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FOREWORD



by Jim Nantz


Travel magazine once called Ocean City, New Jersey, “America’s Greatest Family Beach Town.” After reading this book, you’ll agree that Ocean City should also be known as the hometown to one of the greatest minds in the NFL. Author Michael Lombardi embodies the American dream as much as anyone I’ve ever met.


Raised in Ocean City, with its boardwalk and beaches, Michael was the son of the town barber. His dad, Mike, was a friend to many in the seaside community of 11,000; he had time for everyone and they in turn trusted him. His customers were greeted with a warm smile at the Ideal Barber Shop on 8th and Central. There was a quality and consistency to his work and when fashion styles changed, Mr. Lombardi could adapt with the best of them to the trendy “plays” of the day.


All these traits left a mark on young Michael, who stopped by his father’s shop after school and watched the kindness with which his father treated everyone. He witnessed the perfect execution and pride his dad put into every cut. When he wasn’t serving as the shop’s shoe-shine boy, Michael occasionally caught himself dreaming. Dreaming big.


The NFL always had his attention. And though Michael was a decent player—good enough to play college football at Hofstra—he was mesmerized by how the front offices of the NFL operated. You won’t find many 14-year-olds who studied the league from the top down, but as a sophomore at Ocean City High School, there was Michael submitting a manifesto about Al Davis, the legendary owner of the Oakland Raiders, detailing how Davis built a winning football culture.


Blessedly for me, this year marks the 25th anniversary of calling Michael Lombardi a friend. He had just left the Eagles, where he served as General Manager, in the spring of 1998. CBS returned to the league and I was named the host of The NFL Today. Our producer, Eric Mann, was looking for a behind-the-scenes NFL insider and Michael was perfect for the job. By the end of his first month, all of us on the show realized that Michael had a warmth and personality—just like his dad—meritorious for bringing information to life on the set. Though my career has covered five decades, I’ve never seen anyone transition from a background information guy to a television star the way Michael Lombardi did overnight. The friendship we formed has never waned.


Though it was a sad loss for CBS when Al Davis came along the next season and brought Michael out west to run the Raiders, it was also one of the best examples of a boyhood dream becoming a reality. As General Manager, Michael built a football team that eventually won the AFC Championship and competed in the Super Bowl.


But Al Davis wasn’t the only legend who saw Michael’s talents and extended his trust. Michael has been a part of Bill Belichick’s inner circle for 30 years, working together in both Cleveland and New England. Marty Schottenheimer and Bill Parcells are also among Michael’s friends and mentors. The list is long, wide, and as impressive as any resume you can find.


Football Done Right is the latest example of Michael’s skills and talent. It displays his encyclopedic knowledge of the NFL and its history. Michael makes compelling cases for how the Pro Football Hall of Fame should be restructured to honor the true greats, and he has convincing arguments for several deserving candidates that time has overlooked. And he informs us as to how everyone in the league needs to understand that you have to understand the past to excel in the present.


Consider yourself fortunate to be greeted with a warm smile, brilliant execution, and a heavy dose of pride as you turn each riveting page. I trust you will enjoy. This book is the ideal shop for all things NFL.


—Jim Nantz


November, 2022
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INTRODUCTION



Former Raiders owner Al Davis once told me: “You don’t work in the NFL. You live in the NFL.” For the past forty years of my professional life, I have lived, breathed, and exhaled the game of football, and I have suffered and occasionally rejoiced, all as a result of fulfilling my childhood dream of working in the NFL. Now is the perfect time for reflection—but not self-reflection. Rather, this is the moment to reflect on the journey the game of professional football has taken over the past one hundred years, from a Friday night in September 1920, when eleven teams united at Ralph Hay’s car dealership in Canton, Ohio, to call themselves the American Professional Football Conference, to the present day, when football is indisputably the most popular sport in America. The formation of the NFL saw tremendous struggles; sacrifices had to be made and innovative people were needed to advance the game. Football Done Right will examine the many individuals who helped shaped the game we know today, both on and off the field.


Steve Jobs famously said, “You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you must connect them looking backwards,” and that’s exactly what we’ll do in this book. The NFL has countless dots, and Football Done Right will connect some of them from an insider perspective, providing a front-row seat to some of the greatest coaches and players who have transformed this sport. We’ll begin with the five coaches who planted the roots of the game we now watch on Sunday. These men shaped the game with their ingenuity, divergent thought, and willingness to change the status quo. Each provided a step forward, and the work of each became impactful to all. They pushed, prodded, and developed the teachings required to advance football from a game once known for brute force to high-level chess played on grass.


Twenty-eight men who have coached along NFL sidelines now wear a gold jacket, representing their induction into the Hall of Fame, but there are no set criteria for entrance. Each coach has a different story, a different win-loss record. Some have won a championship; others have not. Some have coached fewer than one hundred games, and some have coached over three hundred. To truly understand the impact coaches have had on the game, we need to look past the simple notion that a championship title means entrance into the Hall. Championships are important, but so is the regular season. With robust and fair criteria in place, we will determine who is the best, regardless of the era.


Of course, we can’t discuss football’s journey without exploring how football became a made-for-television event because of three personalities off the field, men who brought us from our couches onto the field with their commentary. Thanks to them, televised games became family bonding events, bringing everyone together to watch hard-hitting action and to enjoy a few laughs. We’ll also explore the personnel men—not just who they were, but how hard work affected the game. How these men made trades, the mechanics of trades, and the reasons teams initiate them will illuminate the way this chess-like game was established.


Last, but certainly not least, we will examine the great players of the game, starting with an important topic for the NFL: the race discrimination of the 1930s and ’40s, which prevented great players like Kenny Washington from showcasing their talents. His vital story kicks off my list of the top one hundred players of all time. Once again, some are in the Hall; some are still playing, awaiting their turn; and sadly, some have been overlooked. By examining these players and their careers, this book will present an overview of the game—its developments and downfalls, its historical highlights and glaring omissions. Many of these I have evaluated firsthand, others through the power of video, and all have their place in NFL history. Each is its own dot, waiting for you to connect them to the others and see the full picture.


The game of football has provided everlasting memories for me and my wonderful family. With two sons now calling themselves NFL coaches, it is my hope that I can give something back to the game with a fuller understanding of how the NFL has gone from goal line to greatness. Let’s begin.
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CHAPTER 1


THE WHITE OAKS


“Innovation involves anticipation. It is having a broad base of knowledge on your subject and an ability to see where the end game is headed. Use all your knowledge to get there first. Set the trend and make the competition counter you.”


—Bill Walsh


I love watching old NFL games and seeing former Chicago Bears owner and coach George “Papa Bear” Halas in his overcoat, tie, and fedora, as if he’s heading to a fancy dinner party. During the 1930s, head coaches dressed like most spectators in the stands. Their roles were limited during the week and even more so after kickoff. At that time, there were no electronic headsets or play sheets with more calls than you could ever imagine—just a coach wearing his Sunday best as he berated his players, the officials, or anyone else in his path. Coaches back then were equal parts fan, advisor, and promoter as they watched the single-wing formation operate. The ball rarely traveled in the air, and three- or four-yard gains seemed like explosive plays. Football was simply about toughness and muscle.


During the early stages of the NFL, most players were also coaches. Curly Lambeau and George Halas played on Sundays and coached during the week. They also lined the fields, made sure the uniforms were clean, and saw to it that the checks to the players never bounced. It was an all-consuming job with little financial reward.


Professional football wasn’t the most popular sport in the late 1920s and ’30s. As George Halas wrote in his memoir Halas by Halas, “Paid football was pretty much a catch-as-catch-can affair. Players came and went drawn by the pleasure of playing. Teams appeared one week and disappeared the next.” College football, however, brought consistency, with teams and players that could be counted on to appear on the field week after week, and the fans flocked to watch the game. The enthusiasm toward the college game became infectious and created the migration toward coaching as a profession. The migration started slowly, with ex-players searching for their place in life after their time competing on the field expired. The game offered something more than money. It offered these men a chance to continue to compete—which fueled the fire of football’s intellectual advancement.


In the movie The Shawshank Redemption, Red (played by Morgan Freeman) is sent by his friend Andy (Tim Robbins) to find the “Redemption Tree,” or as it was known, the “tree of hope,” upon his parole. The large white oak, with its powerful roots and large majestic branches, symbolizes gaining freedom through wisdom. The profession of coaching today owes its debt to five white oaks—noteworthy and formidable coaches—of yesterday, whose roots extend far and long, made it possible for many who came after them to benefit through their innovation and hope. Today’s modern explosive offenses, dominated by star quarterbacks like Tom Brady (before he retired), Patrick Mahomes II, and Josh Allen, can thank these coaches for challenging the game’s decades-old strategies and ultimately revolutionizing the sport. Even decades later, these oaks continue to influence every coach in football.


WHITE OAK NUMBER ONE


Colonel Blaik and the Lonely End


Colonel Earl “Red” Blaik caught the fever. After his graduation from West Point and the end of World War I, as a commissioned officer, he had no future in the rapidly downsizing military. Fulfilling his two-year obligation to his country, Blaik returned home to Dayton and picked up a hammer. Helping his father in the home construction business offered some stability, yet he longed for the gridiron. He yearned to become a leader, a teacher, and a coach, so he returned to the sidelines as an assistant coach—first to help Miami University in nearby Oxford and then to the University of Wisconsin before returning to coach at West Point.


One year at West Point became six. When the head coaching position at Army opened, Blaik was not considered because he wasn’t an active member of the service. With no interest in staying longer as an assistant, Blaik accepted the head coaching position at Dartmouth. On the campus of this Ivy League school, Blaik developed his skills as a complete coach. Before Blaik’s arrival, Dartmouth players wanted to play the game only for fun and to focus more on their academics. With Blaik, they ended up doing both. Blaik took the Dartmouth players’ willingness to accept discipline, sacrifice, and subordination to the team effort and molded the team into a powerhouse. Everything he had learned from his days at Army became a staple of his teaching at Dartmouth. He perfected his coaching game with detailed fundamentals, demanding that the players rely on their ability to properly execute on every play. Blaik didn’t invent new plays; he made the plays work more effectively. He dominated the league, ending Cornell’s famous eighteen-game winning streak in 1940 and propelling this tiny little school into the national spotlight.


When Army called again—after they had removed its requirement that the head coach be on active duty—Blaik returned to the Black Knights as their head man, charged with restoring their football program. During the 1940s, the top floor of the gymnasium at West Point became the think tank of coaching. In the small, cramped rooms that looked out onto the beautiful Hudson River, coaches developed their craft under the direction of Colonel Red Blaik. With incredible attention to detail, a never-ending work ethic, and an obsession with studying game and practice film over and over again, Blaik showed that in order to achieve success, total dedication to the craft was required.


Years later, working for Al Davis at the Oakland Raiders, I was often told stories of how Davis loved to watch “The Great Army Knights,” as he always referred to them. Davis’s admiration of Blaik was obvious—he rarely spoke in glowing terms of other coaches. Though Davis never worked for Blaik, he learned this great oak’s methods and philosophies by keenly observing him in action. Davis molded much of his approach to coaching on Blaik’s, even using the color black, which was an identifying feature of the Army football uniforms, for the Raiders. Davis possessed the same passion and work ethic that Blaik instilled in every coach who had occupied a desk on the top floor at West Point.


Blaik moved the profession from yelling, screaming, and machoism into detailed teaching. He rarely raised his voice. His intelligence and understanding of the game conveyed the authority needed to command the players and coaches. Vince Lombardi discovered Blaik’s method when he arrived at West Point in 1948. Lombardi, an emotional man with a fiery temper, would often be called into Blaik’s office. Years later, Lombardi said of those meetings, “He toned down my temper, or tried to. He would twirl his 1920 West Point class ring and say, ‘Vince, we don’t do it that way here at West Point.’”


During his 1958 summer break, Blaik vacationed in the Florida Keys, where he could look out on the pristine ocean. As the waves came ashore, Blaik would watch them from his hotel room, consumed with finding a way to remove a defender from the “box.” Every college defense Army faced was preoccupied with stopping the run, aligning as many defenders near the football as possible. As the boats sailed past his balcony, Blaik created a formation he called the “Far Flanker,” which featured an extra end set wide, about twenty yards from the ball, creating an unbalanced line. A slight variation of the Bazooka formation Blaik had implemented the previous season, the Far Flanker was simple in reasoning and execution—someone had to go and cover the far flanker, removing a man from the box. If the defense didn’t react or rotate their coverage, they became vulnerable to being attacked in the middle of the field. Blaik said later, “It did something that no other offense in my twenty-five years of coaching had accomplished: it forced a definite weakness in the secondary defense that could not be offset without removing an extra man from the line. And this man could not be spared, because we still had all our backs in close-attacking deploy.” In the first game using this formation against a strong University of South Carolina team, Army racked up 529 yards of total offense (344 yards rushing, 185 yards passing) to win, 45–8. The hidden variation of the formation was that the far end never entered the huddle. He was always stationed away from the ball and relied on hand signals to relay the play, allowing the Cadets to play at a faster tempo and run more plays per minute. Before the second game of the ’58 season, the formation was the talk of the nation. Stanley Woodward, sports editor of the Newark Star-Ledger and a great friend of Blaik, is credited with being the first to call him “The Lonely End.”


Blaik’s coaching influence far exceeded the college game. Murray Warmath (who won a National Championship at the University of Minnesota), and Bill Yeoman (father of the veer offense at the University of Houston) learned their trade from working side by side with Blaik. Others, like Sid Gillman and Vince Lombardi, ventured off to the pro game. Blaik’s teaching and methods also influenced others from afar, like Al Davis, who borrowed his attention to detail and his divergent thinking and incorporated both into their coaching playbooks. If you look closely at the game today—college or professional—with all the spread formations, hand signals, and manipulation of personnel, you can see a sprinkling of the innovative strategies Blaik eagerly introduced with The Army Knights.


WHITE OAK NUMBER TWO


Clark Shaughnessy and the T Formation


Clark Shaughnessy revolutionized football in the 1940s with the T formation, which made the quarterback the most important position in the sport. Before Shaughnessy, the quarterback was never even aligned under center. He was a blocker, not a passer, leading the back on sweeps or running the ball to the perimeter in the popular single-wing offense. The quarterback position had little value before the introduction of Shaughnessy’s T formation. In the early days of football, all rules favored the defense. Offensive linemen were routinely slapped in the head even though they were not permitted to extend their hands, and wide receivers were regularly jammed without getting off the line. The wing style of blocking made pass protection just about impossible, and as a result, quarterbacks were frequently on their backs before even knowing if they had completed a pass. By simply adjusting where the quarterback was aligned, Shaughnessy dramatically changed the position, making it the centerpiece of modern football while incorporating the forward pass into offensive strategy. He also placed the flanker in motion, thus allowing him to escape the mauling of defensive backs, who were trained within the rules to grab, punch, and essentially treat the receivers as dummies standing in their way.


But Shaughnessy’s revolutionary offense wasn’t all passing. He built a running game off the T formation and devised the counterplay to pull linemen from one side of the ball to the other, creating better blocking angles. These counter concepts eventually became the foundation of the Joe Gibbs counter trey, a signature play of the three-time Super Bowl champion Washington Redskins. In his book, The Modern T Formation, Shaughnessy described his offensive philosophy:


The modern T formation affords a boxing type of offense. The quick opening plays can be compared to the left jab of a boxer, the man in motion and the faking of the backs to the feints, and the fullback plays to the real punch.


To make this type of offense go, a coach must have quick backs who are good fakers and dangerous in the open. The halfbacks should be good receivers. The fullback should be a fast, powerful runner and hard to bring down. The quarterback must be a good passer, and if he is fast, so much better.


Shaughnessy impacted both the college and pro games—at the same time. While leading Stanford to its undefeated 1940 season and an appearance in the Rose Bowl, he also helped George Halas of the Bears prepare Sid Luckman for the 1940 NFL championship game. (Can you imagine what the fanfare would be today if a coach were contributing to two teams at once?) Years earlier, Shaughnessy had convinced Halas to select Luckman and place him under center. Shaughnessy not only spoke glowingly of the quarterback, but told Halas how to install a passing game that would highlight Luckman’s talents. Before that season, Luckman played left halfback and only attempted fifty-one passes during eleven games. But in 1940, the Bears—who were playing home games at Wrigley Field—had one of the most explosive aerial attacks of the era. Luckman threw 105 passes over a twelve-game season, completing forty-eight. He threw for four touchdowns and had nine interceptions. That season, the Bears had ten touchdown passes and fifteen interceptions. But this imbalance, which seems atrocious and unfathomable now, wasn’t back then. Throwing the ball was dangerous, as no rules were in place to protect the passer or to allow a receiver to free release into his routes. Timing patterns and anticipating throws were next to impossible, but Shaughnessy knew they were the future of the game. Without Shaughnessy, Luckman might have remained a halfback, and Halas likely wouldn’t have developed the passing game that defeated the Washington Redskins, 73–0, in the 1940 championship game.


Additionally, without Shaughnessy, the three-receiver set that’s pervasive today might have taken decades longer to become customary. Shaughnessy developed this formation because he thought eventual Hall of Famer Elroy “Crazy Legs” Hirsch would be more successful as a flanker than as a running back. So he moved him to receiver, which best utilized his talents.


Shaughnessy was met with heavy skepticism over his forward-thinking ideas initially, but those ideas eventually paved the way for quarterbacks like Bob Waterfield and Norm Van Brocklin, who helped make the 1948 Rams offense the original version of the Greatest Show on Turf.


Shaughnessy defined each position clearly and succinctly, even by today’s standards. He emphasized that running backs had to have the ability to catch the ball in space and gain yards after the catch—a philosophy that Bill Walsh carried with him when he was an assistant with the Cincinnati Bengals.


When I think of Shaughnessy’s impact, I think of Ernest Hemingway. In The Sun Also Rises, Hemingway wrote that bankruptcy happens two ways—gradually and then all at once. Shaughnessy’s influence was gradual during the 1940s and 1950s, but it slowly built momentum in the 1960s, when Sid Gillman showed coaches how to effectively throw the ball down the field, and continued into the 1970s, when Walsh introduced his West Coast offense. Then, “all at once” in the 1980s, most teams were running some variation of it. It would truly be impossible to break down any coaching tree without understanding Shaughnessy’s impact, and it’s fair to say that without him, there would be no Gillman. It’s even fairer to proclaim that without Gillman, there would be no modern passing game. And without Paul Brown of the Cleveland Browns, there would be no organizational methods for coaches to copy. Every coach, scheme, play, or leadership style has deep and complicated roots.


WHITE OAK NUMBER THREE


Paul Brown and the Operating System


If Shaughnessy was the Steve Jobs of innovation in the 1940s, then Paul Brown was Bill Gates. Nicknamed “Precision Paul” for his close scrutiny of details, Brown developed a wide-ranging operating system for every aspect of football leadership—including authoring a teaching manual for how to build an organization. From theories about advanced game scouting to player procurement systems, Brown borrowed from other industries to learn how to calculate intelligence, competitive fire, and character, and was the first coach to organize information on every aspect of the football profession. Perhaps more than anyone else, Brown deserves credit for making professional football an actual job—and not merely a hobby—for coaches.


Brown, like Bill Walsh years later, always thought of himself as a teacher, and even began his career as an English instructor in his hometown of Massillon, Ohio. Brown wanted to lead with intelligence, not fear, and was determined to advance the game with his mind, not by simply degrading players with insults to motivate them. He respected his players as men first, and insisted that he be addressed by his first name, not “Coach.”


Brown was also bullish about establishing sophisticated, research-driven methods of procuring and developing talent. He insisted that his players master the fundamentals of their respective positions and left absolutely nothing to chance. He frequently jotted down detailed notes and even forced his players to carry around three-ring binders, which he inspected for sloppiness. To Brown, discipline was a trait that needed to be ingrained in every aspect of their lives. It was not a faucet that could be turned on or off as needed—constant attention to the seemingly trivial was essential. Brown’s consistent, stoic demeanor was a constant at Massillon High, at Ohio State, at Great Lakes, and with the Cleveland Browns, and he expected his players to look and act the part. He reinforced this in exhausting detail at each team meeting.


The Cleveland Browns were an awful collection of players when Paul Brown began his professional head coaching career in 1945; he sought to change that. Using his scouting notes from his time at Great Lakes and Ohio State, he built his culture on high-character players with whom he was familiar, either from observing them or having coached against them. In addition to his attention to off-the-field details, Brown wanted to advance his offense, replacing the single wing with the T formation. But he knew this would require finding a quarterback who could handle the new requirements of the position, which was far easier said than done. Quarterbacks then weren’t just commodities you could pick up wherever. Hell, many of them just masqueraded as tailbacks who occasionally threw a pass. But Brown had an uncanny ability to see past a player’s current production and project what his ability would be at another position, even if he’d never seen him play it.


Because Brown was so meticulous after each game, jotting detailed scouting notes of the players his team had faced, he didn’t need to look far to find the perfect match for each position. He often reflected upon a 1941 game when his undefeated Ohio State team suffered its first loss, to Northwestern. One play from that game, in particular, stuck with him. Northwestern halfback Otto Graham started to his right with the score tied, preparing to run a single-wing sweep, and then stopped on a dime and launched a pass across the field for a touchdown. Right then, Brown knew Graham could be a T formation passer, a detail he noted after the game. So when the opportunity arose years later, Brown jumped at the chance to acquire Graham… and forever change his life in football.


The selection of Graham as quarterback for the Cleveland Browns was another example of how Brown’s organizational methods revolutionized the off-the-field aspect of the NFL. Brown’s ability to understand how a player’s unique strengths improved when placed in the right system became a trademark of his talent procurement. It later became part of Bill Walsh’s great Super Bowl–winning 49ers teams and carries on today. Players fitting perfectly into a unique system are still vital, as evidenced by former Browns quarterback Baker Mayfield. After Mayfield’s first two seasons in the league, the Browns’ front office learned what he did well and identified the source of some of his struggles. They hired Coach Kevin Stefanski to install an offense tailored to suit Mayfield’s game. The results showed. Cleveland made the playoffs and won its first postseason game since 1994. Since then, the Browns have replaced Mayfield with Deshaun Watson. However, the salient point remains—identify the talent, then match the system to fit it.


Recognizing that the game was changing, Brown understood the need to teach his players specific skills. Because of his adamancy about teaching fundamentals, Brown developed relevant skills within his system. That also became another Walsh staple, learned while working for Brown. Walsh often told his assistant coaches, “The first year, we teach the system, and the second year, we develop those skills.” This was vintage Brown.


Brown was an entrepreneur who saw an existing idea and made it better. Because Brown was a game student and then a teacher, he was a keen observer of other teams’ methods. He was curious by nature, and thus willing to examine an idea and apply his methods to advance and improve it. He learned from George Halas the benefits of having his coaches sit above the field on game day for a better vantage point, and he also replicated Halas’s scouting methods. He developed requirements for each position and modified his game plans each week. Halas had good ideas; Brown made them even better.


Working in the NFL was a part-time gig back in 1940, and coaches would take four to six months off from the game and find other jobs to supplement their income. While at Ohio State, Brown was fortunate to have full-time assistant coaches help with recruiting. Self-scouting became another Brown trademark. He’d break down each offensive and defensive play to understand why the play was successful or not, and then develop a strategy around it. That’s how he wanted his coaches to spend their off-seasons, not selling cars. When Brown arrived in the NFL, he discovered the college game was ahead of the pro game and there wasn’t money available for assistants to work full time. He immediately set aside money and added more coaches to his staff. Typically, in the NFL during this period, a staff had two or three coaches. But Brown raised that number to six and would always make sure that one of his assistants prepared the scouting report to illuminate the necessary strategy to beat a specific opponent. Brown’s ability to prioritize self-scouting and advance scouting allowed him to take the guesswork out of play calling. He never wanted to run a bad play and felt strong preparation would eliminate this possibility. “We’re making a science out of what is called in the game,” he often said about his approach to scouting.




STEADY BUT SLOW PROGRESS


In 1945, the league was dominated by George “Papa Bear” Halas’s Chicago Bears. Halas was the driving force behind increasing the popularity of the sport, which had for years before him largely centered around violence rather than skill. From 1922 until 1967, Halas went 318–148–31 with the Bears. 


While the thirty-one ties may raise some eyebrows today, they were a big part of the game back then, before the forward pass dramatically allowed teams to gain yards quickly. Teams in that era really struggled to move the ball up and down the field and frequently ran it, meaning the clock was regularly running. Accepting a tie wasn’t viewed as negatively as it is today; it wasn’t a loss, and it helped slightly in the standings.


Halas’s teams were crowned NFL champions six times. But beyond the trophies, Papa Bear’s most significant contribution to the game was his willingness to adapt and to understand that fans wanted more offense and less violence. By working with Shaughnessy to develop the T formation, Halas demonstrated his willingness to change his behavior for the good of his team and, ultimately, the entire NFL. Football likely never would’ve grown at the rate it did without Halas giving his blessing to the T formation. This is not to imply the 1940s became a passing era. Rather, Halas laid the groundwork for the evolution of the sport we all know today. And while drawing new ideas on the chalkboard was fun, it was harder to implement rule changes and convince fellow coaches to embrace an aggressive passing game. This evolution didn’t just happen in a few years. The change took decades.


Perhaps the best example of the shortcomings of the rules took place in the infamous Ice Bowl on New Year’s Eve, 1967. In that game, Green Bay Packers quarterback Bart Starr was sacked eight times despite having two Hall of Fame linemen protecting him. He lost a total of seventy-six yards in that game, even though he attempted twenty-four passes. Today, had Starr been sacked that often in any game—let alone an NFC Championship game—his coach would have been under fire, which Packers coach Vince Lombardi managed to avoid.


Can you imagine what talk radio in Green Bay would’ve sounded like today after that game? “Lombardi has to go. He almost got Starr killed!” Or, “Lombardi’s an idiot running a quarterback sneak on third down with fourteen seconds left in the game and no time-outs. What would have happened had Starr not scored?” But it was a different era, and a much different game.


Sacks and huge quarterback hits were part of the dangerous path teams had to navigate to attempt a forward pass. But in addition to the rule that allowed the defense to essentially assault receivers until the ball was in the air, there were no rules to preserve the health of the quarterback. If you look at clips from this era, you’ll see defensive linemen take three, maybe four steps to hit the quarterback long after the ball is out of his hand. No part of the quarterback’s body was spared from these violent hits, which, amazingly, they managed to survive. Had “Slinging” Sammy Baugh or Otto Graham been given the same protection rules as, say, Tom Brady or Patrick Mahomes today, the advancements in the game would have happened much quicker.





Brown used two rotating guards, called messengers, to deliver the plays he wanted from the sideline to the quarterback, heightening the coach’s involvement. Under Brown’s structure, quarterbacks didn’t have the personal freedom to run the offense or deviate from the scripted game plan derived from the scouting report. Instead, Brown tied the sideline to on-the-field performance, making the coach move from a whistleblower to a high-level chess player and problem-solver. Because the coaches had more time to work on the tactical aspect of the game, along with the forward pass, football moved ever so slightly from a gladiator sport to a high-tech operation—or at least as high tech as the 1950s would allow—and interest in the sport grew as result.


Brown was the first coach to assess intelligence with psychological testing and determine a player’s behavior patterns using physiological testing, hoping the information he gathered would allow him to assemble the most competitive roster. When Brown became the Browns’ head coach, his number-one requirement for any player on the team was speed—regardless of position. Brown wanted the Browns to be the fastest team in the NFL. To determine and judge speed correctly, he introduced the forty-yard dash as the perfect distance for making this assessment. So many coaches in that era valued the one-hundred-yard dash, but Brown believed that was far too long. He viewed punts as a great indicator of speed, and because most traveled around forty yards during this time, that became his magic number.


Brown was clinical in his approach to everything, both on and off the field, and made sure to remove bias from his decision-making process. He designed specific tests to rule out potential players and believed firmly in standards for every position. Unless prospects met these, he would not even consider them. This method of procuring talent also became the genesis of the famed Dallas Cowboys system under Hall of Fame scout Gil Brandt, and was later modified by the New England Patriots under Bucko Kilroy and, ultimately, by Bill Belichick in Cleveland. Brown’s circle of influence became powerful and everlasting, and many took his scouting ideas and organizational methods and conformed them to their own specific philosophies. Not a day goes by without someone working in an NFL office doing something that traces back to Paul Brown.


Brown became the number-one leader on the football clinic circuit, as coaches from every level wanted to learn and implement the wisdom of the “Brown Operating System.” Brown’s annual clinic in Cleveland was a harder ticket to acquire than Springsteen on Broadway. His influence spread near and far, and coaches coveted a chance to work for him. Many of those who did went on to find remarkable success in applying his methods with slight style tweaks. From Bill Walsh to Don Shula, Weeb Ewbank, Blanton Collier, and Chuck Noll, Hall of Fame coaches and NFL champions observed the master firsthand. While they may not have enjoyed some of his methods or stubborn, academic ways, they all took Brown’s ideas and blended them into their beliefs. Walsh felt for years that Brown prevented him from becoming a head coach sooner, but he still knew that he was Brown’s disciple and had learned a great deal from him over the years. Walsh was able to separate the business side of the sport from the football side and used Brown’s organizational methods to build the San Francisco 49ers.


Even coaches who didn’t directly work for Brown recognized his impact on the game. Sid Gillman told Sports Magazine in December 1986, “Before Paul Brown, pro football was a ‘daisy chain.’ He brought a system into pro football. He brought a practice routine. He broke down practice into particular areas. He had position coaches. He was an organizational genius. Before Paul Brown, coaches just rolled the ball out on the practice field.”


WHITE OAK NUMBER FOUR


Sid Gillman and the Long Ball


Sidney “Sid” Gillman’s impact on coaching was similar to Brown’s, namely in advancing the passing game. As a young boy in Minneapolis, Gillman worked as a movie theatre usher. Before the main movie attraction came on, the newsreels updated the audience on worldwide events, including entertainment and sports. Anytime there was football footage, Gillman would splice the football section, take home the reels, and repeatedly view them on his home projector. He loved to study the film instead of simply watching it. For Gillman, studying became a favorite pastime, something he would insist his future coaching staff do as well. Studying requires total concentration, which Gillman perfected early in life. This dedication to study separated Gillman from most coaches of that era. Before Gillman developed his obsession with sixteen-millimeter tape, no coaches watched or studied the footage. Gillman was the first to bring this element into the profession. He detailed the movements of all the players on the field, from their footwork to the reaction of the quarterback’s shoulders to the depth of each player in the backfield—every nuance scribbled onto his pad for review. Gillman continuously moved the tape back and forth to draw the play design and the assignments of each player. Essentially, he was padding plays long before Bill Belichick made it famous. In addition, he kept an enormous library of each passing route from teams all over the NFL, college, and AFL, studying the most effective way to run all the routes on his passing tree. For Gillman, the details within the details made a huge difference.


In his home office later in life in La Jolla, California, Gillman had reel upon reel of tape stacked in perfect order and marked with the number associated with the route. Gillman’s offense was all numbers—all based on his passing tree. Each one told the receiver what route he needed to run for the play. Any play in the Gillman offense consisted of three numbered digits: odds were for outside breaking routes; evens for the inside portion of the field. For example, if Gillman called “Brown Flanker Right, 435,” it meant the first digit was for the outside receiver to the left to run a quick “in cut”; the second digit was for the tight end who aligned on the left, meaning he was to run a shallow cross toward the sideline; and the third digit told the Z receiver (away from the tight end and off the ball) to run a deep out. The simplicity of his play calls, requiring players to know their alignment on the field and the passing tree, allowed Gillman the flexibility to alter his offense during a game with ease.




LATE-NIGHT SCHEMING


As a player at Ohio State, Gillman served as team captain and was an All-Big Ten end. But more importantly, while working as a graduate assistant coach he found a mentor who would ignite his curiosity about the passing game. Francis Schmidt was an outlier in the coaching profession and the newly appointed head coach of the Buckeyes in 1934.


From his physical appearance and distinctive southern drawl, Schmidt sounded like Foghorn Leghorn with his penchant for beginning almost every sentence with “Lookee here.” He not only pushed the envelope of expanding offensive football, but he frequently provided players and staff memorable soundbites before a game against a more talented opponent. Before the Michigan game, the Ohio State press asked Schmidt about his team’s chances of pulling off the upset. Schmidt replied, “Lookee here, those fellows put their pants on one leg at a time, the same as everyone else.”


Gillman established his freethinking football roots while serving Schmidt, who was a staunch believer in the forward—and even backward—pass. In-game sheets during this time had a section for backward passes (laterals), which Schmidt felt helped his offense. But these views were not the norm, which caused the media to label him Francis “Close the Gates of Mercy” Schmidt for his trickery, which often involved multiple laterals in a play. Schmidt once said:


Every team must have a running attack, but you can’t rely on that alone. The open style of offense, with passes being tossed on unorthodox downs and from unusual places, will gradually push the running attack into the background. I expect to see the time, before many years, when forward and lateral passes will make up the greatest part of the offense, with the running attack just something to fall back upon. The wide-open, chance-taking game is the style the fans want to see. The day of having a fullback plunge into the center of the line for a yard or two at a time is rapidly passing.


Schmidt was well ahead of his time. Using colored pencils—red, green, and blue—he would sit in his home office near the Ohio State campus, working all hours of the night designing new schemes like the I formation, which became a signature of Woody Hayes’s Ohio State offense years later. Schmidt’s playbook was over five hundred pages long and covered every detail imaginable.


“The light was always on in his room; I don’t know if he ever slept,” former player Nick Wasylik told the Columbia Dispatch in 1985. “It seemed like he lived, dreamed and ate football.” Years later, many would say the same about Gillman, who was not only influenced by Schmidt’s system, but who also sported his mentor’s signature bow tie on the sideline.





Gillman’s career eventually took him to Denison University and then to Colonel Red Blaik’s staff at West Point, where he learned discipline and how to better interact with players. While at Army, Gillman met with coaches from all over the Northeast who wanted to learn more about his passing game concepts. Vince Lombardi, then the head coach at St. Cecilia High School in New Jersey, would spend days learning from Gillman, and they forged a relationship so strong that when Gillman left Army, he suggested to Blaik that he hire Lombardi, a recommendation Blaik took. “The West Point players had credited [Gillman] with introducing practice films and game grades at the Military Academy, and Vince brought those ideas to the Green Bay Packers,” guard Jerry Kramer wrote in his 1968 book, Instant Replay. Lombardi and Gillman remained close friends until Lombardi’s death in 1970.


My story of Sid? Al Davis would often have me call Coach Gillman to make sure he had game tape to review. Each time we chatted, he reminded me how much he loved my “dad,” as he thought Vince was my father. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I wasn’t.


Gillman loved offensive football from his playing career and early coaching days under Schmidt. He fought tirelessly throughout his entire career against the perceived notion that the pass was a gimmick and would fade away soon enough. He often told any young coach that the most important element of offensive strategy was to establish the deep ball. “Any coach that wanted to establish the run was full of shit, as he has to establish the pass if he wants to win,” he once said. Without attacking the defense down the field, Gillman believed the other elements of offense simply couldn’t generate points. Since the team with the most points won, and throwing helped score points, passing the ball was pivotal for success in the NFL. Gillman was a staunch believer in the passing game, even before the rules against receiver harassment were relaxed and offensive linemen were permitted to extend their hands. But he saw value in passing, despite the many obstacles in its way. To him, the deep ball required crisp route running, accurate throwing, and consistent execution. To throw deep, Gillman needed precise route runners who had both the speed to challenge defensive backs and the toughness to escape their mauling. Detailed coaching, preparation, and having an accurate, deep ball passer became the centerpiece of his offense.


Once the long pass became a potent threat, Gillman incorporated the draw play to keep the defensive line honest. He wanted the play to look like a pass, forcing the linebackers to drop into coverage. Then the quarterback would hand the ball off and allow the runner to pick and weave his way through a gap, finding daylight with the defensive linemen badly out of position. The complement to the draw became the trap play, which allowed the offensive linemen better angles to block a hard-charging defense desperate to get to the quarterback. The defensive linemen would run up the field, sensing a path to the quarterback, then get side-blocked from a pulling offensive line with an easy block to shield the back from potential tacklers.


In the 1963 AFL championship, Gillman’s San Diego Chargers hosted the Boston Patriots in front of thirty thousand screaming fans at Balboa Stadium. Gillman used the trap to perfection, convincing the blitzing Patriots defense that the Chargers were throwing deep. Instead, they trapped their linemen, allowing running back Keith Lincoln to gain 206 yards on just thirteen carries en route to the AFL title.


Once the trap became an effective tool, Gillman used his expansive imagination to develop all types of screen passes—which NFL teams use successfully to this day. From the slip screen to the slow screen to the read screen, Gillman’s arsenal became a staple of his offense and provided the offensive line different ways to confuse the hard-charging defense. With those staple plays, the Gillman offense became the most feared in football, independent of league.


WHITE OAK NUMBER FIVE


West Coast Bill Walsh


Bus One was always Bill Walsh’s bus—and everyone knew it. If you decided to get on, you had to make direct eye contact with the main man. If that was a problem, the San Francisco 49ers provided four other buses for your non-eye-contact pleasure. Walsh was always pensive, reminiscent of Bobby Fischer contemplating his next chess move. His eyes would fixate on his lap but shift quickly anytime someone new walked on. He cherished his alone time in his reserved first-row seat, where he’d use small, white index cards to doodle the many thoughts that emanated from his racing mind. For Walsh, drawing was therapeutic. Much in the way that President John F. Kennedy would doodle sailboats with his pencil at meetings in the White House, Walsh would use his shortened golf shop pencil and etch football plays. These weren’t the latest schemes from his current game plan, but patterns he was mulling over, such as those from a tape he might have recently viewed of Shaughnessy’s T formation.


Walsh personified the definition of an entrepreneur. He didn’t create motion in offensive football or the forward pass, but he made them much better, drawing on Shaughnessy’s theories and subtly integrating these into his West Coast offense. Walsh would use his discerning eye to observe a simple move, step, or action, and then would incorporate these into the offensive designs that he sorted out through his doodles.


He never stole a specific play from Shaughnessy. In fact, Walsh prohibited his coaching staff from lifting plays from other teams. He despised being a copycat and considered it lazy, half-hearted coaching. Why? Because to him, if a stolen play broke down, repairing it relied on understanding the play’s origins. But without that knowledge, the play was unfixable and led the coach to draw a simple conclusion: the players screwed up. And Walsh loathed blaming players. He once said, “I think the creative and innovative coaches are the ones who are introspective; ones who like to develop their ideas; ones who take a look at all the equations and want to find the right answers.”


Walsh was always about two As—answers and accountability. If something failed, he’d put the onus on himself for not putting the players in the right situation. “We must first teach the system and develop their skills within the system,” he often said. Walsh loved the early game of football and revered Shaughnessy’s pragmatic mind.


Much like Shaughnessy, Sid Gillman served as inspiration for Walsh. While Walsh was on the Raiders’ staff in 1966, he happened to catch The Sid Gillman Show on his hotel television the night before a game against the Chargers. He listened intently as Gillman, with Lance Alworth by his side, began describing the Chargers’ passing game in great detail. Walsh was smitten and knew he needed to improve his knowledge and learn more about a systematic approach toward passing the football down the field. On the show, Gillman explained his overall beliefs regarding all eleven men on the offense. He detailed the level at which every route needed to be run, and explained the elite timing, balance, and accuracy the quarterback needed to possess. Philosophically, Gillman wanted to force the defense to defend literally every square centimeter. Gillman divided the field into sections, from the outside to the hash marks to the center, and wanted to flood each section with a potential receiver. This meant his running backs had to play a part in the offense beyond just carrying the ball. This strategy would then spread out the defense and allow the receivers more room to run, while also ensuring there were fewer tacklers to converge on the receivers after the catch.


When Walsh joined the Cincinnati Bengals in 1968, he implemented the team’s new offense, which featured short passes with five potential receivers in the route, just one way in which Gillman’s influence was felt. Walsh might not have made the defense defend the field’s length, but he did design the horizontal passing game, using all 53½ yards across. He took elements of Gillman’s coaching and molded them into his own system, using his own unique vocabulary and play designs. Walsh’s system was built on words, not numbers. He would use descriptive phrases like “Bingo Cross,” and the players would know what specific routes to run based on the coverage and concepts. Walsh relied on the quarterback’s timing, which was tied to the depth of his drop, to throw the ball in rhythm and with anticipation.


Walsh’s curiosity extended to both sides of the ball, and he often referred back to old games when preparing for an opponent. Walsh was on a mission to understand how each opponent’s defense operated, how it adjusted, and—most important—what unconventional rules it had. He believed that with any organized team, the offense and defense had to have steadfast guidelines that instructed players on what to do when the unexpected occurred. Walsh insisted upon understanding these rules as if he were the defensive coach, and then he’d design plays to exploit them. To prepare for a 1985 playoff game against the Bears and their dominant 46 defense, Walsh began studying old variations of the double eagle, which involved defensive linemen covering the guards and centers. Walsh knew that the quarterback option was the Achilles’ heel of this alignment, so he switched wide receiver Freddie Solomon with quarterback Joe Montana, thus allowing Solomon—who previously was a terrific option quarterback at the University of Tampa—to be the option quarterback. The choice to make this adjustment, one that few other coaches would have made, further exemplified Walsh’s brilliance and was the exact reason he would turn to older tapes for new ideas. He would frequently credit his time as the Stanford defensive backfield coach from 1963 to 1965 as the master class he needed to become an adroit offensive teacher—and teacher was the title Walsh most coveted.
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CHAPTER 2


SITUATIONS MATTER


“There is winning and there is misery.”


—Bill Parcells


Evaluating NFL head coaches is like evaluating former United States presidents. If a president was popular when leaving office, his presidency was viewed as a huge success based on the approval ratings. Conversely, if he had a low approval rating, then everything about his term was horrible. It’s all perception based on numbers, essentially based on wins and losses, or on pleasing the voters.


Judging coaches should be easier than judging presidents—right? It’s simple math: examine the win-loss column, determine how many playoff victories and Super Bowls accumulated, and—bingo—we have our ratings. However, we all know simple and the NFL never go hand in hand. There are layers upon layers to examine in order to understand the root causes of why teams win or lose, or why a coach might be successful at one place and not another. The weird shape of the ball makes for some crazy bounces. When those bounces don’t go in a coach’s favor, does this make him a bad coach? In the eyes of some, maybe yes; for our ratings, no.


Packers Hall of Fame coach Vince Lombardi understood this better than most. In 1958, after waiting several years for his first head coaching offer, forty-four-year-old Lombardi received an offer for the Philadelphia Eagles’ head coaching position. At the time, Lombardi served as the Giants’ offensive coordinator and he felt he might never get a chance to become a head coach. So when the Eagles made an offer of $22,500 per year for their head coaching post, Lombardi was jumping to accept until Wellington Mara—his good friend and former Fordham teammate, as well as part owner of the New York Giants—interceded.


Word traveled quickly throughout the twelve-team league that Lombardi was planning to leave the Giants, which prompted Mara to call him. During their conversation, Mara told Lombardi that the Giants would match the financial offer and give him a $100,000 life insurance policy, and he promised Lombardi that when current Giants head coach Jim Lee Howell retired, Lombardi would be the next coach. All that sounded wonderful to Lombardi, yet he hesitated to accept the deal, in part because he was afraid he might miss his chance. He knew Howell was only fifty-three years old and planned on coaching for a few more years. When Mara sensed a hesitation in Lombardi’s voice, he unleashed his best reason for Lombardi to reject the Eagles’ offer. “They’ll never let you run the team the way you want to,” Mara said. He was well aware of the toxic situation within Philadelphia’s ownership group. The Eagles’ owners consisted of a conglomerate of local area businessmen and civic leaders who could never agree on anything. The local newspapers referred to them as the “Happy Hundred” due to their inability to have one leader or to ever reach a consensus. In fact, before offering Lombardi the job, they had made a strong run at Buck Shaw, who was coaching at Santa Clara College. Shaw would only accept the Eagles’ offer if they allowed him to remain on the West Coast immediately following the NFL season. The Happy Hundred said no emphatically, and it was then that they had turned to Lombardi.


Mara knew Lombardi could never become a great coach in the wrong situation. If Lombardi had to deal with too many people interfering with his team, he would display that famous fiery temper, which would force the Happy Hundred to cut Lombardi loose. If that had happened, today there would be no legend in Green Bay and no Super Bowl trophy bearing Lombardi’s name.


After listening to Mara, Lombardi turned down the Eagles and a year later became head coach of the Green Bay Packers. The Packers didn’t have an owner. Their board of directors—though meddlesome in the past—left Lombardi free to solely operate the team, allowing the coach to shine. As talented a coach Lombardi as proved to be, his talent might not have shined as brightly had the situation not been perfect.


Marv Levy, former coach of the Buffalo Bills and Kansas City Chiefs, also knows the value of being in the right situation. In 1978, fifty-three-year-old Levy became the head coach of the Kansas City Chiefs, taking over a 2–12 team from former coach Tom Bettis and interim coach Paul Wiggin. Levy slowly started to rebuild the Chiefs, going from 4–12 his first season to 9–7 in 1981, his second-to-last year with the team. In 1982, just one year after Levy’s first winning season in Kansas City, the NFL players went on strike. The level of trust between management and players was nonexistent as players demanded more pay, more benefits, and the freedom to experience free agency. Levy got caught in the crossfire and it cost him his job. He spent the next four years in coaching hell, trying to prove that the situation was bad and that he wasn’t a bad coach. Fortunately for Levy, Buffalo Bills general manager Bill Polian ignored the false perceptions and made Levy the head coach of the Bills in 1986. Levy proved Polian’s instincts correct. Once in the right situation, Levy demonstrated his talents. What appeared to be a failure in Kansas City become a marvelous success in Buffalo.


Through the years, some NFL head coaches have been victims of situations that have prevented them from gaining their rightful recognition. Their work has been Hall-worthy, but politics always play a major role. Deals are brokered between the voters and people vouching for candidates. At times, the voters allow their personal agendas to roadblock worthy candidates. For years, John Madden was convinced some writers who participated in the selection process were keeping him from the Hall. He never publicly gave names, but he confided to his friends that he felt some writers were jealous of his success. Everyone has an agenda, and rarely is it about doing the right thing. Too often, grudges and biases can be manifested in unexpected ways. Let’s examine some situations that might have caused the voters to ignore worthy candidates.


SITUATION NUMBER ONE


Complexities of the Past Are Overlooked


Raymond Klein “Buddy” Parker of the Chicago Cardinals, Detroit Lions, and Pittsburgh Steelers was different from most players of his era. Yes, he was tough, willing to sacrifice his body for the team, and ready to play any role needed. What made Parker different was his curiosity about the technical aspect of the game, the strategy, the manner in which players were taught and asked to perform.


In 1935, his first year playing professional football with the Lions, Parker helped head coach Potsy Clark win the Western Division with a 7–3–2 record and earn their first NFL title by beating the New York Giants, 25–7, in the title game, held at the University of Detroit Stadium in front of fifteen thousand fans. In 1937, Parker was traded to the Chicago Cardinals, where he spent seven seasons playing for Coach Jimmy Conzelman. By 1943, his playing days were over, and he entered into the coaching ranks, first as part-time player and coach, and then in 1945 as a full-time coach. When Conzelman retired in 1949 to enter the real-estate business—clearly the NFL was not paying as well as it does now—the Cardinals named Phil Handler and Parker co-head coaches. But the co-head coach operation didn’t work, and before the end of the season, Handler was in the front office and Parker was the full-time head coach. He led the Cardinals to four wins and a tie before losing to the Bears, 52–21, to close out the season. Parker resigned as head coach immediately after the game, claiming the job was “too damn demanding.” But those closest to him felt he abruptly quit because of his uncertain job status.


The following season, he landed back in the Motor City, serving as the defensive backfield coach. Toward the end of the year, after head coach Bo McMillin resigned, the Lions management promoted Parker—and his career took off. With newfound freedom, Parker could run his program however he wanted, and he borrowed from the knowledge he obtained from watching and observing Paul Brown’s methods in Cleveland and Clark Shaughnessy’s offensive schemes. Parker was another in the long line of coaches who never worked with Brown or Shaughnessy but became part of their coaching trees from utilizing their teachings and then expanding them to fit his style and personality.


Parker, like Brown, shortened the Lions’ practices in 1951, keeping the players fresh for games. He also subscribed to the Brown methodology of keeping things simple, relying on fewer plays and higher execution. Parker keenly observed that the last two minutes of each half were wasted during the game as teams didn’t have a system in place to run plays quickly or efficiently or to utilize the sideline to stop the clock. “I’ve noticed how so many teams let down the two minutes before the half and the last two minutes of the game,” he said. “It seemed you could get things done that you couldn’t in the other fifty-six minutes of play. So, we drilled on it. Every day.” This led to Parker inventing the two-minute offense we all know today.


It’s frightening how advanced Parker’s vision of the two-minute offense was at the time. In that era, every team huddled before every play; no one was ever in a hurry to get to the line of scrimmage, which is why so many games ended in low-scoring ties. But under the direction of Hall of Fame quarterback Bobby Lane, Parker had his offense use hand signals to instruct players about their next play, eliminating the need to huddle. Parker then coached up-tempo—similar to what we see today. He increased the pace of the game to run as many plays as possible and utilized the sideline to stop the clock, keeping the defense constantly exhausted. When you see Tom Brady, Aaron Rodgers, or Patrick Mahomes hand signal to their receivers, you can thank Buddy Parker for it.


Parker also designed a defense to handle the two-minute offenses that he knew other teams would employ. He created the nickel defense, which often is linked to former Washington Redskin and Los Angeles Rams head coach George Allen. Parker named the inside nickel corners “star” and “port,” and today if you are on the practice field of the New England Patriots, you will hear Bill Belichick referring to his inside corner as the “star.” Once again, what was old is now new.


From 1952 to 1954, for three years in a row, Parker also had the Lions playing in NFL championships against Cleveland, similar to what Buffalo Bills coach—and Hall of Famer—Marv Levy did from 1990 until 1993, except that Levy lost all four games, whereas Parker was 2–1 and a champion twice. Why is Levy’s success valued more than Parker’s? Probably because it was done during the modern era, and most of the voters on the Hall of Fame Selection Committee don’t understand the challenge Parker faced.


Critics of Parker claim he left Detroit and was never able to get the Steelers to the playoffs. Fair enough, but—and this is a big but—before he arrived in Pittsburgh, the Steelers never had a winning record. Parker, however, was 51–47–6 with the organization. And after he left, following the 1964 season, the Steelers went an abysmal 25–70–3 over the next seven years. During this era, you had to win the division to qualify for the playoffs, so only two teams qualified. Had this rule been in place during the modern era, former New York Giants quarterback Eli Manning would never have been considered a potential Hall of Famer, because his two Super Bowl titles were earned in postseasons when his team was a wildcard entry. The expansion of playoff teams in 1967 and then again in 1970 allowed players and coaches to shine at the brightest moments, an opportunity Parker and others during the ’50s and early ’60s weren’t afforded.


Parker has been up for the Hall several times but has never made it as a finalist. The Centennial Class of voters was established to shed light on the past, but in execution, the past is neglected in favor of more modern coaches like the Steelers’ Bill Cowher and the Cowboys’ Jimmy Johnson. Parker has no sponsorship, no one with the clout to enlighten the voters on the challenges he needed to overcome in order to succeed. Voters act as if winning titles in the 1950s wasn’t as a hard as winning or losing Super Bowls in the modern era—which is complete hogwash.
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