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To my wife, Carolyn.
For putting up with my nonsense.


INTRODUCTION

IF YOU’VE TAKEN THE TIME and effort to open to this page, chances are you are one of them.

You know who you are. You’re a tortured, teased, and tantalized New York Jets fan. You’ve endured a lifetime of disappointment with only a speckle of joy sprinkled in but not without experiencing a kaleidoscope of emotions.

You’ve lived through the angst of playoff-less seasons, one after another after another. You’ve suffered through the stinging disappointment of heartbreaking playoff losses in the very few times your beloved J-E-T-S, Jets, Jets, Jets have actually qualified for postseason play.

You’ve absorbed the embarrassment of 1–15. You’ve watched in horror as defensive end Dennis Byrd, one of the more popular players in team history, suffered spinal damage and was paralyzed after—of all things—he collided with one of his own teammates while trying to sack the quarterback.

You’ve watched in sadness as former general manager Dick Steinberg, always a classy, dignified, good man, succumbed to cancer.

You’ve watched in amazement while one player, offensive guard Carlton Haselrig, went missing for weeks and the team could not find him.

You’ve watched with bewilderment as team owner Leon Hess, while vacationing in the Bahamas, decided one winter morning that Rich Kotite was the answer to his team’s annual ailments.

You’ve watched in anger as Bill Parcells, after bringing the troubled franchise to the brink of the Super Bowl, walked away without finishing the job, leaving the organization in a similar condition to the one it was in when he arrived three years earlier as the savior—in a state of disorganization.

Bill Belichick’s tenure as the team’s head coach, which lasted some 12 hours, followed. And then, after Belichick’s stunning and memorable resignation on the very day he was to be named as head coach, Al Groh was soon in control. That, of course, lasted only a year before Groh fled for the security of the college game at his alma mater, Virginia.

Following the death of Hess and the introduction of Woody Johnson as the new owner of the franchise came Herman Edwards. And with Edwards, the fiery, motivational machine, arrived new hope for Jets fans.

The Jets made the playoffs in their first two seasons under Edwards, losing a first-round wild-card playoff game at the end of his first season after dramatically propelling themselves into the postseason with a last-second victory on the final game of the regular season and then winning the AFC Eastern Division and winning a playoff game. His third season was a step-back season foiled by the preseason injury to starting quarterback Chad Pennington.
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Jets fans are waiting to celebrate a championship after all of the heartache and close calls they have endured.

Despite having no titles to show for his five seasons (2001-05), Edwards did lead them to the playoffs three times.

Edwards, a highly perceptive type, became well acquainted with the passion of the Jets fan, truly a unique breed.

“They’re very passionate,” Edwards said. “Historically, the fans of this organization have been very, very supportive of this football team, particularly considering the fact that the team has led somewhat of a nomad life. The franchise started off as the Titans in New York 40-some years ago and then was at Shea Stadium and then was out of Shea and then was playing in the Meadowlands. … The fans have just kind of followed them along from place to place. The team goes, and there go the fans with them.

“What’s unique about it is there are so many people in the past 25 years that have left New York but are still big Jets fans. They’re all over the country. Wherever you go, you’ve got Jet fans. When we’re in Miami, almost half the stadium is filled with Jets fans.

“Based on the fact that the team has not won a lot of championships, it makes you wonder why they stay so loyal. With Dallas, for example, there are so many Cowboys fans because they won so many world championships. Well, the Jets haven’t won but one. The Jets fans are waiting on their day to come. They’re waiting on their day of deliverance.”
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BRUCE COSLET

WHEN THE JETS BROUGHT in Dick Steinberg as general manager and Bruce Coslet as coach, it seemed they were moving into the 20th century after being stuck in the Joe Walton era.

Coslet, however, proved to be too meteoric in his dealings with the team. He, too, came off as a coach who thought he invented the game, often patronizing reporters and chastising them for having no idea what they were talking about.

All the while, though, Coslet failed to win enough games to support his arrogance. In fact, he coached the Jets for four seasons and never produced a single winning year, making the playoffs once with an 8–8 record and quickly bowing out in a wild-card loss to the Oilers in Houston in 1991–92,

Most telling of Coslet’s downfall was his inept offense, which produced only 36 points in the final six games of the 1993 season. Coslet had arrived as a supposed offensive guru after having been a successful offensive coordinator with the Cincinnati Bengals.
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Bruce Coslet had all the answers for why the Jets couldn’t win. In the end, the result was his firing.

BRUCE, WHY?

After his third game as an NFL head coach, Bruce Coslet refused to make his way down from his second-floor office to the press room on the first floor for an interview the day after a 30–7 loss to the Buffalo Bills. Instead, he conducted a conference call from his office to the press room.

The entire scene made for a rather humorous moment as nine beat writers hovered around a small speakerbox talking to the head coach who was in his office—no more than a 20-yard field goal away.

The first question, which came from Peter Finney Jr., then the beat writer for the New York Post, was: “Bruce, why are you doing this?”

Coslet explained that he was too busy to come downstairs for a press conference, claiming that because the Buffalo game was a Monday night game, he had no time on a Tuesday for a press conference.

“It’s because I don’t have time to deal with you guys today,” Coslet said. “I’m in the middle of a game plan. I got my whole staff in my office, and we’re working on New England, our next opponent. We’re a day short, that’s the reason. Next question.”

COSLET UNPLUGGED

One of Bruce Coslet’s memorable moments and first of many attempts at media manipulating came when he closed the doors to the press room in his first year and asked everyone to turn off their tape recorders.

The press room at the Jets’ facility, Weeb Ewbank Hall, was crowded even though it was about half full. It was completely silent. Coslet, who always looked nervous, stood with a crumpled piece of white notebook paper that he always had with him. It was his agenda for the day.

Speaking about quarterback Ken O’Brien, whom he inherited upon taking the Jets’ job and with whom he wasn’t enamored, Coslet went off in an off-the-record session with reporters, “Look, you know my quarterback sucks. I know my quarterback sucks. Everyone knows my quarterback sucks.”

Coslet’s message: he didn’t have the kind of quarterback he needed to win.

“AM I GOING TO BE PARALYZED?”

On November 29, 1992, against Kansas City, Scott Mersereau lined up on defense as he always did. As the play broke, he realized it was a stunt. He ran around the corner and zeroed in on Kansas City quarterback Dave Krieg. Krieg was his for the taking. He ran at him with all of his momentum and strength as Krieg stepped up to throw. Pow! Out of nowhere, a helmet hit him in the chest, and he crumpled to the ground, gasping for air.

But Mersereau was lucky. Dennis Byrd, another Jet, had come around the opposite side of the line and grabbed Krieg right as Mersereau got to the quarterback. The helmet that knocked the wind out of Mersereau was Byrd’s. Byrd lay motionless on the Giants Stadium turf.

“Am I going to be paralyzed?” he asked as he looked up at the team of Jets doctors.

As Mersereau walked off the field trying to regroup from the blow, he saw Byrd being carried away on a stretcher with the team orthopedist and assistant trainer and realized what had happened and how serious the injury was.

As Byrd was carted away, several teammates hurried over and gently touched him. Veterans James Hasty, Paul Frase, Brian Washington, Mike Brim, R.J. Kors, and Marvin Washington, his best friend on the team, were among them.

“You know it could happen to you,” Jets linebacker Mo Lewis said. “But when it happens to a teammate, it’s even more scary because it could’ve been you.”

By the time Byrd was rushed to New York’s Lenox Hill Hospital, he had no use of his legs and only partial use of his arms.

WIN ONE FOR BYRD

The week after Dennis Byrd was paralyzed, the Jets faced the Bills in Buffalo. The Bills had beaten the Jets in the teams’ previous 10 meetings.

The team’s spirits were buoyed by the news that Byrd had gained some voluntary movement in his legs. Before the game, Jets cornerback James Hasty walked up to linebacker Kyle Clifton during pregame warmups. The mood was somber but hopeful, thanks to the news about Byrd. But the pregame feeling was far away from the jacked-up mood the team usually is in as it readies for Sunday battle. Byrd’s injury the week before had cast a pall over the team.

“It is in God’s plan for us to win,” Hasty said to Clifton. “No matter what they do, we are going to win [this] game.”

Clifton, one of the most religious men on the Jets’ roster at the time, quietly nodded to Hasty, as if to acknowledge that he was on the same wavelength as his teammate and that there was no way he was going to let the team down on that day. Shortly after Hasty’s poignant words to Clifton, the team got together for the pregame huddle, and that somber mood took a palpable turn toward raging fire. It was that fire that carried the Jets that day.
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Dennis Byrd stands strong during a halftime ceremony at the 1993 season opener–less than a year after he was paralyzed in a collision with teammate Scott Mersereau.

Byrd, who’d undergone surgery five days before the game, watched from his hospital room with his wife, Angela, and his parents.

“It was nothing but heart,” defensive tackle Mario Johnson said, pointing to his chest. “You tried to keep your emotions in control, but we were all whacked out. I knew Dennis was watching, and I knew if I messed up, I couldn’t live with myself, and I knew Dennis couldn’t live with it. I was out there playing for Dennis.”

The Jets upset the Bills in Buffalo, 24–17, in honor of their fallen teammate. It was just one win in a 4–12 season, but it was memorable.

VICTORY CIRCLE

After the victory over the Bills, about 20 Jets players and coaches squeezed into a room adjacent to the visitors’ locker room to speak to Dennis Byrd in a telephone conference call. The room was sweaty and cramped. Some players still had full uniforms on. Some were in a state of undress. Nearly all had tears in their eyes.

Cornerback James Hasty told Byrd how fired up the team was in his honor, adding how sad it was that he wasn’t there with them to share the moment. Byrd was there, though. It was as if he could reach through that phone line and slap every one his beloved teammates on the back of their helmets to congratulate them. Byrd didn’t make any tackles or sacks in that game, but he was the most valuable player in the game, even if from afar.

In fact, Byrd told his teammates that he was, indeed, there with them, causing an uproarious reaction. The mood of the call shifted from tense to celebratory as the players were touched by Byrd’s brave candor.

“I have to believe that Dennis’s spirit was here, but it wasn’t the same as him being physically here,” Hasty said. “Dennis was really happy for us. You couldn’t ask for a better situation than what happened today.”

Defensive end Paul Frase said he thought about Byrd throughout the game, adding, “Whenever I thought about him, I lifted Dennis up to God. I pray for him, and I pray for God to touch his body and touch him with a miracle.”

Byrd would slowly recover to the point where he was able to walk again. He went back home to Oklahoma with his family.

TOO MUCH TALK

One day during the 1993 season, Bruce Coslet told reporters early in the day during his daily press conference that he didn’t think the Jets had enough talent to make a legitimate run for the playoffs and beyond, clearly indicating that he was doing everything he could with a short deck of cards.

“We just don’t have what it takes,” he said matter-of-factly.

Reporters quickly went to some of the veteran players and relayed Coslet’s words. Some players were infuriated. Team leader Jeff Lageman, a defensive end, particularly took umbrage. He refused to believe his coach would say that with so much of the season still to play. Lageman, usually a player with a good relationship with the press, actually grew angry at the thought and immediately sought out Coslet to confirm his words.

Once player reaction reached Coslet, he realized that he had made a dire mistake.

Later in the day, realizing that he’d clearly put the onus on general manager Dick Steinberg and was sending a bad message to his players, Coslet went into damage control. He made an unusual early-evening trip to the press room at Weeb Ewbank Hall.

Coslet entered, looking frazzled, with a cigarette smoked to its filter and burning its way nearly to his fingers. He stood at the door pleading with reporters not to print his words from earlier in the day.

“Guys, I think you might be misinterpreting what I said earlier today, and I’d really appreciate it if you would not use those quotes,” Coslet said, almost begging.

Coslet explained that he was under immense pressure, and he unknowingly let on that Rob Moore, the team’s best receiver and offensive threat, wasn’t going to be able to play that Sunday with a bad leg injury. He said his words were not meant to tweak Steinberg and pleaded that the stories not be written based on the way he had stated things earlier.

Reporters were completely taken aback. They went with the original story anyway, which obviously angered not only Coslet, but Steinberg, as well.

TALKIN’ TRASH

After a 28–7 loss to the Dallas Cowboys, Bruce Coslet got into it with head coach Jimmy Johnson, whom he ripped for continuing to let his defenders blitz in a game that was seemingly already decided. On the way off the field, Coslet berated Johnson for blitzing quarterback Boomer Esiason and knocking him out of the game during garbage time in the fourth quarter. Johnson completely ignored Coslet’s rants and walked away.

“I was a little perturbed he would double-safety blitz leading, 28–7, and try to knock Boomer out of the game,” Coslet said after the game. “I didn’t mind him blitzing Browning [Nagle, the backup] when we were down there trying to score. But 28–7? You don’t do that.”

Johnson was typically smug in his retort.

“Someone needs to pass me a note or give me the rule when we are supposed to blitz and when we can’t blitz. I don’t know. We just try to win ball games. When the other team tries to score, we try to stop them. Again, I haven’t read the manual yet as far as what defenses we’re supposed to play at the end of the game.”

CARY ON

One week after the loss to the Cowboys, the Jets traveled to cold Buffalo to face off against the hated Bills.

With 53 seconds left in the game, Cary Blanchard stood behind the 42-yard line and looked at the uprights. The score was 16–14 Buffalo, and this kick would determine whether the Jets went home with a playoff berth or just went home.

Before the game, Blanchard had been a perfect 12 for 12 from inside the 40-yard line, but two earlier misses from 27 and 41 yards out had put the pressure on this kick. It was all or nothing.

It turned out to be nothing.

Blanchard reached back and let the ball have it. It looked true and dead straight on.

Then it veered left, as had his other two misses.

“I’m not going to blame anything on the wind,” Blanchard said of the nine-degree temperatures with 28-below-zero wind-chill temperatures. “The guys went out there and busted their butts, doing everything they can to get back with a win, which we needed badly. It’s disappointing for me to miss three in a game. I don’t think I’ve ever done that in my whole career.”

Blanchard was stand-up afterward. And his teammates didn’t blame him for the loss.

“He had an off day, but we all do, don’t we?” safety Brian Washington said. “He’s human.”

Still, though, there was a foul feeling of doom amongst the Jets, who’d seen this type of team failure too often before.

“I’ve been here for four years, and I’m tired of ifs, and I’m tired of almosts. Almost doesn’t put a victory in that left-hand win column,” Washington said.

“We’re missing something. Whatever it is, I don’t know,” Boomer Esiason said. “If you want to get to that next level, these are the games you have to win.”

Under Coslet, the Jets would never get to that next level.

HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM

Houston is a place whose mention brings immediate heartburn to Jets fans.

During a familiar stretch of futility, the Jets lost to the Oilers in Houston three years in a row at the end of the season, each loss spinning a different sordid storyline.

On January 2, 1994, the final day of the 1993 season with a playoff berth on the line, the Jets were shellacked, 24–0, by a dysfunctional Oilers team, which saw two assistant coaches (Buddy Ryan and Kevin Gilbride) fight with each other on the sideline during the game in the Astrodome.

Making matters so typical of the Jets was the fact that every star aligned perfectly earlier that day to allow them to win and make the playoffs. Before the Jets took the field at the Astrodome in a late game, the Miami Dolphins had lost to the New England Patriots in overtime. That left open the final playoff berth in the AFC for the Jets to seize with a win. You would have thought they would play the game as if it were the last in their careers, but instead of seizing the opportunity and beating the Oilers, the Jets were crushed, looking listless and inept.

They could not stop the Oilers’ pass rush, which ran rampant over their offensive line. Their defense offered little resistance of the Houston offense.

They finished the season 8–8 and out of the playoffs. Again.

“It was an embarrassment,” Jets cornerback James Hasty said after the game. “If anybody doesn’t think it was an embarrassment, and they walk up to me and say that, I’ll slap their face.”

For Bruce Coslet, who had no idea he’d coached his last game as a Jet, it was a familiar place to end the season in disappointment. His only playoff season as the Jets’ head coach ended in a 17–10 loss to the Oilers in the 1991 wild-card round.

“This is the first time this year that we got our rear handed to us,” Coslet said after the 24–0 loss. “There was no turning point, no deciding point. They handled us handily.”

Boomer Esiason, the Jets’ quarterback, who went 0–7 in Houston while with the Cincinnati Bengals, said, “We didn’t lose our playoff berth here at this stadium. We lost it a lot earlier in the season. There were so many games we could have won that this game shouldn’t have mattered. But we probably saved our worst game for last.”

And it was in Houston at the end of the season. Of course.

“CUT BRUCE LOOSE”

A column in the New York Post produced a huge headline, which ranted: “Fire Him!” on the back page and “Cut Bruce Loose” on the inside page where the story ran. The point of the column was simply that Bruce Coslet had taken the Jets as far as he could and that it was time for a change. Four years, no winning seasons, and one wild-card playoff loss. It was time for Coslet to go.

Apparently, the Jets’ management agreed with the Post’s assessment, and Coslet was fired shortly after the column ran.

Coslet was either a brilliant sun-splashed day or a deadly hurricane. There was never anything in between, and it affected the players, who—like him—lacked consistency.

After Coslet was fired, Boomer Esiason, the homegrown quarterback from Long Island whom Coslet had in Cincinnati and brought to New York, was livid, particularly at reporters who he believed tried to bring Coslet down.

Pete Carroll, who was Coslet’s defensive coordinator and close friend, was elevated to head coach. Little did he know how little time he would get before suffering the same fate as his friend and former boss.

“We never considered anyone else [other than Carroll], but we know him and he knows us,” Steinberg said, “It’s been a four-year interview.”

Unfortunately for Carroll, that four-year interview bought him only one year as the Jets’ head coach.
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PETE CARROLL

WITH PETE CARROLL came a different approach. There was a youthful enthusiasm that followed Carroll wherever he went, and there was a sense that because of the way he treated his players, they would do anything for him.

That, however, lasted only so long.

The installation of a basketball court alongside the practice field, the three-point shooting contests with players and coaches, the bowling outings, the penalty-kick soccer contest he conducted with U.S. soccer player Tony Meola, whom the team signed as an experiment, all turned out to mean nothing as he, like so many before him, failed to win.

Nothing would mark Carroll’s downfall more than one game on a Sunday in November. It was a day from which neither Carroll, nor his players, nor the fans, nor the Jets’ organization would recover for a long time.
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Pete Carroll led the Jets for one season. His energetic approach was refreshing to his players, but there was not enough change on the gridiron to impact the final scores.

“CLOCK! CLOCK! CLOCK!”

The Jets were 6–5 and ready to flex their muscles in the AFC East with the rival Miami Dolphins playing in their house—even though it was named Giants Stadium.

The Jets built leads of 17–0 and 24–6, and the house was rocking. A win and the Jets would be 7–5 and have a share of first place in the AFC East. After that, who knew how far they could go?

Then, before everyone’s disbelieving eyes, everything went to hell,

Dan Marino, the Miami quarterback, was conducting a hurry-up offense attack on the Jets, who were leading 24–21. Once at the eight-yard line and with the clock down to less than 30 seconds remaining in the game, Marino was instructing his teammates to get set at the line of scrimmage so he could spike the ball to stop the clock.

“Clock! Clock! Clock!” he yelled as his players set.

With the Jets’ defense expecting a spike and a breather, Marino took the snap and dropped two steps back. He didn’t spike the ball. He tossed it to receiver Mark Ingram in the end zone for the game-winning touchdown with 22 seconds remaining. The Jets’ defense stood in place and tried to figure out what had just happened.
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Dolphins quarterback Dan Marino fades back to pass over the fooled Jets defense in Miami’s 28-24 win in 1994. The Jets defenders thought Marino would spike the ball to stop the clock; instead, Marino fired the game-winning touchdown to Mark Ingram, and the Jets were left scratching their heads.

They were duped.

Dolphins 28, Jets 24.

AT A LOSS

Jets left tackle Jeff Criswell sat slumped on the stool in front of his locker, his voice barely audible. Criswell had felt disappointment before as a Jet, but this 28–24 loss to Miami was excruciating. The face on this 6-foot-7 behemoth was beet red. He looked like he was about to explode, but his ability to act on that angry energy was sapped from him by the shock of the loss.

“I’m at a loss for words right now,” he said. “I’m frustrated. It’s hard for me to believe.”

“It’s hard to put in words how you feel after a loss like this,” Jets quarterback Boomer Esiason said. “You feel like your team has turned the corner, and you feel like it’s coming around, and this kind of thing happens. You just hope we have enough character—and I’m sure we do—to bounce back.”

They didn’t, and they didn’t.

Out with the loss went the character Esiason spoke about. The Jets would lose their final five games of the season.
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James Hasty sounded off about the losing seasons and behind-the-scenes struggles.

HASTY RETREAT

The many years of losing have produced countless Jets players with gripes and unhappiness. None, however, suffered the kind of mental breakdown that cornerback James Hasty did in 1994. Seven years of losing with the Jets finally piled onto Hasty like a gang tackle, and finally he snapped.

“Who can deal with seven years of losing?” Hasty said with the Jets mired in a 6–9 record and about to close out the 1994 season at 6–10 with five consecutive losses. “I’m at a crossroads in my career. I’ve had a good season that’s been overshadowed by what’s happened on this club. I’m a free agent after this year, and what happens is in God’s hands.
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