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  PROLOGUE

  My first exposure to Lamar Hunt was his rear end.

  It came on my first road trip covering the Kansas City Chiefs. This was back in 1981 when the team allowed the media to travel on their charter flights. I had been on the Chiefs beat at the Kansas City Times and Star for two months and it turned out the first regular season game that year was in Pittsburgh against the Steelers, the team I had covered in the previous three years.

  I was excited by the new job, the new team and especially the homecoming where I would see family and friends. The team’s TWA charter landed at the Greater Pittsburgh Airport and the traveling party boarded buses. The caravan rolled up in front of the Greentree Marriott where the team was staying. We then waited for our bags to come out from the storage area under the bus. Like everyone else, I stood and watched what I thought was the bus driver tossing bags out. All I could see was his rear end in grey slacks and a blue jacket. His shoes needed resoling.

  As it turned out, it wasn’t the bus driver. It was Lamar Hunt, who was pulling luggage out of the bottom of the bus. He turned around and handed off a few bags and then said, “Hi Bob, we haven’t met yet, I’m Lamar Hunt.”

  Having grown up in western Pennsylvania, my knowledge of the American Football League fell somewhere between never heard of it and none. Landing in Kansas City, I started to gain knowledge of Lamar Hunt’s baby. I was fascinated by the stories I heard and read about the early days of the Chiefs in Kansas City.

  I also know that many Chiefs fans do not know the stories of the Texans and their battle to survive in the AFL’s first seasons in Dallas against the NFL Cowboys. I’ve worked through the microfilm of the Kansas City papers and found little in those days about the AFL in general and the Texans in particular.

  Over the years I’ve collected so many wonderful stories about Lamar Hunt, Hank Stram, Jack Steadman, and the early days from men like Walt Corey, Jerry Cornelison, Bobby Ply, Tommy Brooker, Smokey Stover, Chris Burford, Abner Haynes, E.J. Holub, Jerry Mays, and so many others. I was educated on the early days of the Chiefs thanks to conversations with Bobby Bell, Buck Buchanan, Willie Lanier, Jim Lynch, Otis Taylor, Jack Rudnay, Ed Budde, and Len Dawson.

  Truly the most interesting character around the Chiefs in my view was Lamar Hunt. There were times when his actions or inaction related to his football team were simply baffling. As an absentee owner, Lamar missed a lot, but his perspective and willingness to share his thoughts and memories, along with his inability to stay mad at anybody for long, was unique.

  Some thirty years after meeting Lamar’s rear end in Pittsburgh, I was sitting with him in the Gold Suite at Arrowhead Stadium. It was during the football offseason and he was in town at that point for business involving the Wizards soccer team. At the time, he was using a cane to get around. His skin was pale and hair patchy from the chemotherapy he was receiving for cancer.

  My list of questions about the early days of the AFL would have taken not hours to answer, but days. With a scratchy voice, he handled them as best he could. Off the top of his head, he remembered the number of season tickets the Chiefs sold in 1965. He constantly deflected questions from anything about him and made fun of himself and his ability to make his way around the country and the world without a single dollar in his pocket. As we talked about those days in late 1959 and early 1960 when the NFL tried to sabotage his AFL, he warmed to some subjects, not so much to others.

  I told him I spent several years studying those early days. “Lamar, I didn’t realize some of the things that happened in those days, they were really out to get you,” I said. “Lamar, you had some balls back then, not running from that fight.”

  He curled his lips in a small smile and didn’t seem offended by my language.

  “I just didn’t think we were bothering anybody,” he said. “I just wanted a team.”

  In the following pages, you will read about Lamar Hunt’s team, including plenty about those early days and tales of the Texans and Chiefs that became part of football legend and lore. I think it’s important to know the backstory of people, places, and things. It was pretty amazing to hear so many stories right from the man in the middle of these tales.

  Spending thirty-five seasons hanging around the Chiefs has been quite a ride. There are so many stories and in writing this book, I’ve remembered some while struggling to recall others. Hopefully you will enjoy reading about Lamar Hunt and his team as much as I enjoyed pulling these tales together.


  CHAPTER ONE

  Lamar Hunt and the Birth of the AFL

  THE LIGHT BULB MOMENT

  The propellers on the American Airlines plane cut through the afternoon clouds that always seem to hover over South Florida. The flight to Dallas had just taken off and a bespectacled young man sitting in the coach cabin was headed home, carrying yet another disappointment.

  Lamar Hunt was just a few weeks short of twenty-seven years old and although he lacked for nothing as a son of one of the world’s richest men, he wanted something that he could not get his hands on. Hunt’s dream was to own a professional football team.

  Hunt chased ownership of a team in the National Football League with the idea of relocating it to Dallas. “I had several conversations with the family that owned the Chicago Cardinals,” Hunt remembered many years later of the Bidwill/Wolfner family. “I went to Miami to speak with them and they said they were not interested in selling the franchise.”

  But something else was on Hunt’s mind as the plane gained altitude over the Everglades.

  “They asked if I knew these other people who talked with them about buying the Cardinals,” Hunt said. “I just remember thinking if there were these people interested in buying a team, why not bring them together and start another league.”

  Hunt liked to say that moment came to him in the manner of those light bulbs that pop up above a character’s head in a cartoon. His fellow passengers did not notice anything other than a young man furiously scribbling on stationery he requested from a stewardess. By the time he was done, there were three pages outlining the early rules and regulations of a new football business.

  From that outline came the American Football League and the Dallas Texans that eventually became the Kansas City Chiefs. Those initial thoughts created an enterprise that would eventually merge with the NFL and create America’s most popular sport and its most iconic sporting event—the Super Bowl.

  The AFL played its tenth and final season in 1969, but its impact is still felt today. It would become the most successful “other” league in American sports history. The idea of the new league became publicly known on July 28, 1959, when NFL commissioner Bert Bell told a Senate subcommittee of its imminent formation. Bell told the senators he spoke with all twelve NFL owners and “not one of them has an objection.”

  Years later, Hunt’s first AFL partner, K.S. “Bud” Adams of Houston, chuckled when that comment was mentioned to him. “Let’s just say we didn’t quite see that type of reaction,” Adams said.

  Two weeks after Bell’s testimony, Hunt announced the new league along with his franchise in Dallas and Adams’s in Houston. A couple weeks after that, Hunt announced a total of six teams and the project’s name: the American Football League. By the end of August, the NFL announced its expansion plans for the 1961 season, with prime possibilities for new teams being the Texas cities of Dallas and Houston. Coincidence? Not hardly.

  “To think that it would be fairly easy to start a new league was just naiveté,” said Hunt. “It was naiveté to think we would be welcomed by the NFL. We really didn’t view ourselves as competition. They did.”

  To describe the AFL’s early years as anything but difficult would underestimate the roller coaster nature of Hunt’s journey in those initial seasons. Adams was quick to join when offered the chance; others needed to be wooed to join the enterprise.

  “When I started going around talking to prospective owners, I didn’t have a thing down on paper; no proposals, no detailed plans of how this would work, no demographics,” said Hunt. “I thought demographics was a Yugoslavian basketball player.

  “The only thing I put on paper was my football map of America. The NFL was concentrated in the North and East. To the NFL a team in Washington was having a team in the South. We helped make the game national.”

  In hindsight, the AFL came together fairly quickly with eight franchises joining in just over three months. Hunt and Adams were given several opportunities to leave the AFL behind and join the NFL. “I don’t think the NFL thought we could get the airplane off the ground,” Adams said. “They thought if they could take the pilots, the plane would never leave the hangar. I wasn’t interested; I was with Lamar.”

  In November 1959 the AFL gathered in Minneapolis for its first draft of college players. It was then the news broke that the NFL had offered the group in the Twin Cities an NFL expansion franchise. By the end of the year it was obvious the AFL had lost the Twin Cities. Oakland was added to replace Minnesota and the league’s charter group was set at eight teams.

  Late in the summer of 1959 there were a dozen pro football teams in the United States, all part of the NFL. Ten years later, there were twenty-six franchises—sixteen in the NFL and ten in the AFL. Half of them brought successful pro football businesses to their cities for the first time: Atlanta, Buffalo, Cincinnati, Dallas, Denver, Houston, Kansas City, Miami, Minnesota, New Orleans, Oakland, St. Louis, and San Diego. In 1970, a merger of the two leagues was completed with all twenty-six teams playing under the NFL banner.

  Lamar Hunt made that happen.

  THEY CALLED HIM “GAMES”

  Lamar Hunt was born on August 2, 1932, in El Dorado, Arkansas, the youngest of seven children born to Haroldson Lafayette Hunt, Jr. and Lyda Bunker Hunt. Lamar was seventeen years younger than his oldest sibling Margaret and was the fourth of four sons in the family after H.L. III (Hassie), Nelson Bunker, and William Herbert.

  His father was a character right out of an early twentieth century novel. Born in Illinois, H.L. Hunt, Jr. worked as a cow hand in the Dakotas, a lumberjack in Arizona, and eventually a cotton farmer in Arkansas. With an inheritance from his father, Hunt acquired an Arkansas cotton plantation in the Mississippi River Delta region. The price of cotton dropped after World War I putting his finances in distress. Things became desperate when Hunt’s plantation flooded, wiping out his crop. Legend has it Hunt took his last $100 and traveled down river to New Orleans and in one weekend of gambling won $100,000.

  He used that money to buy land in Arkansas and Louisiana and got into the oil business. Hunt came to own what was called the East Texas Oil Field, the largest oil deposit known in the world at that time with an estimated seven billion gallons of black gold in the ground. It was surpassed as North America’s largest oil find in the late 1960s by the Prudhoe Bay Oil Field in Alaska.

  Before his 1974 death, H.L. Hunt was among the richest men in the world, estimated to be worth a billion dollars. Hunt and another oil man, J. Paul Getty, were considered America’s wealthiest individuals.

  Lamar Hunt was brought up in an atmosphere where the children learned the value of a dollar and came to understand how to handle themselves and the wealth that surrounded them. What mattered most to a young Lamar Hunt was not oil or geology; it was competition, specifically athletic competition. It’s why his siblings nicknamed him “Games.”

  He seemed to be always playing, organizing, or creating some sort of contest. His sister Caroline remembered when the family dog had a large litter of puppies her baby brother would gather them and line them up like they were two football teams going against each other.

  Games of chance, games of ability—Lamar loved them all, yet few grabbed his attention more than football. Whether in boarding school at The Hill School in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, or at Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Hunt played football. As a quarterback at The Hill School, he led his team to an undefeated season in 1949, the school’s first in twenty-seven years.

  At The Hill School he became close friends with a student from Riverside, Connecticut, named Tom Richey. They would start their own training camp each summer, long before the official start on campus in Pottstown. The leader was always Hunt.

  “He worked out hard, down to the last wrenching wind sprint,” wrote Richey in his 2009 book, Lamar Hunt and the Founding of the AFL. “He burned the midnight oil studying the playbook, dieted with no compromise and took no prisoners with his positive mental attitude. Anything short of an undefeated season was a failure . . . he hated to lose.”

  At Southern Methodist, Hunt practiced a lot, seeing very few opportunities to actually play for the Mustangs. Hunt was a wide receiver, issued number 80 in his last two seasons, and seldom crossed the white line to enter the field of play. In his last year of eligibility he saw about twenty minutes of playing time over ten games.

  But football did not end with his playing days. After college, Richey moved to Dallas and with Hunt, their weekends were dominated by football.

  “Friday night would start by going to the most heralded high school game in the area,” wrote Richey. “We would always get there early to watch the practice and select which players would be standouts.”

  Saturday was for watching SMU, and wherever the Mustangs happened to play that weekend Hunt, Richey and others were at the stadium. Sunday they were home in Dallas, sitting in front of the television watching the NFL. It was in 1957 when Richey remembered the first discussions with Hunt about owning a football team.

  “I saw Lamar getting restless watching the games,” Richey remembered. “One time he commented that Dallas was such a great football city and the Southwest was such a burgeoning area of the United States that it should have a professional football team.”

  It was important to Hunt that he found a way to create a business that was his and not part of the family oil businesses. There were conversations between Richey and Hunt at The Hill School about the young Texan’s goals and aspirations.

  “You know, I always felt it was important to make a name for yourself’,” Richey remembered Hunt saying. “‘You see, Tom, no matter what I do I’ll always be H.L. Hunt’s son. Whatever you do, you’ll be your own man because you don’t have a prominent family.

  “It’s important for me to step out and do something on my own.”

  ZIMA BAT, THEN THE AFL

  The American Football League was not the first business that Lamar Hunt started and nurtured to success.

  It was his second. The first was a partnership with his friend Tom Richey called Zima Bat, with batting cages in two different Dallas locations. Hunt was twenty-two years old, fresh out of Southern Methodist University and working in the family oil business. He was still searching for his own place in the world.

  In his next business venture, Hunt had visions far greater than batting cages. By New Year’s Eve 1959, the AFL was tentatively in place, with only an unsettled situation in Minnesota.

  Many that watched the birth and early growth of the league did not believe it would be a success. The group of doubters included H.L. Hunt, Jr. In late October 1959, Lamar’s father spoke with the Dallas Times-Herald hoping to clear up misconceptions on two points: he was not involved with his son’s business in any fashion and he thought the AFL would not thrive, especially in Texas.

  “I do not believe that either Dallas or Houston can maintain a pro football team,” H.L. Hunt told the newspaper. “There are no cities as small as these in the U.S. which have successfully maintained a professional football team except Green Bay, which also uses Milwaukee. I think Texas is college football minded. A pro football team in Dallas would compete with the colleges in this vicinity and if successful would operate to the detriment of SMU, TCU, Baylor, and North Texas State. A successful pro team in Houston would probably greatly reduce the attendance of Rice, Texas A&M, University of Houston and Texas University . . . I believe that a pro team in Texas would operate at a great financial loss and another disadvantage to those who might operate a pro team anywhere in the South would be that they are injected directly into the segregation problem.

  “I am not especially well informed and do not consider myself an authority on this subject.”

  It was in early November that Lamar Hunt named his team the Texans. Don Rossi was brought in for a position Hunt did not name, but he was essentially the general manager. A former player and assistant coach at Michigan State University, Rossi coached on the high school level in Detroit and then spent four years in the Air Force (1951–54) as director of its global sports program. At the same time, Hunt brought on the Texans first talent scout Will Walls, a coach and scout on the college level in the South and Southwest.

  In late November, the AFL met in Minneapolis for its first draft of college players. It started with each team making a selection based in part on geography. Hunt’s choice was a natural, as he drafted quarterback Don Meredith from his alma mater Southern Methodist. Before the two-day selection meeting was done, 264 players were selected, thirty-three players by each team.

  Hunt, Rossi and Walls began the process of signing players. They inked deals with guard Bill Krisher, a 1958 second-round choice in the NFL out of the University of Oklahoma who had played with the Pittsburgh Steelers in 1958. They also signed end Roland “Buddy” Payne out of the University of North Carolina, who played in the Canadian Football League in 1958.

  But the attention was on players coming out of the 1959 college season and that began with two important signees: North Texas State College running back Abner Haynes and Stanford University wide receiver Chris Burford.

  AFL owners anticipated payrolls between $350,000 to $400,000 per club, with a top price of around $20,000 per player and an average salary of about $10,000. But there were signing bonuses and other perks that were part of the process as well.

  By the time the first AFL season was completed, some estimates pegged Hunt’s financial losses at $1 million. His father was asked about his son’s financial status with the new league and H.L. Hunt reportedly said, “At that rate, he’ll be broke in one hundred fifty years.”

  A NOT SO FRIENDLY NEIGHBOR

  From the first days of what became the National Football League in 1920, through the fall and winter of 1959, the city of Dallas and the state of Texas had but one professional football team. That, in a state that has always been football crazy.

  Come January 1960, there were two pro teams in Dallas and a team in Houston. From zero to three Texas clubs in the span of six months—it was an explosion of professional football in a state that was ready to explode with people. In 1960, the U.S. Census reported a Texas population of 9.5 million, an increase of 24 percent over 1950. A decade later, the state’s population grew another 17 percent.

  The Houston Oilers owned by Bud Adams and Lamar Hunt’s Dallas Texans were in the AFL. On January 28, 1960, the NFL expanded into the Lone Star State with the addition of a franchise in Dallas.

  That an NFL team was going to operate in Dallas as competition against Hunt’s Texans was not a surprise. Within days after Hunt’s formal announcement of the new league, Chicago Bears owner George Halas indicated NFL expansion was coming and that Dallas and Houston were prime sites for new teams.

  “Interesting choices there, wouldn’t you say?” Adams said in a 1984 interview on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the AFL’s first season.

  The established league’s game plan was obvious—they wanted to roil the waters in potential AFL cities with an interest in having a team in the NFL. “All the NFL is after is to drive cities out of our league,” Hunt told the Dallas Times-Herald in January 1960. “If they could drive out enough cities to wreck our league, the NFL wouldn’t talk expansion at all.”

  At a meeting in Miami Beach, Florida, the NFL made good on its intentions to expand and voted to add Dallas. They would have voted in Houston as well, but stadium issues kept the NFL out of South Texas. Instead they announced that the Chicago Cardinals were moving to St. Louis for the 1960 season and Minnesota would field an NFL expansion team in 1961.

  At the same time, AFL owners were holding their own meeting in Dallas. The reaction from the new league to the announcement of a Dallas franchise in the NFL was quick and brought into the discussion the word antitrust.

  “There are antitrust laws to take care of such things . . . we are not tipping our hand as to our course of action, but we are looking into all phases of the matter,” said AFL commissioner Joe Foss. “The National League is striking at the heart of the American League with the idea of folding it . . . it gives you a pretty fair picture of what they have in mind.”

  The majority owner of the NFL’s Dallas franchise was Clint Murchison, Jr., the son of a Texas oilman. Clint, Jr., owned 95 percent of the club and the other five percent was in the hands of Bedford Wynne, a Dallas lawyer and businessman. By the time the league made their franchise official, Murchison and Wynne had already hired a general manager with a perfect name for the team’s location—Texas Earnest “Tex” Schramm, Jr.

  They were quick to lock up New York Giants defensive coordinator and Texas native Tom Landry as their head coach. Schramm brought in a part-time scout from the Rams to run the personnel operation, a former Milwaukee baby photographer named Gil Brandt. That trio of Schramm-Landry-Brandt was in charge of the franchise for its first twenty-nine years.

  And, Murchison and Wynne signed a player—Southern Methodist quarterback Don Meredith—before they were even granted the franchise. The first selection of the Texans in the initial AFL Draft, Hunt was too late when he tried to sign Meredith. Late in the evening of November 28, 1959, seven hours after Meredith played his final college game, he signed a personal services contract with one of Murchison’s companies. Wynne said there were assurances from the NFL that the contract would be respected by other NFL teams: “We have a definite commitment from them. They told us to work out signing Don and they would work out the way to see that we got to keep him.”

  The legal shoe dropped on June 17, 1960, when the AFL filed a $10 million antitrust suit against the NFL. The complaint accused the NFL of conspiracy to monopolize professional football. Citing a long list of allegedly illegal acts on the part of the NFL and its members, the AFL said the behavior was intended to preserve the NFL monopoly and exclude the AFL as a competitor.

  “Personally, I believe that the suit is long overdue,” Hunt said at the time. “Our lawyers feel that things have happened which definitely are applicable to the antitrust laws.”

  Speaking for the Cowboys, Schramm said the lawsuit was nothing but smoke and mirrors from the AFL. “The decision as to what Dallas wants in the way of professional football will rest solely in the hands of the people,” he said. “Apparently Lamar Hunt and his league are unwilling to risk a decision on this basis. We don’t think they will find sympathy either in the court or with the people of Dallas.”

  By the time the smoke cleared three years later, Schramm was proven correct—the court ruled against the AFL and the people of Dallas decided the battle in their backyard between the AFL and NFL, and it wasn’t good news for Hunt.


  CHAPTER TWO

  Building a League

  FACING NFL INTIMIDATION

  From the moment the formation of the American Football League became public, the National Football League wore two faces. The public face was welcoming. The private face was quite different; the NFL immediately began plotting the demise of the new league. There was no push within the league to expand from its twelve teams.

  “We thought we were doing things the right way and we weren’t trying to hurt the NFL,” Lamar Hunt said many years later. “We thought there would be the sense of if not working together, not working against us.”

  At a meeting in Chicago on August 14, Hunt formally announced the new league and identified six cities that were part of the startup: Dallas, Houston, Denver, Los Angeles, New York, and Minneapolis-St. Paul.

  Two weeks later the NFL struck back. Speaking before an exhibition game between his Bears and the Pittsburgh Steelers in Houston, Halas announced the NFL was expanding and was intent on putting teams in Dallas and Houston. “I don’t see why any opposition to the recommendations should develop,” Halas said. “After all, it is just sound thinking . . . there are so many Southwest players in pro ball. The Southwest is the hot bed of football right now.”

  The timing of the announcement drew the ire of the even-tempered Hunt.

  “The American Football League has tried from its inception to operate its relationship with the National Football League on the highest plane, with an amicable attitude on all matters,” Hunt said. “It is now apparent that Mr. Halas and the National Football League are not interested in this type of relationship.”

  Any hope of a gentlemanly relationship between the AFL and NFL went out the window on October 11, 1959. That was the day NFL commissioner Bert Bell died. He was at Franklin Field in Philadelphia watching the Eagles play the Steelers and suffered a fatal heart attack. The power vacuum in the league caused by Bell’s death meant there was no one to ride herd on the NFL owners. They were going to say all the right things in public about welcoming competition from a new league, but rules were going to be broken and more than likely antitrust violations were going to be commonplace with no one in charge.

  Cities that indicated they wanted to field a team in the new league suddenly heard from the NFL that their city was on the list for consideration in expansion. “Everybody’s been knocking on their door for years and they’ve turned everybody down,” Hunt said then. “It’s obvious what they’re trying to do.”

  Hunt and Adams again heard from NFL emissaries that they would be welcomed into the established league. “About once a week through that fall and into the winter, I would call Lamar, or he would call me with notice that somebody else was dangling the chance to go to the NFL,” Adams said. “I never called those people back, but I’m sure Lamar did because he was such a polite person.”

  FIGHTING OVER PLAYERS

  Four years after joining the Dallas Texans in the winter of 1959–60, some of the first players that signed with Lamar Hunt’s team would go on to become the first pro football representatives for Kansas City and the Chiefs. Men like wide receiver Chris Burford, running back Abner Haynes, linebacker Sherrill Headrick, and safety Johnny Robinson became familiar names among K.C. sports fans.

  Those players were not well known outside of Texas or the state where they played college football. In the days before ESPN, USA Today, and the Internet, college players often performed in relative obscurity.

  Coming out of Lincoln High School in Dallas, Haynes was recruited by a number of national powers and signed with the University of Colorado. He spent two days on campus, became homesick and left Boulder to head back to Dallas. He stopped in Denton, Texas, and ended up staying in town as a freshman walk-on at North Texas State College.

  Haynes earned a scholarship and became the first black player to play football for North Texas, and the first to play for any college in the southwestern part of the country. Texas was very much southern in attitudes about race and Haynes breaking the color barrier was a memorable moment.

  In three outstanding seasons as a runner, receiver and returner for North Texas, Haynes finished with 3,322 all-purpose yards in thirty-two games, and he was the key offensive weapon on the Eagles 1959 team that finished 9–2. Haynes was one of the first college players to sign with the Texans and the AFL, turning down a contract offer from the Pittsburgh Steelers who selected him in the 1960 NFL Draft. “Pittsburgh offered me $2,000 more and they were mighty nice folks, but Mr. Hunt took me in his office and talked soft and straight,” Haynes recalled. “I decided I wanted to play for that man.”

  Joining Haynes among the first college players with the Texans was Burford, who led major college football in 1959 with 61 catches for 757 yards. The Cleveland Browns grabbed Burford in the 1960 NFL Draft, the 105th player selected. He talked with the Browns, yet found his conversations with the Texans more fulfilling both emotionally and financially.

  “Dallas appreciated my abilities more,” Burford said when asked why he went with the AFL. “There was a big difference between the pay offered by Dallas and the pay offered by Cleveland. The Browns said they would have only one offer.”

  NFL regulations prohibited teams from signing players until the end of their college eligibility. This was done to keep college coaches cooperative; pro football understood the college game was the NFL’s developmental league, one where the pros did not have to pay a penny for the service.

  Surprisingly, it was the established league that ripped pages out of its own rule book. By New Year’s Day 1960, at least six college players signed contracts with both the AFL and NFL. In each case, those players signed first with the NFL and before their college eligibility was completed. That group included the biggest names available in the college talent pool that year: Louisiana State University teammates Billy Cannon and Johnny Robinson.

  Cannon was the 1959 Heisman Trophy winner and Robinson was a major contributor on offense and defense for the Bayou Bengals. Cannon was one of the first eight choices in the 1960 AFL Draft, going to the Houston Oilers. He was the first player taken in the NFL Draft, selected by the Los Angeles Rams. Robinson was grabbed by the Texans and the Detroit Lions made him the third player picked in the NFL Draft.

  At the Sugar Bowl on January 1, 1960, Cannon and Robinson signed contracts on the field after LSU’s loss to University of Mississippi. The Oilers signed Cannon and Robinson went with the Texans. The Rams and Lions cried foul, saying they already held contracts signed by the players and the teams filed legal actions in federal courts after Cannon and Robinson said they wanted to play in the AFL.

  When the Cannon case went to court, Judge William J. Lindberg ruled against the Rams and lashed out at Los Angeles general manager Pete Rozelle for the way the team handled the situation. “Notwithstanding his prowess and ability on the gridiron, he is not an astute business man,” Lindberg said of Cannon. “[He’s] exceptionally naïve for a college senior . . . a provincial lad untutored and unwise in the ways of the business world.”

  In New Orleans, Judge J. Skelly Wright denied an injunction request from the Lions ruling an agreement Robinson signed on December 2, 1959, in a Baton Rouge motel was not binding because there was no date on the document. Robinson joined the Texans and went on to become one of the best players in AFL history.

  BABYSITTING COMES TO FOOTBALL

  The fight for players led to changes in how the AFL and NFL went about the business of acquiring talent from the college ranks.

  In the first season of competition for players with the AFL, there was a level of arrogance with some NFL teams that did not take the new league seriously. After the first year, the new league had everyone’s attention in the NFL. Subterfuge in the personnel process began to grow to 007 levels, although in actual follow-through it sometimes looked more like the fumble and bumble of The Pink Panther.

  Starting in 1961 there became another factor in the decision making process beyond a player’s talent and how he might fit in a team’s roster. It was signability, and both leagues worked overtime trying to connect with the players. That brought a new concept to the sport—babysitting.

  “Operation Hand-Holding” was the NFL program formally established in 1965 by commissioner Pete Rozelle. This group of 125 men was each assigned top college performers with the goal of building relationships with those players. Rozelle believed it would take some of the guesswork out of whether a player was interested in signing with the NFL, or leaning towards the AFL.

  The Texans and other AFL teams established similar roles well before 1965. In the first two years of AFL drafts, Hunt was able to protect his selections by outhustling the NFL. He was personally involved in the recruiting process, meeting potential draftees to sell the AFL.

  The battle for players ratcheted up in 1961 between the Texans and Cowboys. Both teams used their first and second selections to choose defensive tackle Bob Lilly from Texas Christian University and linebacker E.J. Holub from Texas Tech University. Lilly and Holub were natives of Texas and very visible stars in the college ranks as consensus All-America players in their senior seasons.

  The Texans selected Holub with the sixth pick of the first round and Lilly in the second round with the No. 14 choice. The Cowboys made a trade into the first round with the 13th choice and grabbed Holub in the second round with selection No. 16.

  Hunt wasted no time getting in touch with both players, and the annual East-West Shrine Game in San Francisco was the negotiating hot zone. Both players were participating in the all-star game, set to be played on New Year’s Eve. Tension was high between the leagues, college football and those involved with the all-star game. That’s how the always quiet and unassuming Hunt got thrown out of a practice session for the West team in the week leading up to the game.

  Practices were closed to those in pro football, but since Hunt arrived with no entourage and was still relatively unknown, he breezed past the security types and blended in with the fans. Eventually, somebody noticed and he was asked to leave, leading to headlines the next day in a San Francisco paper: “Hunt Removed From West Training Camp.”

  Joining Hunt was an employee from Hunt Oil named Mack Rankin. They made sure Lilly and Holub saw them everywhere they turned that week of the Shrine Game. They were too late with Lilly, who signed with the Cowboys, reportedly before he was selected in the NFL Draft. Holub and the Texans went through an all-night negotiating session in Hunt’s hotel room in Palo Alto, California. At five o’clock in the morning they had a deal.

  Two years later, Rankin was sent to East Lansing, Michigan, to baby-sit Spartans guard Ed Budde, the Texans’ first pick in the AFL Draft. Rankin took Ed and his wife Carolyn to dinner that first night, drove them home and then sat outside their house until they turned out the lights; he wanted to make sure there were no late visitors from the NFL.

  The next day, Rankin and Budde ate breakfast, lunch and dinner together, followed by an airplane flight from Detroit to Buffalo to see the Texans play the Bills on Sunday. They were met there by Lamar Hunt. After the game, they were scheduled to fly out of Buffalo, but the airport was fogged in, so they grabbed a late train that was headed west. There was only one sleeping compartment available, but it had two berths. Making sure Budde was as comfortable as possible, Hunt slept on a couch in the club car while Budde and Rankin got the berths.

  When they returned to East Lansing, NFL teams called all day and Rankin sat there hearing the Buddes’ side of the conversation. San Francisco called, so did Detroit. The next day, the Philadelphia Eagles used the fourth choice in the first round of the 1963 NFL Draft to select Budde. An Eagles representative showed up Tuesday night to meet with Budde.
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