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Authors’ Note


From day one, we never doubted that this book would hold people’s attention. But one moment stands out in our minds as the point when we knew how deep the problem of criminals in the NFL actually ran.


It was near the end of March in 1998. Both of us were on the road doing research in separate states. One of us went to a maximum security prison to interview an inmate who is an ex-NFL player doing forty-one years for ordering the murders of a judge and a witness who testified against the player in a federal drug trial. (That story is detailed later in the book.)


The other one of us was in a city where an NFL team is located. There an attractive woman, her hair tucked underneath a baseball cap, arrived for a prearranged private meeting. She wore an oversized coat and looked nervously over her shoulder out of fear that someone may have followed her there.


In a private location, the woman pulled from her purse a handheld tape recorder and a handful of minicassette tapes containing messages recorded off her home answering machine. With her permission, the author used his own tape recorder to record what she played back on hers.


The voice on the tape was that of her ex-husband, a player in the NFL today. The author felt the hair raising on his arms as he listened to death threats left by the player on the woman’s answering machine. He dared her to call the cops. He promised he would take her life. His abuse drove her to finally leave him.


After playing the tape for the author, the woman reached forward, her hand shaking terribly, and shut off the recorder. She was embarrassed, and so was the author.


“You can’t use my name or tell my story in your book,” the woman explained in a hushed tone. “If you do, he will kill me. I have no doubt of that. So I know I’ve taken a big risk in letting you hear these tapes, but I wanted you to understand how real this problem is. And I’m not the only woman. There are many others like me who go through this with these players.”


The particulars of this woman’s experience are not detailed in this book. Her name is not revealed either, nor is her ex-husband’s. But her disclosure to us and the wealth of other information she provided reinforced something we already had come to know all too well in the course of writing this book—there are an untold number of NFL players whose off-field character is in sharp contrast to the heroic persona projected on television.


There are a number of victims whose true names and identifying characteristics have been changed. (Pseudonyms are indicated by asterisks.) But in order to get you, the reader, beyond the made-for-TV image of these criminal players, there is little else that we have held back in our reporting. Thus this warning: the material contained on these pages is extremely graphic. Names are named and violent, sometimes heinous crimes are detailed. The final product, we confess, is not something we are putting on our mothers’ reading lists. Put simply, this is no book for the faint of heart.


We’ve written this way for a reason. You see, those responsible for the mayhem chronicled on these pages are no ordinary criminals. They are perceived as heroes. Rather than being stigmatized like most cons, these pros are cheered, idolized, and highly paid because they bring us thrills.


And we are not talking about just a few bad apples, here. Our research shows that 21 percent—one of every five—of the players in the NFL have been charged with a serious crime. How did we get that number?


The authors began in 1997 compiling a computerized list which identified the names of the approximately 1,590 players who played in the NFL during the 1996–97 season, then added the names of players from the 1997 draft. We then set out to identify how many of those players had a criminal record, a study never before undertaken. Three primary methods were used for checking players’ criminal histories.


First, we solicited records from state criminal repositories on players who resided in states where public information laws allow access to individuals’ criminal histories. For example, Florida, which has the most unrestricted public access laws in the nation, will make available upon written request and the payment of a nominal fee the complete criminal history of any individual who has been charged with a crime by any state or local police agency in the state.


After determining that a total of 480 NFL players from the 1996–97 season and 1997 draft class had resided in Florida at one time or another, we submitted all 480 names with attached birth dates to the Florida Department of Law Enforcement in Tallahassee. In return, we received approximately 100 pages of computer printouts identifying the names and crimes of every player among the 480 who had a record in the state of Florida. (We then contacted individual law enforcement agencies throughout Florida to obtain the actual police reports and court files on many of those cases.) A similar process was repeated in other states which allow public access, albeit more limited in scope than Florida, to an individual’s criminal history.


Second: in states which allow little or no access to criminal history information, we, where possible, performed county-by-county searches of the criminal court docket sheets in those states. This required, in some cases, going to a state and running players’ names and birth dates through public access computer terminals at municipal and district courthouses. In Seattle, for example, we ran approximately fifty names of players who had resided in Washington through a statewide computer database maintained at the King County District Court. In other instances, such as in Texas—home at one time or another to nearly 500 players who played during 1996–97—we relied on computer software which permits access to the criminal court docket listings in three of the state’s biggest counties: Dallas, Travis, and Bexar. The names and birth dates of all players were run through those databases. This method of identifying players who had been charged with a crime was used in Texas, Ohio, Minnesota, Michigan, Washington, and Georgia, as well as in California’s Los Angeles County.


Third: we contacted by telephone and written correspondence over forty-five police departments around the country seeking to obtain information on player arrests. Of the departments whose policies permit the release of such information, we then sent individual names and birth dates of players to the records’ clerks and in return received reports documenting players who had been charged with crimes in those jurisdictions.


Ultimately, of the approximately 1,590 NFL players from the 1996–97 season, there were 509 players (over a third of the entire league) whose criminal histories were sufficiently researched to form the sample base for this study. Relying on the methods explained above, any NFL player whose criminal history was either 1) checked by the authors in two states or more, or 2) cheeked in one state where the player resided for five years or longer made it into the sample. These criteria qualify our sampling as being random because the players in the survey group were chosen purely on the basis of record availability, a factor determined by state law.


“This selection criterion should be independent of whether any individual had an arrest history,” said Carnegie Mellon University Professor Alfred Blumstein, the nation’s leading expert on crime statistics, “and so the sample can be seen as reasonably representative of the players in the NFL.” (At our request, Professor Blumstein reviewed the research and provided a written review of our work. More of his analysis can be found in Appendix I.)


Of the 509 players in our study, an eye-popping 109 (21 percent) were found to have been formally charged (arrested or indicted) with a serious crime.* That’s right—one in five. (A complete break-down of the statistics is provided in Chapter I.)


While the statistics generated from the authors’ 509-player index provide the foundation for this book, they do not begin to tell the story. In fact, the numbers may actually be the bright side of the story.


In all, the authors reviewed over 400 reports of NFL players being formally charged with a crime. Over 625 interviews, many of which were tape-recorded, were conducted with individuals from the NFL (both players and coaches, past and present), law enforcement officials, judges, attorneys, crime victims, witnesses, physicians, jurors, sports agents, and scholars, among others, in order to better understand the cases and topics reported in this book. Additionally, the


authors reviewed over 120 criminal case files containing police reports, witness statements, affidavits, crime scene photographs, and medical evidence.


At no time, however, were private investigators used in the collection of data for this book—all research was done by the authors themselves or by paid legal researchers. Nor were any records or criminal history documents obtained that are not lawfully available through the proper filing of a public records request. In all, the authors filed over 100 such requests with law enforcement agencies and courts.


In the end, one conclusion rang true: NFL teams are recruiting a new breed of criminal players, the likes of which should disturb all NFL fans. Gone are the good old days of NFL recruits having rap sheets detailing merely drunken brawls and vandalism. In are the days of lethal violence, rape, armed robbery, home invasion, kidnapping, and drug dealing.


Although much of what is reported in this book will be news to readers, the same cannot be said for the league. All of the players whose crimes are chronicled in these pages had been deemed fit to play after undergoing intense investigation conducted by private investigators employed by the NFL and by individual teams’ scouts.


How do we know how good these investigators are? Consider: while collecting data for this book, the authors hired Northeastern University student J.R. Mastroianni to aid us in filing public records requests.


Several weeks into his work, Mastroianni had an unexpected visitor. A man showed up at Mastroianni’s fraternity house, a copy of the college student’s cable television bill in hand. When one of Mastroianni’s roommates told the man that the young research assistant was not there, the man identified himself as Larry Frisoli, left his phone number, and left instructions for Mastroianni to call him. When Mastroianni arrived at his fraternity house, his roommate told him that “a man from the cable company” had stopped by and left his number.


Frisoli, however, was not from the cable company. He is the president of Special Agent Systems Consultants, a Boston-based private investigation firm. When Mastroianni returned the call, Frisoli began peppering him with questions about a police report Mastroianni had requested from a police department in another state. “Are you working for those guys writing the book on the NFL?” Frisoli asked, indicating how much investigative work he already had done. Frisoli did not volunteer how he obtained a copy of Mastroianni’s cable bill, though it appeared the bill may have been used by Frisoli to find Mastroianni’s home address. Unlike the police records requests Mastroianni was filing, cable bills are not public record.


Frisoli, it turns out, works on contract for the NFL. His team of private investigators is one of twenty-nine such firms the NFL employs to keep track of players—and those who may do damage to player reputations—in NFL cities from Buffalo to San Diego. Repeated messages left at Frisoli’s firm by the authors went unanswered. The NFL, too, refused to discuss how—and why—one of its hired hands was taking time to track down college researchers, instead of, say, tracking down the same criminals that Mastroianni was.


Questions surrounding Frisoli’s actions weren’t the only ones the authors didn’t get to ask. In March 1998, when the research for this book was concluded and statistics and police reports compiled, the authors wrote to NFL Commissioner Paul Tagliabue asking for the opportunity to share the information with him and ask questions about league policy. Through his top press aide, Greg Aiello, Tagliabue declined to answer the questions. “We’ll read the book, I’m sure,” Aiello said. “When it comes out, if anyone wants us to respond, then we’ll respond at that time. But we’re not interested in being part of the book. I appreciate the opportunity.


“We think we have a pretty good handle on what our players are involved in—the good and the bad,” Aiello continued. “This book is going to portray half of our players as a group of criminals and I don’t think there is any way that we are going to be able to change that.”


Half of our players? Our research suggested it was closer to a quarter of the players. Maybe he knows something the authors don’t.
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Crime Pays


“Is your son an organ donor?”


That was the question a medical assistant asked Sara Boyd at 1:30 A.M on May 11,1996, as she stood over her twenty-one-year-old son, Bryan, while he lay unconscious on a gurney in the trauma center at John Peter Smith Hospital in Fort Worth, Texas. Thirty minutes earlier, Sara and her husband, Doug, were awakened by the middle-of-the-night telephone call that every parent dreads. “Mrs. Boyd,” a friend of Bryan’s said as he choked back tears, “I just want you to know that Bryan has been jumped. It’s serious. I prayed with him before the EMTs put him on a stretcher. He moved his lips. I know he heard me.” Other than saying that Bryan was being taken to a nearby hospital, little more by way of detail was provided.


According to the incident report filled out by police officers who responded to a reported “gang fight” outside Bobby McGee’s, a Fort Worth, Texas, bar, “Bryan Boyd was beaten by several white male TCU football players.” Unbeknownst to officers who discovered Boyd lying in a puddle of his own blood that night, Boyd had previously sued TCU football player J.W. Wilson after Wilson assaulted him the previous year. One week before the incident at Bobby McGee’s, Wilson had reached an out-of-court settlement to pay Boyd $6,000 compensation for medical injuries sustained as a result of Wilson’s attack. When Boyd and Wilson crossed paths inside Bobby McGee’s on May 10, Wilson’s teammates asked, “Isn’t that, [Boyd] the guy you beat up last Thanksgiving?”


Later, as the 180-pound Boyd left the bar, Wilson’s teammates Ryan Tucker, J.P. McFarland, Jay Davern, and Billy Thompson—three of whom weighed over 250 pounds—followed him outside. It was payback time. First, words were exchanged. Then, fists started flying in a four-on-one attack. After fracturing Boyd’s skull by ramming him head-first into a brick wall, Wilson’s four teammates nearly kicked Boyd to death while he lay unconscious and hemorrhaging, facedown in the parking lot. Six witnesses, including a bouncer for the bar, told police that the players repeatedly kicked Boyd in the head. The players were then seen running away from the motionless Boyd and speeding off in two vehicles, a blue Blazer and a red Jeep Cherokee. The police report described Boyd as “bleeding from the nose, the ear, around the eyes, possible broken shoulder, busted upper lip, bleeding from back of head.”


When Sara Boyd arrived at the hospital, a doctor and nurse were waiting for her outside the trauma center. “Mrs. Boyd, we’re doing all we can,” said the physician, as he escorted her inside. “But we’ve seen patients with less serious head injuries and lost them.” The nurse suddenly stopped Mrs. Boyd as the group was about to proceed through the double doors into the trauma unit’s emergency treatment area. “Mrs. Boyd, I don’t think you’re prepared for what you’re about to see,” the nurse cautioned. “I’ve never seen a worse assault.”


Hooked up to an IV, Bryan had oxygen tubes running into his nose. A shiny metal pan was positioned under his ear to catch the blood and fluid that was still draining from his head. Much of his upper body was covered in bandages. His face was swollen beyond twice its normal size. Seeing black tread marks resembling the imprint of a car tire across her son’s torso and back, Sara thought that her son had been run over by a car. He had not. The doctor explained that those were imprints from the soles of the shoes worn by the football players.


The doctor left Sara alone, encouraging her to talk softly to her unconscious son. Unable to find a big enough portion of unmolested skin on which to place her hand, Sara gently clutched her son’s garment and prayed. Suddenly, a flash of light interrupted her whispers. A police photographer had entered the room and started taking pictures of Bryan from the foot of the bed.


“Why are you taking pictures?” Sara pleaded with the officer. “This kid is dying.”


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the officer responded respectfully, having just come from the crime scene. “But I have to take these. I’m working this as a potential homicide.”


Ultimately, Bryan Boyd survived, but not without paralysis, memory loss, and permanent brain damage. On June 17, 1996, all four football players were indicted for assault with a deadly weapon capable of causing death or serious bodily injury. None of the players, however, were suspended from the TCU football team. Head coach Pat Sullivan saw no reason to suspend the players “until the criminal justice process has run its course.” It was a convenient stance, given the indicted players’ importance to the team. More particularly, Sullivan’s decision saved the career of Ryan Tucker, TCU’s All-Conference center, who was able to play through the 1996 season, catching the attention of NFL scouts looking for mean and nasty linemen.


Tucker didn’t need to worry that his criminal act would cost him a shot at the NFL. He had every reason to believe he would be welcomed into the league with open arms—at least with the arms that aren’t bound together by handcuffs. But why should Ryan Tucker worry? Although the Boyd family may find it hard to imagine, Ryan Tucker was by no means the worst character in the National Football League.


In April of 1997, while awaiting trial for the violent felony, Tucker was selected in the fourth round by the St. Louis Rams. Reporters, aware of the Rams’ recent problems with criminally deviant players, asked the coaching staff about the decision. “He can finish a fight, that’s a positive,” head coach Dick Vermeil quipped in downplaying to reporters the seriousness of Tucker’s case. Vermeil’s portrayal of the four-on-one beating as a “fight” went unchallenged. Ironically, with the team under scrutiny for the off-field woes of running back Lawrence Phillips, reporters asked little more about the Rams’ willingness to sign a guy who could very well go to prison for his part in nearly killing a man.


Phillips and other high-profile, criminally convicted players such as Michael Irvin not only receive an inordinate amount of attention for their behavior, they also deflect attention from countless other lesser known players with far more disturbing criminal histories. Ryan Tucker, whose past includes two additional allegations of violent assaults, is a classic example. In researching this book, the authors were repeatedly asked, tongue-in-cheek, “How many chapters do you have on the Dallas Cowboys?” The answer to this question was always the same: “None.” Although Michael Irvin is briefly mentioned in the book, the Cowboys are not the focus of a single chapter. The reasons are simple: 1) their problems have already been overreported, and 2) few of the crimes which Cowboys players have been convicted for in recent years compare in seriousness to the crimes detailed in this book.


It’s no secret that NFL teams draft players who have had run-ins with the law, even players who have served time. (As long as they are “players,” of course.) And why not, the logic goes. These guys are not being drafted into the Boy Scouts of America. This is pro football. Besides, if you listen to coaches and NFL team spokespersons, these past “indiscretions of youth” are not serious crimes. Consider Dick Vermeil’s comments after drafting Ryan Tucker. “First off,” Vermeil explained to the press, “character guys get in fights from time to time, especially when they didn’t start it. I like the guys that don’t start it but finish it. I like those kind of guys. This is a physical contact game. … But we’ve got a ton of guys in the National Football League that have some true character problems. I don’t believe this guy does.” Of course not. What coach wouldn’t try to minimize the negative public exposure that his team may face when drafting a violent criminal?


Another popular excuse used by team and league officials to justify the drafting of criminally convicted players goes something like this: as long as these players have served their jail time, it would be unfair to deny them an opportunity to earn a living and become productive members of society. After all, what adult wants to be judged on the basis of the follies of adolescence?


Sounds fair enough. But with mottos like “Just Win Baby,” how far will NFL teams go to rationalize giving players with checkered pasts a new lease on life? Will they forgive a habitual criminal offender if he can run a 4.3 forty? Or draft a violent felon because he can bench-press over 500 pounds? How about a drug dealer? A convicted sex offender? A member of a violent street gang? An accused killer?


The evidence suggests the answer is yes to all of the above.


In researching this book, the authors identified 509 players whose criminal records could be checked in two states or more (see Authors’ Note). Of these 509 players, an amazing 109 had been formally charged with a serious crime.


With NFL Commissioner Paul Tagliabue’s recent strong public stance against players’ off-field deviance, one might wonder how many of the players in the authors’ survey were kicked out of the league.


Answer: zero.


The closest Tagliabue has come to taking a stand against a criminal player was in 1990. Four years earlier, backup offensive lineman Kevin Allen was cut from the Philadelphia Eagles due to poor performance. Days later, he raped a woman and was arrested. After serving thirty-three months in jail following his conviction, he petitioned the league for the opportunity to play again. Tagliabue denied the petition, saying, “The public perception of [Allen’s] being released from prison and then being allowed to return to football is very negative, and there’s validity in the perception. There is a negative public reaction to NFL players who engage in criminal conduct and then are allowed to re-enter the league.”


The commissioner’s stand against a journeyman lineman rings hollow considering the number of other players in the league today who have served time in jail or prison for serious crimes. And his statement in the Allen case flies in the face of the league’s more commonly stated approach toward criminal conduct. “We’re not the criminal justice system,” NFL spokesperson Greg Aiello told the Washington Post in 1994. “We can’t cure every ill in society. You know, we’re putting on football games. And unless it impacts on the business, we have to be very careful [from a legal standpoint] about disciplinary action we take. A player has rights too.”


Unless, of course, he gambles. This misdemeanor offense will get a player banned right quick, and there will be little clamoring from the NFL about due process. Why? Because gambling, like steroids, gives the image of an artificial on-field product, which has a direct correlation to, as Aiello said, the “business” of the NFL. Violent crime, on the other hand, apparently does not.


Together, the 109 players who showed up in the authors’ survey with a criminal history had been arrested a combined 264 times. That’s an average of 2.42 arrests per player.


Keep in mind that the 264 arrests involve only the most serious offenses. Although the authors discovered a substantial number of players who had been charged with minor misdemeanors (credit card theft, shoplifting, urinating in public, disturbing the peace, etc.) and traffic offenses (speeding and driving with a suspended license), none of these offenses are included in the authors’ statistics. The intent was to deal strictly with the more serious criminals in the NFL and the very serious crimes they commit.


A breakdown of the 264 arrests shows:


2 for homicide


7 for rape


4 for kidnapping


45 for domestic violence


42 for aggravated assault/assault and battery (nondomestic violence cases)


25 for other crimes against persons, including robbery and armed robbery


15 for drug crimes, including intent to distribute cocaine, possession of cocaine, and possession of marijuana


32 for crimes against property, including fraud, larceny, burglary, theft, and property destruction


35 for driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs


17 for resisting arrest


40 for other public safety crimes, including illegal use or possession of a weapon and trespassing. (Note: Trespassing was included only when connected to a domestic violence complaint or an incident involving multiple defendants where someone was charged with a more serious offense.)


As astonishing as these numbers are, it may well be only the tip of the iceberg, albeit an iceberg of Titanic proportions. Challenges posed by restrictive public access laws, a near-complete block-out of juvenile criminal records, and the transient nature of NFL players made it impossible to have a complete accounting of all NFL players’ criminal histories.


For example, Oakland Raiders running back Derrick Fenner, who is among the 509 players whose history was checked by the authors, was charged with murder in 1987 in Washington, D.C. (He was ultimately exonerated.) This arrest does not show up in the authors’ statistics because the District of Columbia is not among the jurisdictions that provided criminal history records to the authors.


In all, the authors discovered over fifty additional players whose criminal histories as adults included serious crimes. But these players were not included in the authors’ statistics because their crimes were discovered by methods that failed to meet the strict standard set for inclusion in the database, as explained in the Authors’ Note. (In other words, records checks were done in only one state or in a state where the players resided for less than five years.)


Put simply, the number of crimes (264) and criminals (109) recorded here are conservative.


Have you done a study asking how many serious crimes are committed by a group of 1,700 lawyers or 1,700 plumbers?” asked Aiello, when contacted by the authors for this book. “How are you supposed to know if this [21 percent of the players formally charged with serious crimes] is unusual?”


Yes, all this data begs the question: Are professional athletes in general or NFL players in particular more prone to criminal behavior than the general population? The answer depends on who you compare them to. If you compare them to their ethnic, demographic, and economic “peers”—adult males under thirty-two who have completed college and earn at least six-figure salaries (of the 509 players in the survey, all earn over $150,000 per year—the minimum salary in the NFL—and most earn considerably more, and virtually all attended four years of college)—NFL players would clearly be overrepresented. Typically, college-educated, high-income earners do not commit violent crime.


However, it is somewhat misleading to compare professional football players to others who complete college and earn salaries comparable to those of NFL players. Why? First, unlike NFL players, individuals earning six-and seven-figure salaries are generally not employed to engage in violence for a living. Second, very few people who obtain college degrees and earn NFL-like salaries come from backgrounds similar to those of many NFL players. For starters, 78 percent of the 509 players in the authors’ survey are black. (This figure is consistent with the overall percentage of blacks in the NFL, which was 67 percent during the 1996–97 season.) The research revealed that a fair number of these players come from disadvantaged backgrounds (For a more comprehensive discussion on race, see Chapter 11).


Yet, some point out that it is inappropriate to compare NFL players to men from disadvantaged backgrounds. Most people who grow up in “disadvantaged” circumstances are not given the opportunity to receive a free college education, earn millions of dollars, and become celebrated citizens. Given that NFL players have extraordinary earning opportunities, conventional wisdom suggests they would be less inclined to turn to crime in college for fear of risking all those potential millions as pros. Further, logic dictates that once they enter the NFL, pros would be even less likely to commit crimes because they have so much at stake were they to be convicted.


Neither of these theories were supported by the authors’ findings. Of the 109 players who had been charged with a serious crime, thirty-two were arrested before entering the NFL, sixty-one were arrested after entering the NFL, and sixteen had been arrested both before and after joining the NFL.


The reason, it seems, for this break from conventional wisdom is simple. Virtually every other profession that pays employees NFL-like salaries would hardly recruit criminals. Even fewer would retain workers who commit serious crimes after being hired. And those who earn six-and seven-figure salaries are, at least in part, discouraged from participating in serious crime by the knowledge that to act in that manner would jeopardize the wealth and freedom they enjoy.


But nothing in the data suggests that criminal activity puts an NFL player’s career in jeopardy. Why worry about breaking the law if there is no real risk of losing your millions? The old saying “Crime doesn’t pay” reads a little differently for NFL players. “If you can play, you don’t have to pay.”


The NFL may continue to argue that there is no scientific study proving that its players are disproportionately involved in crime. This posture, however, is slouching under the weight of recurring arrests of players. And this fact remains: at least 21 percent of the men from the most visible class of role models in America have been charged with a serious crime—an average of nearly two and half times per arrested player. To ask for statistical proof that they are worse than the other criminals in society as a prerequisite for doing something about it is to ask the wrong question.


“That should not be the context or basis by which you make your policy,” explained former U.S. Education Secretary and Drug Czar William Bennett in an interview for this book. “You make your policy based on the laws of the land, on the expectation you have for your athletes, on the recognition that they are role models for young people—whether we like it or not. It’s natural for boys, in particular, to look up to these big, fast, strong men. They have a larger place in a child’s imagination and aspirations than the posse of heroes from other categories. They dominate the stage. They are who kids are looking at most. So what they do is critical. They have the possibility for encouraging or discouraging responsible behavior.


“As a result, the expectation of standards ought to be higher for professional athletes,” Bennett continued, “because of the public nature of their profession—the high salaries, public exposure, and adulation. With all the benefits comes responsibility. The fact that some of these criminals are getting a waiver because they are athletes not only corrupts sports, it corrupts the legal system. So, ask the right questions and look in the right places.”


Besides, focusing on whether athletes are any worse than other criminals really misses the more noteworthy point—that professional football players are rarely held accountable for their crimes or stigmatized for their actions due to their athleticism. Simply put, the NFL’s criminal players are treated differently than virtually every other criminal who commits similar crimes.


In March of 1998, after playing through the entire 1997-98 season while under indictment for assault with a deadly weapon, Ryan Tucker walked into a Fort Worth courtroom with his high-priced lawyer beside him. Tucker pleaded no contest to aggravated assault in connection with his role in the beating of Bryan Boyd.* Tucker was sentenced to 180 days in jail. A Fort Worth judge, however, agreed to suspend the jail sentence on the condition that Tucker successfully complete his community service obligation. He was also put on probation for five years and fined $5,000. As a result, his career with the Rams went uninterrupted and he is free to compete for a starting position in 1998.
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Crimes and Punishments


At 10:00 A.M. on Thursday February 26, 1998, Atlanta Falcons head coach Dan Reeves left his office to drive to the Atlanta airport. On the way, Reeves spoke via car phone to the authors about how he handles players who commit crimes. Coincidentally, as the interview began, Falcons starting linebacker Cornelius Bennett stood in a Buffalo, New York, courtroom being sentenced to two months in jail for sexually assaulting a woman in May of 1997.


Before taking over in Atlanta, Reeves coached the New York Giants from 1993 through 1996. In his last draft as coach of the Giants, Reeves objected to picking Nebraska’s star defensive lineman Christian Peter on account of his storied history of criminal allegations involving women. “My philosophy is that you don’t need to bring someone in who already has a problem,” Reeves told the authors. “That’s the reason I was against drafting Peter. Now, I believe in giving people a second chance, don’t get me wrong. But unless it’s an unusual circumstance, I don’t see why you would want to start out with a problem.”


For a guy who doesn’t like starting out with problems, Reeves’s first couple of months on the job in Atlanta could not have been worse. Hired on January 27, 1997, he barely got used to his new desk before police reports were on top of it detailing crimes far worse than anything for which Christian Peter was ever convicted. On March 19, Fulton County police arrested Falcons defensive back Patrick Bates and charged him with simple battery. Reeves soon discovered, however, that the battery wasn’t so simple. The victim, Bates’s girlfriend, Sophia Billan, was nine months pregnant at the time of the alleged assault. According to the police report, “Mr. Bates pulled her out of bed by her hair and dragged her around the apartment.” The police also documented that Billan was bruised and claimed to have been beaten by Bates previously.


Although not at all pleased with the news, Reeves decided to give Bates one more chance. Not drafting criminal players is one thing, but cutting loose criminally accused players who are under contract is another. Don’t they count against the salary cap? “Once you have someone who becomes part of your organization, to me they are just like family,” Reeves told the authors. “If they’ve got a problem, you have to, just like you would your own children, try to get them help. You have to work with them. I talked to Patrick after his arrest and told him that we could not have those situations.”


Coach to player like parent to child? Maybe in the Lombardiera. But not today. Not with players whose pasts are a tangled web of crime, violence, family breakdown, and, in some cases, poverty. Patrick Bates allegedly was a combination of all these things. A source close to Bates told the authors that as one of three children, Bates grew up amidst poverty in Galveston, Texas. His father abandoned him. Bates, the authors were told, later witnessed the killing of his only brother. The authors confirmed that at age nineteen Bates entered the criminal justice system. According to records obtained from the Galveston County Courthouse, he was charged with assault causing bodily injury and criminal trespass in 1989. Both charges were later dropped by prosecutors. He went on to play football at Texas A&M. In 1993, after his junior season, he left school and became the Raiders’ first-round pick (twelfth overall). In his rookie year in Los Angeles, he met Billan and got her pregnant. Bates declined through his agent to be interviewed for this book.


Bates and other players whose tough upbringing has hardened them are hardly prime candidates for the fatherly approach from coaches. Reeves himself admitted that the league and the players are different today. “Some of the problems we face today with our young people are things that we never thought about years ago,” said Reeves. “I think the game has changed because young people’s lives have changed.”


By the end of March, Billan had given birth to a baby boy, Jarius Bates. Patrick, at that point, had moved into his own apartment. On April 16, three weeks after coming home from the hospital, Billan was nursing her baby at 12:30 A.M. when Bates showed up unannounced. According to police reports obtained by the authors, Bates used a keypad to enter the apartment through the garage. Once inside the garage, he kicked in the door separating the garage from the apartment. Bates then yanked three-week-old Jarius from Billan’s arms before pulling out a handgun. Threatening to kill her, the baby, and himself, Bates proceeded to beat Billan about the head with the gun. “He also advised that if she called the police then he would get in a shoot-out with police and kill them too,” the report states.


Bates did not break into Billan’s apartment alone, but brought with him another female, Amanda Marr. He called Marr into the bedroom and instructed her to pack the baby’s things and then take the baby to the car. Meanwhile, he continued to hit Billan over the head with the gun, “saying he was going to soften her head so that she would suffer brain damage.” The police report noted officers’ observations that Billan had bruises and lacerations to her head, hands, legs, and feet.


Before forcing Billan out of the apartment and into the back seat of the Mitsubishi Montero that he and Marr had driven, Bates pushed Billan into the shower at gunpoint and ordered her to rinse the blood off herself. Once inside the vehicle, Marr drove while Bates sat in the back seat with Billan and their baby son. According to the police report, he held the gun alternately to the head of Billan and the baby, threatening to shoot. Billan later told police that as Marr drove toward Bates’s apartment in nearby Duluth, Patrick smashed a glass object over Billan’s head. Officers later recovered glass fragments from a broken drinking glass in the rear seat.


After arriving at Bates’s apartment, Bates, according to the report, “advised Amanda she could leave, that she didn’t have to be a party to this.” But Marr said she wanted to stay with Bates. And she ignored Billan’s pleas for her to call the police.


Bates then tied Billan’s hands and feet with shoelaces and ordered her to lie on his bed. Billan told authorities that at that point, Bates took a knife, cut the laces, and threatened to stab her. But their crying baby, who was being held by Marr, distracted him momentarily. Bates took the baby from Marr, told the infant that he loved him, and then ordered Billan to lie down on the bed. “He told the victim he was going to have to kill the baby, the victim, and himself,” the report indicates.


In the confusion, Billan asked for permission to first wash the blood from her hands. Though Bates gave his permission, he threatened to harm the child if she tried to escape. But when Billan spotted the keys to the Mitsubishi sitting on the kitchen counter when she was rinsing her hands off in the sink, she grabbed them and dashed out the door. Before she could start the vehicle, Marr came running from the apartment in an attempt to stop her. Quickly locking the doors, Billan started the car and sped off toward her apartment to get help.


When Billan reached her apartment complex, she went directly to a neighbor’s apartment. “I gave her a towel to clean up the blood,” her neighbor said in an interview for this book. “Then I called the police. When they showed up at my house, the officers referred to Patrick as ‘the Falcons person.’ One of the officers had responded to a domestic violence call at their home before.”


After Billan went to the hospital for medical treatment, the police went to Bates’s apartment and arrested him for aggravated assault, kidnapping and endangerment to a child. Marr was also arrested and charged with being an accessory to kidnapping.


This time Reeves took a different approach. One week after Bates’s arrest, on April 24, the Falcons quietly placed his name on the waiver wire. At the time, there were no press releases, formal statements, or explanations from the Falcons’ brass. Nearly ten months later Reeves explained the move in an interview for this book. “We just had to let the players and our fans know that we just weren’t going to put up with that kind of person on our football team,” Reeves said.


For Reeves, it was the first time that he could recall outright releasing someone over a criminal matter. In fact, cutting a player who had yet to be convicted of anything was virtually unheard of in the NFL. In the more than 500 arrest reports reviewed during the research for this book, the authors were able to document only one other player, Tampa Bay’s Lamar Thomas, who was released after only an arrest, and he was signed by another team weeks later (see Chapter 8). In numerous interviews with representatives from teams around the league, the biggest explanation for not releasing players solely on the basis of an arrest was a respect for the player’s due process rights. In other words, it is only fair to let the courts determine guilt or innocence before firing a guy.


Reeves, however, did not take the due process factor into consideration. “I wasn’t worried about that,” Reeves said. “I talked to Patrick and Patrick understood what my stance was. He and I were on the same page. He felt that a change of scenery might be good for him too.”


Through his agent, Steve Zucker, Bates declined a request from the authors to be interviewed about his dismissal from Atlanta. However, Ian Greengross, an attorney in Zucker’s office, confirmed that Bates met with Reeves following the incident and left the team on good terms. However, his explanation for why the Falcons cut Bates loose was considerably different. “They released him a few weeks after the draft,” Greengross explained. “They drafted a couple guys who play his position in the draft. When we talked to the Falcons, our entire conversations with them were based not really on the off-the-field thing, although that was a contributing factor. But it was more of how they saw him in their plans than anything else.”


And there’s the rub. Bates was a second-string player, not even able to maintain a starting position on the Falcons, who went 3-13 in 1996. His absence from the roster would not be missed. “If he had started sixteen games, he wouldn’t have been cut for this incident,” confirmed Greengross. “If you’re a strong starter and a valuable contributor to the team, they’re not going to exercise the full option of cutting you as they can under these nonguaranteed contracts.”


So, what would Reeves and the Falcons do if a key starter got charged with a violent felony? Not three weeks passed from the time Bates was cut before the Falcons got their chance to decide. On May 19, a Buffalo, New York, woman filed a police complaint after being treated at an area hospital for injuries sustained in a rape the previous night. Her alleged attacker? Falcons starting linebacker Cornelius Bennett, a ten-year veteran who was an All-Pro and who had played in four Super Bowls. A key free agent acquisition in 1996, Bennett was earning $13.6 million over four years.


The report filled out by an investigator from the Buffalo Police Department Sex Crimes Unit identified Bennett’s crimes as “rape, sodomy, sexual abuse and unlawful imprisonment.” Facing serious felony charges in New York, Bennett soon met privately with Reeves in Atlanta. “I sat down and talked to Cornelius,” Reeves confirmed. “He explained to me what his side of the story was. And it was one of those deals where you have to let the law take its course.”


Unlike his position in the Bates case, Reeves chose the “wait and see” approach while prosecutors built their case against Bennett. As it turned out, Bennett pleaded guilty to a reduced charge of sexual misconduct on September 9, 1997. Under New York law, “A person is guilty of sexual misconduct when: 1. Being a male, he engages in sexual intercourse with a female without her consent; or 2. He engages in deviate sexual intercourse with another person without the latter’s consent.”


When Bennett entered his plea of guilty, Bates still had not even been indicted. By legal standards, he was still innocent. That could no longer be said for Bennett. Nonetheless, Reeves opted not to suspend or fine him, much less release him. “I think pleading guilty certainly isn’t what you would like for him to do,” Reeves admitted, speaking from a coach’s perspective. “But sometimes there are circumstances where that is the best way to go. The lawyers make that call. All I did was listen to what Cornelius’s story was and why he did what he did. And I was satisfied with it and didn’t take any action.”


Hours after Bennett’s plea, the press asked Reeves what action, if any, he would take. “We’ll have to wait and see what the judge does,” Reeves said back in September of 1997. “When he makes a decision, then we’ll decide what to do.”


Reeves insisted that the difference in his handling of Bates and Bennett had nothing to do with their importance to the team as players. Instead, he pointed to two more practical factors that influenced his actions: 1) the lack of information available to him in the Bennett case and 2) league policy.


“One big difference in these two situations is that I had access to Patrick’s police reports, but not to Cornelius’s because his happened in Buffalo,” Reeves said in an interview for this book. “I’ve seen police reports and gone through them with the police in other cases. Normally you do that. But since Cornelius’s case was in Buffalo, I didn’t have access to them. So I didn’t pursue it. But I was satisfied with what took place and what Cornelius had told me.”


Of course, the Falcons, like any citizen willing to file a public records request, could have obtained those reports had they wanted to. But beyond that, Reeves said he was told that the league would handle the investigation into Bennett to determine whether punishment was warranted. “A lot of the things that individual teams were able to do in the past we are no longer able to do,” said Reeves, referring to new league policy that places investigative powers for off-the-field matters in the hands of the commissioner’s office. “Now the league takes charge. The league said that they were going to take care of the investigation into Bennett’s arrest, and that they would alert us about anything that they don’t agree with. And they never did that.”


Reeves and the Falcons weren’t the only ones told by the league that they would handle the investigation into the Bennett incident. The public heard the same thing. When Bennett pleaded guilty, NFL spokesperson Greg Aiello told the Associated Press that the league was “in the process of obtaining court documents and looking into it.” When asked if Bennett would face possible sanctions from the league, Aiello said, “I wouldn’t rule it out at this point. In a general sense, any person in the league who’s involved in a violation of the law is subject to possible disciplinary action by the commissioner.”


Emphasis on the word “possible.” In theory, it is possible for any player to be punished by the league for committing a criminal offense. In reality, it doesn’t happen unless the crime involves gambling or substance abuse. When pressed to explain why he didn’t as much as fine Bennett in light of having fired Bates, Reeves told the authors: “The league didn’t see that there was any disciplinary action that should be taken as far as Cornelius’s incident was concerned.”


This leads to the question: Did the league really investigate the crime or did they just placate the press by saying they were going to conduct an investigation?


After months of letter writing and telephone calls, the authors obtained the police reports, the police investigation log, the criminal complaint, and the victim’s sworn deposition in the Bennett matter. Due to the sexual nature of the crime, the victim’s name had to be expunged from all the documents before the authors could obtain them. The following account is based on those documents, as well as numerous interviews conducted with law enforcement officials and Judge Robert T. Russell, who presided over the case. The authors also spoke with the victim’s mother on numerous occasions by telephone.


On May 18, 1997, Cornelius Bennett was in Buffalo to attend a social event honoring ex-Bills quarterback Jim Kelly. While in town, Bennett stayed at the Hyatt Hotel located at 2 Fountain Plaza. At 5:30 on the afternoon of the eighteenth, Bennett asked twenty-six-year-old Clarisse Messner* to come to room 1611, which the Hyatt’s hotel register listed as being occupied by Cornelius Bennett. His pregnant wife did not accompany him to Buffalo, choosing instead to remain behind in Atlanta.


Messner was well acquainted with Bennett from his days with the Bills. She first met him when she was sixteen years old. Having known him for ten years, she went willingly to his room. “While there, he asked me to remove my clothes, which I did,” Messner said in her deposition. She was willing to go along with Bennett until what began as another garden-variety case of an athlete cheating on his wife turned painfully violent. “During the course of kissing, Cornelius Bennett did … insert his penis into my rectum,” Messner’s deposition continued. “At no point did I give consent to this type of sexual intercourse.”


The report filed by the police on May 19 charged Bennett with sodomy, a first-degree felony. In New York, sodomy is the technical term for anal rape. The statute defines sodomy as forcing a person to “engage in deviate sexual intercourse,” which New York courts have defined as “ ‘contact’ between the penis and the anus, [or] the mouth and the penis….”


Bennett was also charged with unlawful imprisonment. According to the police report, Messner “was not permitted to leave when she asked to do so.”


The prosecutor’s complaint filed on September 4, 1997, indicated that “the defendant … did subject the victim to deviate sexual intercourse without her consent by inserting his penis into her rectum, causing pain and lacerations.” After Bennett’s lawyer reached a plea agreement with prosecutors, the words “by inserting his penis into her rectum causing pain and lacerations” in the complaint had a line drawn through them. The words may have changed, but that did not erase the fact that Messner had actually suffered injuries from sexual assault that required medical treatment. According to the Sex Crimes Unit’s case log, officers noted on May 19 that the “victim was treated at [name deleted] hospital, following the attack.” On May 21, the log notes that a rape kit was performed, but the details are blotted out in order to protect the victim’s privacy. Finally, when Judge Russell accepted Bennett’s guilty plea, he had to postpone sentencing because all the medical costs—which Bennett was required to pay—had not been assessed yet.


When Bennett was finally sentenced on February 26, he told the press, “This is the first time in my life I’ve ever had to go through anything like this. I just wish I could take back that night altogether.” No doubt the victim had never been through anything like that either. And she probably wouldn’t mind taking back that night as well.


Reading from a letter written by Messner, Judge Russell quoted her belief in Bennett’s “need for a wake-up call.” The judge agreed, giving Bennett sixty days in jail. He also sentenced him to three years’ probation, fined him $500, ordered him to pay restitution to the victim for medical bills, and ordered him to perform 100 hours of community service.


“That sentence is excessive and unduly harsh,” said Bennett’s defense attorney, James M. Shaw, whose brother Joe is Bennett’s agent. “There were over 30 letters of reference and testimonials from religious, sports and community leaders who recommended that Mr. Bennett be put on probation for the exemplary life he had led not only in Western New York but in Atlanta.”


Shaw’s response didn’t exactly qualify as a news bulletin. His job as a defense lawyer is to make excuses for his clients.


The NFL, on the other hand, has no such excuse. Yet the commissioner’s office chose not to so much as fine Bennett.


When the authors contacted the Buffalo Police Department in the winter of 1997 to request copies of the police reports in the Bennett case, no other request had been made for the documents up to that point in time. Lieutenant David Mann of the Sex Crimes Unit, who approves the release of any reports pertaining to sex-related offenses, informed the authors that it would take weeks for the department to go through the reports and expunge protected information such as the victim’s name and address. This suggests that seven months after the police reports were filed, the NFL had not obtained copies of them from the police department. It remains a mystery what Aiello meant when he told the AP back on September 9, 1997, that the league was “obtaining court documents and looking into it.”


Dan Reeves, who initially told reporters he would reserve making any disciplinary decisions until after the judge imposed a sentence, followed the NFL’s lead. This despite Judge Russell’s determination that Bennett’s crime was sufficiently serious to send him to jail. “The sentence was fair, reasonable, and justified based on the facts of the case,” Judge Russell said in an interview for this book. “He had admitted his culpability and responsibility for the offense by entering a plea of guilty. Having evaluated the medical records and the impact it had upon the victim and the victim’s family life, the sentence was justified. If someone else committed the same offense, whether it was him or some other citizen who engaged in the same or similar conduct, I would have imposed the same sentence.”


Contrary to popular opinion, judges do not routinely give professional athletes preferential treatment. The same cannot be said for coaches and general managers. “Our hands are tied on these things,” Reeves said several times. “That is up to the league.”


Strangely, Reeves admitted that he didn’t wait to get a green light from the league before taking action in the Bates case. “I never talked to the league,” he said. “I came in and saw the things that went on and just felt like we needed to release him.”


Bennett was scheduled to begin serving his sixty-day jail term on April 13, 1998. Instead, he filed an appeal. A New York Appeals Court judge delayed the start of the jail term, allowing Bennett to remain free while the State Supreme Court determined whether his case deserved a review. The appeal was ultimately denied and on April 30, 1998, Bennett surrendered to New York authorities and began serving his sixty-day sentence. He showed up at jail with his wife and two-month-old daughter.


And whatever became of Patrick Bates?


On March 23, 1998, just weeks before Bennett’s jail sentence was announced, Bates pleaded guilty to a felony charge of criminal damage to property and second degree battery. He was sentenced to five years’ probation, fined $5,000, required to complete a violence class and continue psychotherapy, pay $711 to Billan for medical bills, and make child support payments. He did not get any jail time.


On May 5, 1998, he signed a free agent contract with the Oakland Raiders.


Both Bennett and Bates will be in uniform for the 1998 season.
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Risky Business


The Falcons’ experience leaves the lasting impression that the more talented the player, the higher the threshold for tolerating crime. And the Raiders’ decision to sign Bates suggests even reserve players who are violent criminals can get picked up by another team as long as there is a need for their talent. These cases illustrate the dilemma of every NFL coach and general manager: What do you do when a player, particularly a starter or key role player, is convicted of a violent crime? Keep playing him, hoping it never happens again? Or punish him and risk losses?


As the authors discovered, teams have paid a high price for taking the risk of playing a star convicted of violent crimes. But the risk is irresistible—and will be taken over and over again—if the talent is there.


On March 22, 1992, Kansas City Chiefs wide receiver Tim Barnett was arrested for battery against his wife. Barnett appeared before Johnson County District Judge John Anderson III on June 25 and pleaded guilty to the lesser charge of disorderly conduct. Anderson sentenced Barnett to thirty days in jail, but agreed to suspend the sentence if Barnett completed counseling and refrained from further violation of the law for a full year.


Then on June 5, 1993, three weeks shy of completing his one-year probation term, Barnett was again arrested. This time Barnett had assaulted his wife and threatened her with a Colt Python handgun. He was charged with making a terroristic threat and aggravated assault, both felonies, as well as one count of misdemeanor assault. In another plea-bargained deal, Barnett pleaded guilty to misdemeanor assault and battery. Judge Anderson, on October 27, then revoked the suspension on Barnett’s previous thirty-day jail sentence and ordered the wide receiver to jail. But the Chiefs were in mid-season and Anderson agreed to delay the imposition of the sentence until no later than January 4, 1994. Presumably, the Chiefs’ season would be over by then and Barnett’s incarceration would not interfere with his career.


There was one small problem. The Chiefs made the playoffs. And by the time January 4 arrived—the day Barnett was supposed to surrender himself into custody—the Chiefs were four days away from hosting the Pittsburgh Steelers in a second-round playoff game. Barnett was one of quarterback Joe Montana’s primary receivers and his presence in the lineup was crucial for the Chiefs to win the game.


On the morning of January 4, Barnett’s attorney, William Grimshaw, petitioned Judge Anderson to further delay the imposition of Barnett’s jail sentence until after the playoffs were concluded. “Barnett’s job with the Chiefs would be in jeopardy if he had to miss the playoffs Saturday,” insisted Grimshaw.


Anderson, whose patience was exhausted, rejected the request and ordered Barnett to jail effective immediately. “I can’t really justify treating you a whole lot different than I would treat anybody else just because you’re a Kansas City Chiefs player,” said Judge Anderson from the bench. “Now, am I supposed to just cross my fingers and hope this time it’s going to stick, and next time we’re not going to have to have you in here for hurting somebody real bad? I don’t feel comfortable with that.”


Hours after announcing the sentence, Judge Anderson suddenly took ill and left the courthouse. Meanwhile, Grimshaw filed a notice of appeal and moved for Barnett to be released on bond. Assistant District Attorney Melinda Whitman argued that the appeal should be denied, saying the two sides had previously agreed to sentencing terms and that the appeal would probably be withdrawn as soon as the season concluded.


District Judge Pro-Tern Robert Morse, sitting in Judge Anderson’s place, said he was required to set the bond, which he did at $1,500. Grimshaw secured the bond and Barnett was released.


“That’s not right,” Johnson County District Attorney Paul Morrison told the Kansas City Star shortly after Barnett’s release. “Mr. Barnett needs to be in doing his time, not because he’s a Chief but because he keeps breaking the law.”


Yet the Chiefs were glad to have their criminally convicted receiver available for Saturday’s game. “Our understanding is that he’s available to us for the rest of the season,” Chiefs director of public relations Bob Moore told the Kansas City Star.


Having Barnett in a football uniform rather than a jail uniform proved crucial to the Chiefs’ success. With less than two minutes remaining in regulation and Kansas City trailing the Steelers by seven points, Joe Montana was orchestrating one of his trademark come-from-behind drives. Ultimately, Barnett was on the receiving end of Montana’s game-tying touchdown pass, sending the game into overtime, where the Chiefs went on to win. Barnett’s spectacular reception sent sold-out Arrowhead Stadium into a frenzy.


The following day, the Kansas City Star dubbed Barnett “the toast of the town.” His clutch performance caused fans and sports-writers to quickly forget that Barnett was a twice-convicted criminal who should have been in jail. The following week Kansas City was eliminated from the playoffs. Barnett, meanwhile, remained free as he and his attorney continued his appeal.


On June 24, 1994, with Barnett still free, Judge Anderson’s expressed apprehension about Barnett “hurting somebody real bad” became a reality. That morning, Barnett, along with two friends, was staying at a hotel in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He was in town to attend a friend’s wedding. At approximately 11 A.M., Tanisha Warren,* a fourteen-year-old housekeeper who was working in her first part-time job, knocked on the door to room 215. Although Barnett and his two friends were inside, they did not respond. Noticing the door was partly ajar, Warren called out, “Housekeeping.” Still hearing no response, she repeated, “Housekeeping.”


Convinced that the room was vacant, Warren did as she had been trained and entered the room to clean it. To her surprise, she discovered the three men when she entered. “Do you want any service?” Warren asked nervously.


“Yeah,” responded one of the men.


Walking between the men, who were positioned on their respective beds, Warren restocked the room with clean towels and drinking glasses before going in to clean the bathroom. Exiting the room after completing her duties, Warren was stopped by Barnett.
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