As for McCaskey, he later told Sports Illustrated, “Mike was my grandfather’s choice as coach. I wanted the future coach to be my choice. I needed time.”

The Bears finished the 1984 regular season at 10–6, winning their first division title since 1963, which was also the last time they won a NFL championship. Then, on December 30, 1984, Chicago went into deafening RFK Stadium and upset the Washington Redskins 23–19 in the first round of the NFC playoffs. Payton ran for 104 gritty yards, threw a touchdown pass on a reverse, and delivered a crushing block that broke cornerback Curtis Jordan’s shoulder. Fuller played well for three quarters before the entire offense took a siesta. The game was saved by Chicago’s attacking 46 defense, which frustrated John Riggins, flustered Joe Theissman, and bailed out the faltering Chicago offense by repeatedly holding off Washington in the fourth quarter.

After the Bears had won their first playoff game since 1963—back in the glory days when Ditka played for Halas—Ditka grandly told the press, “I just think it’s time for the city of Chicago to take a bow.”

The next week McCaskey announced that he would extend Ditka’s contract by three years. Given that the Bears were now preparing for the NFC title game in San Francisco, Ditka calls McCaskey’s timing a “distraction.” He says he told McCaskey they should just wait until after the season. But suddenly the boss seemed eager to prove how much he valued the coach, and the new deal was inked on January 2. Did that make McCaskey a front-runner? Of course it did, but it was still an important moment in Ditka’s career. The three-year contract extension—along with the momentous wins over the Raiders and Redskins—helped quiet the critics who had questioned his inexperience and self-control.

Next came the team’s biggest game in a generation. If the Bears could win at San Francisco in the NFC championship on January 6, they would advance to the team’s first Super Bowl.

But the 1984 Bears weren’t ready for that.

They weren’t ready yet for that type of big-game pressure.

They were also without McMahon.

The 49ers trounced them, 23–0.

The defense played impressively up until halftime, when the Joe Montana–led Niners were ahead only by 6–0 on two field goals. But because the Chicago offense was so pathetic, the defense finally wore down after spending too much time on the field. Fuller got sacked a humiliating nine times and passed for an absurd 37 yards. Receiver Willie Gault was thrown only one ball the entire game, he bobbled it, and an interception ensued. Then Gault got humbled, again, after the game by San Francisco safety Eric Wright.

“Gault kept his head on a swivel, looking for the guy who was going to take a shot at him,” Wright told reporters.

Wright was known for his talent and his big mouth. Still, he told the truth. Gault had been a track star in college at Tennessee. In Chicago his great speed stretched out the defense, taking some pressure off Payton since other teams couldn’t put eight players up in the box. But Gault was concerned about getting hit. You could see it in his body language.

Says Kurt Becker, the crazed Chicago right guard, “The 49ers stomped us pretty good that day. The message was, we were good, but we weren’t really that good. We had to come back and work harder.”

Getting shut out in the NFC championship game was embarrassing. Getting punked on national television by Bill Walsh made the Bears start thinking immediately about payback. The legendary 49ers coach waited until the fourth quarter to insert Guy McIntyre, a 264-pound guard, into the offensive backfield as a blocker down near the goal line. With the game already a blowout, this was hardly some sort of tactical thing.

This was a “fuck you” thing.

Says Hall of Fame defensive lineman Dan Hampton, “When they put Guy McIntyre, this guard, into the backfield late in the game, I thought it was just Bill Walsh being a jagoff. But Ditka didn’t forget.”

“I remembered it the next time we played them in ’85,” says Ditka. “People said, ‘Well, that’s kind of small.’ I don’t give a shit if people think it’s small. I remembered. I remember a lot of things.”

The long flight back to Chicago was subdued. McMahon stayed behind that week in San Francisco, visiting his wife’s family and feeling as if he might vomit every time he picked up a Bay Area paper. “Their players were making it sound like we didn’t belong on the same field with them,” says McMahon. Specifically, they were now saying publicly what a few of them had said as the Bears trudged off the field at Candlestick: “Next time, bring your offense.”

“That really stuck with me,” says Chicago’s All-Pro left tackle Jimbo Covert, who wasn’t a guy you’d really want to insult. At the University of Pittsburgh, the six-foot-four, 280-pounder was charged with protecting Dan Marino’s blind side. Covert did it so well, he didn’t allow any sacks his senior year and only three in his last three college seasons. In Chicago, he protected McMahon’s blind side and opened holes for Payton, and Covert did that so well, he was later voted to the NFL’s Team of the ’80s by the Pro Football Hall of Fame’s Board of Selectors.

“They were saying it on the field right after the game,” says Covert. “I think it was Randy Cross and a few other guys on their defense. They were saying, ‘Come back next time and bring an offense.’ ”

There were guys on Chicago’s defense who seemed to feel the same way. Safety Gary Fencik, a big hitter even by the NFL’s sick standards, told reporters in the postgame locker room, “We really needed something from our offense. They had a tough day and couldn’t generate any points. I thought if we could have just gotten one touchdown in the third quarter, we would have them on edge and guessing, but we never got in that position.”

It was an ancient dynamic in Chicago—the defense feeling the offense let it down, the offense getting sick of hearing about it, the defense and offense divided—but now that Ditka was head coach and de facto offensive coordinator, and Buddy Ryan was the defensive coordinator, the split between the two units had never been more apparent.

Their laundry list of grievances included:

Ryan thought he should be the Bears head coach. He thought Ditka was in over his head. Ditka thought Ryan cared too much about taking the credit when things went well. He thought Ryan was too snide—and too public—when he criticized the players in the media. In the NFL, that wasn’t supposed to be a coordinator’s role.

Ditka hadn’t even picked Ryan to be on his staff in the first place. Ditka inherited Ryan when Ditka was hired by Halas in 1982. Ryan was already there, and Halas told Ditka that Ryan was staying there.

Today nobody from the 1985 Bears even goes through the motions of trying to sugarcoat it. The players say Ditka and Ryan ranged from ignoring each other to cursing each other.

“I came there in 1981,” says Van Horne. “That was the year before Ditka. The team was very fractured. It was an offense-defense thing. And you could kind of see why they hadn’t done so well. The defense for many years had been a strong point, and the defense really had no respect for the offense. Everything was just fractured. And that continued to exist just because of the Buddy and Mike thing. Ditka did get us to focus more on becoming more of a team. Ditka did try and do that. But that never really went away.”

Against the 49ers in the 1984 NFC championship, says Van Horne, “I just know we got our ass kicked. Then again, it’s a team sport. So Gary Fencik can stick it up his ass. He may be right. I’d have to look at the statistics and all that. Maybe we didn’t perform as well as we should have. But I can say that about the ’85 season and the Miami game. The defense that game—where were you? But that [Fencik’s postgame comments] illustrates the divide that did exist, and that had a lot to do with the coaches. It was like having two head coaches. I remember Ditka stuck his head into their defensive meeting room once. Buddy threw an eraser at him and said, ‘This is my team, get out of here.’ ”

As the game clock wound down on that grim afternoon at Candlestick Park, Payton appeared to be limping on the sideline. He had gained 92 yards, but he had been ganged up on by the 49er defenders because they had no respect for Chicago’s passing game without McMahon. With a few minutes left in the 23–0 debacle, Payton sat down by himself at the far end of the bench and lowered his head to his hands. Payton was ten years into his career, all of them with the Bears, who had often been lousy, and now he believed he might never play in a Super Bowl. Even if the Bears somehow got there, Payton feared he wouldn’t be around. The people in Chicago feared it too. They thought Payton might become the city’s next Ernie Banks, who played 19 years for the Cubs and never made it to the World Series.

At the same time, Mike Singletary, Chicago’s All-Pro middle linebacker, stood a few feet behind the bench trying to ignore the nonstop heckling from the gleeful 49er fans. They screamed “Teddy Bears!” and “Cubbies!” and their own team’s next destination—“Super Bowl, Super Bowl!”

“I remember it like it was yesterday,” says Singletary. “I remember watching the clock go down. The score was 23–0. I remember losing my shoe and screaming at the top of my voice, ‘Why can’t I get shoes that work?’ And their fans were yelling and singing, and I got up on the stands and I yelled, ‘We’ll be back next year! Just watch and see! We’ll be back!’ ”

Maybe they would, but that was hardly certain. Getting humiliated in the NFL playoffs could set a franchise back the following season. Over the next several months, the Bears would still be coping with their failure, not knowing if they would prove strong enough to overcome it.


CHAPTER 2
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THE ’85 CIRCUS IS OPEN

On April 30, 1985, the Bears chose a defensive tackle from Clemson in the first round of the NFL draft. Taking William Perry with their number one was a controversial move and major gamble. Paul Zimmerman, Sports Illustrated’s top pro football writer, appeared on ESPN the day of the draft and thoroughly trashed the pick when it was announced.

“I had scouts legitimately say that he will not go before the fifth round, that he’s going to get the shock of his life on draft day,” Zimmerman said. “I’ve heard nothing but negatives about William Perry. The only team that really showed a great interest was the Raiders, but not as a first-rounder. They all felt he was a knight in armor, that if he fell down he’d never get up again. I heard he really made an effort to trim down for the draft. Maybe it’s just cosmetic for the draft. He’s in the sauna doing all these things and probably got his weight down to 500 or something.”

Harsh.

Zimmerman wasn’t alone in thinking the Bears had screwed up. On the other hand, it was difficult to second-guess them when it came to their recent number-one picks. In 1982 they chose McMahon, who after years of Payton right and Payton left, finally gave the Bears a legitimate passer capable of diversifying their offense. In 1983 they selected Covert, the dominating left tackle who would help transform a good offensive line into a great one. In 1984 they took linebacker Wilber Marshall, whose career started slowly in Ryan’s complex 46 defense, but who would soon become an All-Pro.

The 1983 draft, from top to bottom, is still perceived in Chicago as “the Turning Point.” The Bears chose seven players who by 1985 would all be starters: Covert and wide receiver Willie Gault in the first round; cornerback Mike Richardson in the second; safety Dave Duerson in the third; guard Tom Thayer in the fourth; and defensive end Richard Dent and defensive tackle Mark Bortz in the eighth.

By 1985 Bortz would be switched to left guard, and he, Covert, and Thayer (after Kurt Becker got injured) would combine with left tackle Keith Van Horne and center Jay Hilgenberg to give the Bears the league’s most physical offensive line. Gault provided tremendous speed and a deep threat for McMahon when other teams keyed on Payton. Dent developed into one of the premier pass rushers in the game, while Richardson and Duerson were quick cover guys. Duerson could also step up and deliver a punishing blow.

Years later, the NFL Network ranked the Chicago draft of 1983 as the third best in league history.

“And it wasn’t just the guys at the top of the draft,” says Dan Hampton. “You get Richard Dent and Mark Bortz in the eighth round, you’re doing something right.”

Bears assistant PR man Brian Harlan says the ’83 masterpiece was mostly rendered by Ditka, general manager Jim Finks, and, above all, personnel director Bill Tobin.

“We had a very small scouting department,” recalls Harlan. “Bill Tobin was on the road scouting all the time, and his track record was unbelievable. Finks and Ditka had input, but it was mostly Tobin who put that ’85 team together. He didn’t get the credit because Ditka was visible and Finks was visible and the owner, Mike McCaskey, wanted to be visible. So Tobin got overlooked. And it wasn’t just the ’83 draft. Tobin got Steve McMichael off waivers. He drafted Hampton, Singletary, Otis Wilson, Matt Suhey. I mean, a lot of those great players came in before ’83. Tobin rarely missed in the first two rounds, and that was the key.”

Just how small was Chicago’s scouting department? With only three men, including Tobin, responsible for scouting the entire college football landscape, it was the second-smallest department in the NFL. The smallest one belonged to the even-more-thrifty Cincinnati Bengals, who amazingly had only one college scout.

For all of the important input from Tobin and Finks, it was Ditka who had the most say when it came to those final, fluid, critical draft-day decisions.

“I think that was one of the things that most people don’t realize about Ditka,” says halfback Thomas Sanders, himself a ninth-round pick in ’85 who wound up playing seven years in the NFL. “He was good at evaluating college players, and he was committed to building his team through the draft. Ditka used to say he wanted his own guys, he didn’t want to depend on other teams’ rejects.”

By 1985, Finks had left the Bears to become executive vice president of the Cubs. Jerry Vanisi had replaced him as general manager. Ditka and Vanisi were normally united, but in this case Ditka and Tobin wanted to draft William Perry in the first round, while Vanisi and McCaskey favored Florida State wide receiver Jessie Hester. Ditka and Tobin won, but many questioned their sanity. Paul Zimmerman, who had already blasted the pick on ESPN, took another shot in his annual NFL preview in Sports Illustrated.

“Picking Perry was an arrogant move by the Bears,” Zimmerman wrote. “They were saying, we’re so good we can go for a gamble, a project. A fleet cornerback would have made more sense or maybe a wideout to give their talented young quarterback Jim McMahon an extra target. Willie Gault, the flyer, has been a disappointment.”

Zimmerman also made a crack about Perry going on a diet of “sunflower seeds and alfalfa sprouts,” the writer’s way of saying Perry was fat. Perry was not only fat but completely out of shape when he finally arrived at camp after missing the first two weeks because of a contract dispute. Ditka said Perry weighed about 330 when he practiced for the first time, but Hampton nicknamed him “Biscuit,” figuring he was one biscuit short of 350. After seeing Perry with his shirt off, some of his teammates started calling him “Mud Slide.”

Perry picked up his most famous nickname, “the Refrigerator,” at Clemson, where he weighed 315 pounds as a freshman and later ballooned to a dangerous 380. Perry wasn’t the most cerebral college athlete. When the NCAA imposed a two-year TV and postseason ban on the Tigers, he said, “What makes it hard is that we can’t watch television for two years.” Perry may have been kidding, but nobody seemed to think so.

But he was round. He was easy to like. He had a great smile, with a big gap in his grin where a cousin shot out his front tooth with a pellet gun. When Perry arrived in Chicago, he had a 22-inch neck, a size 58 coat, and a self-effacing humor the fans and the media appreciated.

“I was born to be big,” he told Sports Illustrated his rookie year. “And I ain’t disappointing nobody.”

Still, the NFL is a business, and number-one picks are crucial. So why draft an overweight defensive lineman when your defense is already loaded—particularly on the line where in 1984 Hampton and Dent had gone to the Pro Bowl and McMichael had 10 of the team’s NFL record 72 sacks?

“Ditka put his foot down and said, ‘We’re drafting Fridge,’ ” says Hampton. “Was it a smart move? We already had the best pass rush in the history of pro football. And go back and look at a picture of us. There was not a fat guy on that damn defense. We all did a hundred up-downs every day. We did line drills. We were in shape. No bad bodies at all. So what did Ditka do? Go and draft a damn 350-pound guy that is basically ideally suited to play nose tackle. We don’t play nose tackle in our defense. Everyone has a two-gap and rushes the passer. Slouches need not apply. But he’s a first-round pick, what are you gonna do? You can’t kill him.”

“Honestly?” says Ditka. “When I watched him play in college, I didn’t think we had anyone who could block him, and I had a pretty damn good offensive line. I thought he was one of the most dominant college players I watched. He could dunk a basketball. He had a great vertical leap. He had great explosion. He was fast for 20, 30 yards. He had no endurance to go and run a mile or anything like that, but he could do those other things pretty damn well. Quickness, strength—I loved him. Buddy Ryan didn’t like him.”

Ryan didn’t like any rookies. He didn’t trust them to run his complex 46 defense.

He also resented that Ditka rarely consulted with him on draft picks, even though Ryan was defensive coordinator. When the Bears took Perry, Ryan was even more irked than usual, believing that Perry would soon be drummed out of the league.

Says starting right cornerback Leslie Frazier, “I remember Bill Tobin saying that the Fridge would be a good player. But Buddy Ryan is saying he’s not going to get on the field, he’s just a big fat slob, so you wondered if Fridge would ever really be good. But Fridge was a fun-loving guy, so everyone just enjoyed being in his company, even though he was getting killed every day in training camp by our defensive coordinator.”

Tyrone Keys was a defensive lineman who could have been threatened by Perry but ended up his best friend on the team. Keys said Ryan made his feelings apparent on Tuesday, August 6, Perry’s second day at camp in Platteville, Wisconsin.

“It was our second practice of the day,” remembers Keys. “We were in the locker room, and the guys on the defensive line were always the last guys to go outside. We told Fridge it was time to go, and he said, ‘Man, I can’t go.’ I kind of stayed back with him and said, ‘It’s time to go practice, man.’ And he sat on that stool and he didn’t go. He said, ‘Man, I lost 22 pounds just this morning. I can’t go back out there. If I go back out there, at the rate I’m losing weight, they might have to move me to running back or wide receiver.’

“So we go out there, and Buddy Ryan is saying—and not this politely—‘Where is Perry?’ We said, ‘Fridge isn’t coming.’ That’s when the friction started. That’s when Ryan called him a wasted draft pick.”

Ryan made his famous comment later that day, a few hours after Perry didn’t participate in the afternoon workout.

“He’s just a big overweight kid,” Ryan told the reporters covering the Bears in Platteville. “He hasn’t shown me anything since he’s been here. He was a wasted draft choice and a waste of money.”

Ryan wasn’t done. He also said that night on a radio talk show, “We should have given the money to [training-camp holdout] Todd Bell and the pros we know who can play and brought them into camp. We should have forgotten about him. He’s an overweight kid and a helluva nice kid, but you know, I got twin boys at home that are nice kids, and I don’t want them playing for me.”

The story broke in Chicago, went over the wire, and turned into national news.

Ron Rivera understood what it felt like to pick up the morning paper and be castigated by Ryan a few days into your first NFL camp. In July 1984, the rookie middle linebacker from Cal slammed into a blocking sled and pinched a nerve in his back. Rivera didn’t tell anyone he was suffering, but when the pain in his back shot all the way down through his legs, he was diagnosed and wound up in traction. When Rivera returned to practice three days later, Ryan rode him mercilessly and then told the media that the team’s second-round draft pick was “slow.” After Ditka and Ryan publicly squabbled over Ryan’s remarks, Rivera barely got on the field that season.

In 1985 the drafting of rookie kicker Kevin Butler was also derided by Ryan. This time, Ryan was hardly alone. Just as Paul Zimmerman wrote in Sports Illustrated that picking Perry in the first round “was an arrogant move by the Bears,” taking a kicker in the fourth round was also thought to be hubris. It turned out more like genius when Butler beat out veteran kicker Bob Thomas in training camp and then went on to make 28 of 29 field goal attempts from inside the 40-yard line, 31 of 38 overall, and all 51 of his extra-point kicks. His 144 points set an NFL record for rookies.

Eventually, Butler says, Ryan came around, especially when he saw that the pugnacious Butler could actually make a tackle when necessary on kickoffs. But the first time he met Ryan, a few days after the ’85 draft, Butler says his “jaw dropped open.”

“I came into Halas Hall with our special teams coach, Steve Kazor,” Butler recalls. “The first person I walked into upstairs was Buddy Ryan. Steve introduced me and said, ‘Hey, this is Kevin Butler, our fourth-round pick. Buddy looked at me and goes, ‘Are you the kicker?’ I said, ‘Yes, sir.’ He said, ‘You were a wasted draft pick.’ He turned around and walked off, and it was kind of a punch in the gut. Here’s one of my coaches, he doesn’t want me there, what am I doing here? But then Ditka came up behind me and tapped me on the shoulder. Ditka said, ‘Don’t listen to that guy ever. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’ ”

It was one thing for Ryan to privately call Butler a wasted pick. When he told the public the same thing about the Refrigerator, Rivera says it defied an NFL adage: “What happens here, stays here. What you see here, do here, say here, keep it inside the locker room.” Adds Rivera, who is now the defensive coordinator for the San Diego Chargers, “I think that was something Mike Ditka and Buddy Ryan disagreed on.”

“I think you gotta consider the source and the reason,” says Ditka when asked about Ryan’s public dig at Perry. “I think he was lashing out. He had his own reason for his disappointment and anger, and I can’t control that. I never responded to any of that. I thought it was childish. Here we are, we’re a football team, we’re trying to get better, and all the sudden we’re saying we wasted a draft pick on this guy? I just never paid much attention to what he was saying.”

Ditka paid some attention, of course, but managed to rein in his temper, merely telling reporters he was “kinda surprised” by Ryan’s comments, which “kinda makes me look like an idiot because I’m the guy who picked him.”

But then, on August 8, Bill Tobin blasted directly back at Ryan. “If he were a scout, he would have to write his reports in pencil because he changes his mind so often,” said Tobin. “If we win, it’s because he’s a genius. If we lose, it’s because there’s no talent here. Sometimes when you read the papers, you think we have co–head coaches. To my knowledge, that hasn’t been true since the war. We have too many spokesmen.”

The Chicago media was doing cartwheels. Two weeks into camp and already an unexpected controversy! And the circus was just beginning.

Perry was hardly the only holdout that summer. As training camp opened on July 23, several key veterans were also missing.

Strong safety Todd Bell was one of the Bears’ biggest hitters and thus one of Ryan’s favorites. Bell sat out the entire camp, and it didn’t seem like he’d be coming in anytime soon. His agent, Howard Slusher, was gruff, unbending, and widely despised by the NFL owners. As training camps convened in 1985, Slusher represented 18 holdouts.

And with Slusher you never knew: he might hold out a player indefinitely if he thought a team was sticking it to his client. His nickname was “Agent Orange.”

In 1984 Bell had gone to the Pro Bowl while earning $77,000 in the last year of his contract. In 1985 Slusher asked the Bears for $1.65 million for three years. The Bears countered with $1.6 million for four years. Slusher said no and asked for a trade, which the Bears
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