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  #1

   

  VINCE LOMBARDI

  There is little doubt that Vince Lombardi was the most compelling coach in the history of the NFL, and perhaps the greatest coach and leader in the history of all North American sports, let alone professional football.

  His talent and prowess were not in his ability to draw up explosive and scintillating plays. There were many coaches who had far more to offer in that area, but when it came to getting his players to prepare well and execute at their best on an every-week basis, Lombardi set a standard that no other coach has been able to sustain.

  Lombardi also had an eye for execution. When his teams practiced, he made sure that each player got it right before he moved on to the next play.

  That was the Lombardi way, and those who played for him in Green Bay from 1959 through 1967, or in Washington in 1969, quickly learned that there was only one way to get things done. Those who chose to try to get by or to put one over on Lombardi did not last long under his watchful eye.

  Lombardi had been the offensive coordinator of the New York Giants under Jim Lee Howell in the late 1950s. While Lombardi coached the offense, Tom Landry ran the defense and the two competed hard against each other, something that would play out quite a bit during the 1960s.

  There was a strong impression that Lombardi would eventually become head coach of the Giants, and that would have pleased the New Jersey native quite a bit. However, the lowly Green Bay Packers came calling in 1959, and Lombardi seized the opportunity even though the Packers had not had a winning season since 1947.

  It was assumed that Lombardi was inheriting a mess of a team, but he didn’t see it that way once he arrived at training camp that year. Instead, he saw the Packers as a fairly talented team that had lacked direction and discipline.

  Lombardi provided both of those characteristics and did it with gusto. He simplified the Green Bay offense and had his team work on the basic fundamentals of the game—blocking and tackling. The power sweep was his bread and butter play, and he would run it again and again in practice so that each player knew where he was supposed to be as a matter of instinct.

  That play featured the offensive guards pulling out from the line of scrimmage and running toward the sidelines, where they would kick out opposing linebackers or defensive backs and seal off an alley for the running back to attack with gusto.

  Lombardi said the power sweep was his top play because each of his eleven players was required to do his job in order to make it work. The actions of the team, rather than the players as individuals, is why Lombardi loved the game.

  “It’s all about teamwork,” Lombardi said. “Individual commitment to a group effort—that is what makes a team work, a company work, a society work, a civilization work.

  Lombardi’s influence on the Packers was felt immediately. He drove his men hard in his initial training camp at St. Norbert’s College in DePere, Wisconsin, but his players also knew there was something different about this coach. Angry, gruff, demanding, and intimidating, Lombardi also cared deeply about his players. It may not have shown on the surface, but his players learned this quickly.

  Green Bay went 7-5-0 in 1959, and the rest of the league took notice of what Lombardi was doing with his team. He turned Bart Starr, a 17th-round draft choice selected in 1956, into his starting quarterback. Starr may not have been a strong-armed quarterback, but he was an accurate passer who played the game with intelligence. He also had substantial leadership ability, which Lombardi recognized and appreciated.

  In addition, he had two gifted running backs in Paul Hornung and Jim Taylor, and both of them knew how to run the power sweep. The defense was tough, mean, and aggressive. By the 1960 season, the Packers were on their way to becoming a juggernaut. They won the West Division with an 8-4-0 record, setting the stage for their matchup with the Philadelphia Eagles in the NFL Championship game.

  Green Bay dropped a 17-13 decision, but the Packers had the ball in the final moments and came up just short in their bid to win the game.

  The Packers never lost another postseason game under Lombardi.

  Green Bay became a dominant team in 1961 and ’62, as they would go 11-3 and 13-1 in the next two seasons. They would overwhelm the Giants 37-0 in the ’61 championship game and repeat their title the following year with a closer 16-7 win over the Giants.

  Lombardi strived to win championships, but he was never satisfied because winning a particular game or a title was never his long-term goal. He was all about achieving perfection, and while that can never be sustained on the football field, his demanding practices meant that there would never be any satisfaction among his players or his coaches.

  He made them all work to a higher standard, and it paid off dramatically.

  While the Packers did not win the title in ’63 or ’64, those failures just prepared his team for what was to come. Green Bay finished 10-3-1 in 1965, and that left them tied with the Baltimore Colts for the West Division title.

  That meant the two teams had to engage in a playoff to break the tie, and neither team had its starting quarterback. The Colts, coached by young Don Shula, had neither starter Johnny Unitas nor backup Gary Cuozzo, while Starr was injured for the Packers. Green Bay backup quarterback Zeke Bratkowski led the Packers to a 13-10 overtime victory.

  The Packers pounced on their opportunity and rolled over the Cleveland Browns 23-12 in the NFL Championship game.

  The following year, the Packers were a sensational team and won the West Division with a 12-2 record. Lombardi took his Packers to Dallas to play Landry’s Cowboys in the NFL Championship game, and the two teams slugged it out for 60 minutes.

  The Packers had played one of their best offensive games and had a 34-27 lead in the late going at the Cotton Bowl, but the Cowboys had the ball and Don Meredith was driving them to possibly tie the score and send the game to overtime.

  However, linebacker Dave Robinson stormed into the backfield on a 4th-and-goal play from the two-yard line, and Packers defensive back Tom Brown was able to intercept Meredith’s wobbly pass. That clinched the title for the Packers, and it gave them a chance to play in the first Super Bowl against the Kansas City Chiefs.

  There was intense pressure under Lombardi. He was not only trying to get the Packers an important win, but he was also coaching to uphold the honor of the NFL over the upstart American Football League. While the Packers were considered the better team, it was basically a no-win situation for Lombardi. If he and the Packers won, they would have been doing the expected. If they lost, they would have let down the entire NFL.

  The Chiefs played the Packers tight for a half and trailed just 14-10 after 30 minutes, but the Packers took charge in the second half and pulled away for a 35-10 victory. After the game, Lombardi was visibly relieved, and he took a swipe at the Chiefs and the AFL, saying there were five or six NFL teams that were better.

  The following year, the Packers met the Cowboys in the NFL title game again. But this time, the game was played in painful 16-below conditions at Lambeau Field in Green Bay. The brutal weather made this sensational game even more of a classic, as the Packers were pushed to the limit by the Cowboys and won the game on the final play when Starr scored on a quarterback sneak over guard Jerry Kramer.

  It was a play that would symbolize Lombardi’s coaching during his run in Green Bay—simple, yet effective and decisive when the Packers needed it most.

  A second-straight trip to what would soon be known as the Super Bowl resulted in another relatively easy Green Bay victory. The Packers overpowered the Oakland Raiders 33-14.

  However, the news came after the game that Lombardi decided to step away from coaching. While it was surprising, it did not send shock waves throughout the NFL. Lombardi’s success in the coaching profession allowed him to step away knowing he had brought the Packers to the top of the football world—and kept them there.

  He felt he had met his challenges, and therefore it was time to figure out what he wanted to do next with his life.

  However, after a year away from coaching, he decided he wanted back at it and took a job as coach of the Washington Redskins.

  The Redskins were coming off back-to-back losing seasons, and few thought Lombardi could do much with the talent he had to work with. However, the Redskins turned things around with a 7-5-2 record, and enthusiasm was at a high level as the team moved into the offseason.

  But Lombardi did not coach the team in 1970, as he was diagnosed with cancer and died shortly thereafter.

  Lombardi did not have the chance to finish the job he started with the Redskins, but players like Sonny Jurgensen, Charley Taylor, Sam Huff, and Pat Fischer believed he could have taken them to the championship if he had stayed healthy.

  Lombardi’s legacy has since been cemented by the NFL, as he gained entry into the Hall of Fame posthumously in 1971, and the league named its iconic championship trophy after him.

  He was a tough, demanding, and accomplished coach who brought out the best in anyone around him. His legend lives on in the lives he touched, and he set a standard for excellence that no NFL coach has ever matched.

  For the record

  
    Vince Lombardi

    Hall of Fame, 1971

    Regular-season record: 96-34-6, .738

    Postseason record: 9-1, .900

    Two Super Bowl victories

    Three NFL championships

  


   

  #2

   

  BILL BELICHICK

  There is no limit to the amount of work Bill Belichick will do when it comes to winning.

  He is a grinder who will study film of his opponents, will work with his own team closely, and will come up with innovative game plans that are nearly impossible for opponents to predict ahead of time.

  What Belichick won’t do is explain to the media and fans what he is doing, because he is not going to give anything away to his competition. If he wanted to build a friendly and informative relationship with the media, that would take away from the competitive advantage that he has built during his twenty years as an NFL head coach.

  During those twenty years—fifteen with the New England Patriots through the 2014 season and five with the Cleveland Browns—he has won four Super Bowl titles. He has earned his status among the greatest minds who have ever coached in the NFL, and he refuses to be satisfied.

  Belichick is all about winning, and that is his addiction.

  That’s what separates Belichick from many of the other elite coaches in NFL history. Once he wins, he is not trying to maintain his team’s status. He looks at each season as a separate entity, working tirelessly to get to the top and then starting again the next season.

  “If you are a player who can help the Patriots win, you have a chance to make this roster,” Belichick said. “It doesn’t matter how much money you make or where you were drafted. It doesn’t matter what you did last year. If you can help us win now, you belong here. If you can’t, you won’t be on this team.”

  Belichick was not a stellar head coach by most standards during his first five years with the Cleveland Browns. However, Cleveland made the playoffs with an 11-5 record in 1994—his fourth season with the Browns—and beat the Patriots in their first playoff game before being eliminated by the Steelers.

  A tough 5-11 season followed in 1995, and Belichick was sent packing. However, when he took his second head-coaching job with the Patriots in 2000, he was ready to lead his team to the top of the football world.

  Belichick was one of the finest defensive minds in football before he was given either of his head coaching opportunities. His ability to figure out the game plan often gave his teams a better opportunity to win.

  Belichick started off as an assistant with the Baltimore Colts in 1975 and worked his way up the football ladder. While he had many positions along the way, with the Detroit Lions, Denver Broncos, and New York Giants, he came into his own as defensive coordinator with the Giants.

  Belichick served in that position from 1985 through 1990, and while he had perhaps the game’s best linebacker in Lawrence Taylor on his side, he devised a defense that allowed the Giants to dominate. New York won Super Bowls following the 1986 and 1990 seasons, and New York’s victory over Buffalo in ’90 was a great feather in Belichick’s cap.

  The Bills were the most explosive team in football that year, and had earned their spot in the Super Bowl after defeating the Oakland Raiders 51-3 in the AFC title game. The Giants were playing with backup quarterback Jeff Hostetler in the lineup, and Belichick had to find a way to keep the Bills from making big plays and lighting up the scoreboard.

  Not only did he do that, but he impressed on head coach Bill Parcells the Giants’ need to hold on to the ball and keep the ball out of the Bills’ hands. Even though the Giants appeared to be overmatched, the game plan worked perfectly as New York escaped with a 20-19 victory.

  By the time Belichick was hired by the Patriots in 2000—after a strange dance with the New York Jets that saw him accept their head coaching position and reject it 24 hours later—Belichick had earned his “doctorate” in professional football.

  The same year that Belichick came aboard in New England, the Patriots drafted Tom Brady out of the University of Michigan in the sixth round. Brady was hardly a sure thing to earn a spot on the New England roster, but he quickly impressed the Patriots coaching staff with his skill and preparation.

  While he basically sat and watched in 2000 when the Patriots went 5-11, he was fully prepared to play in the 2001 season. New England had a solid starter in Drew Bledsoe, but Brady prepared every week as if he would get the call.

  When Bledsoe went down with a severe injury that season, Brady took over and performed far above expectations. The Patriots won the AFC East title with an 11-5 record, and Belichick was facing a tough decision.

  Once Bledsoe recovered, he had to decide whether to give the veteran quarterback his starting position back, or to let Brady remain under center. Convention indicated that Bledsoe shouldn’t lose his job because of an injury, but Belichick has never been a coach to go by convention.

  He trusted his gut, and stuck with Brady. The Patriots continued to roll in the postseason, as they won playoff games over the Oakland Raiders and Pittsburgh Steelers (Bledsoe relieved Brady in that game) and went to the Super Bowl.

  The upstarts from New England were expected to be cannon fodder for the heavily favored St. Louis Rams, but Belichick’s defense got physical and limited receivers like Isaac Bruce and Torry Holt and also found a way to keep Kurt Warner and Marshall Faulk in check.

  Most importantly, Brady was able to lead the Patriots’ offense successfully, throwing for 145 yards and a touchdown while keeping it clean on the interception side of the ledger. He also led the Patriots to a game-winning field goal in the final seconds.

  Belichick’s Patriots were not through at that point, as they would win two of the next three Super Bowls, with close victories over the Carolina Panthers and Philadelphia Eagles.

  All three of their Super Bowl victories were tight ones, so the Patriots did not get put in the same category with previous NFL dynasties like the Pittsburgh Steelers, San Francisco 49ers, and Dallas Cowboys.

  Nevertheless, Belichick’s team would win as those teams never did. The Patriots reeled off 14 consecutive winning seasons beginning with their 2001 championship year, and they have been to the postseason in all but two of those seasons (2002 and 2008).

  However, they could not win another Super Bowl title until 2014, when they rallied with fourteen fourth-quarter points to beat the Seattle Seahawks in Super Bowl XLIX.

  Prior to that, they lost two Super Bowls to the New York Giants following the 2007 and 2011 seasons. The loss in 2007 was particularly noteworthy, because the Patriots were 16-0-0 in the regular season and had swept their playoff games before New York used a spectacular pitch and catch from quarterback Eli Manning to unheralded wide receiver David Tyree to key the upset.

  While Belichick’s consistent excellence has allowed him to become one of the sport’s coaching greats, his career has been steeped in controversy.

  Belichick has often been accused of pushing the rules to the limit. Both he and his team were fined and the Patriots lost draft picks after the NFL determined that New England illegally filmed opponents’ practice sessions to give the team a strategic edge.

  After the 2014 AFC Championship victory over the Colts, the “Deflategate” controversy blew up, as eleven of the twelve footballs used by the Patriots were reportedly not inflated to the proper standards.

  At the time that this book went to press, no determination of guilt had been assessed by the NFL, but many observers believed that Brady, Belichick, or some other New England employee played a key role in deflating the footballs. Brady and Belichick denied any wrongdoing.

  Belichick may not like to share his ways with the public or elaborate when he speaks to the media. However, when it comes to winning football games and championships and preparing for any and all possibilities, he walks shoulder to shoulder with Lombardi.

  For the record

  
    Bill Belichick

    Regular-season record: 211-109-0, .659

    Postseason record: 22-9, .710

    Four Super Bowl victories

  


   

  #3

   

  TOM LANDRY

  The man in the fedora and the impeccable suit stood on the Dallas Cowboys sidelines for the first twenty-nine years of the franchise’s existence. Under his leadership, the Cowboys went from a laughingstock of an expansion team to America’s Team.

  The only professional sports rival the team has had in terms of popularity throughout the decades is the New York Yankees, and the Bronx Bombers had a long head start in which they had icons like Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio, and Mickey Mantle represent them.

  Landry shepherded the Cowboys every step of the way, and it was clear he was destined for greatness when he was named head coach of the expansion team prior to the 1960 season. Landry had been a defensive back with the New York Giants, and while he was still in uniform when playing for head coach Steve Owen, he was asked to implement the Giants “Umbrella” defense and became a coach on the field.

  When Jim Lee Howell took over for the embattled Owen, Landry officially became a player coach and then a full-fledged defensive coordinator. While Landry was running the defense for the Giants, Vince Lombardi ran the offense. The association of Landry and Lombardi working together undoubtedly gave the Giants the best set of assistants any team has ever had.

  Landry was more than ready to compete with the best minds in the game, but it took a while for the expansion Cowboys to get competitive. Owner Clint Murchison had Tex Schramm as his general manager and Gil Brandt as his head of personnel, along with Landry as his head coach, and those three turned the Cowboys into a formidable franchise.

  The Cowboys suffered through five consecutive losing seasons through 1964, but they finished at .500 with a 7-7 record in 1965. After undergoing a 2-5 first half, the Cowboys reversed that record in the second half of the season and showed they were ready to become one of the NFL’s elite teams.

  They lived up to that promise the following year when they went 10-3-1 and finished first in the NFL’s East Division. That success set them up for the championship game against Lombardi’s Packers in the last year of the NFL’s two-division setup.

  The Packers were the league’s dominant team at the time, and they came into the Cotton Bowl expecting to take care of the Cowboys with few problems. However, Landry’s Cowboys were becoming an offensive juggernaut with Don Meredith at quarterback, Don Perkins and Dan Reeves at running back, and explosive Bob Hayes at wide receiver.

  Landry had Lombardi in a cold sweat as the Cowboys had the ball on the doorstep of a tying touchdown in the final moments of regulation time. Meredith, harassed by Willie Davis and the Packers’ defensive front, hurled the ball into the end zone, where it was intercepted by Tom Brown to preserve Green Bay’s 34-27 victory.

  The following year, the two teams met in perhaps the most famous NFL Championship game of all time in Green Bay. The temperatures dropped to a ferocious minus-16 degrees, and Landry’s Cowboys had a 17-14 lead until the game’s final play. That’s when Green Bay guard Jerry Kramer bowled over Dallas defensive tackle Jethro Pugh, and quarterback Bart Starr followed the block into the end zone with the game-winning touchdown in a 21-17 triumph.

  The Cowboys gained many new fans in that heroic defeat. They had played Lombardi’s Packers nearly even in two championship games, and many thought the Packers were the greatest NFL team of all time.

  Landry and the Cowboys would win consistently from that point forward. The Cowboys earned a playoff spot in sixteen out of seventeen seasons with Landry leading the way.

  During his tenure, he had three outstanding quarterbacks in Meredith, Roger Staubach, and Danny White, and they led the Cowboys through their rise, their ascendant reign, and their decline.

  Staubach was the quarterback who helped them win their two Super Bowl titles in the Landry era. He may not have had the arm strength of either Meredith or White, but his superb leadership skills meshed perfectly with Landry’s demeanor and innovative ways.

  The Cowboys finally won their first Super Bowl following the 1971 season, when they defeated the Miami Dolphins 24-3 in Super Bowl VI. The Cowboys performed almost flawlessly, as they took apart the up-and-coming Dolphins.

  The game was a sharp contrast to the previous year’s Super Bowl in which the Baltimore Colts had outlasted the Cowboys 16-13 in a game that would become known as the “Blunder Bowl” because the two teams combined for 11 turnovers.

  “That game stayed with us throughout the offseason and into training camp,” Landry said. “I knew that if we got back to the Super Bowl, we would not see that kind of game again. We got there and we were prepared for the situation.”

  The Cowboys would win the Super Bowl again following the 1977 season, when Landry’s experienced team outclassed the Denver Broncos 27-10. Denver head coach Red Miller had a ferocious defense and an opportunistic offense led by former Dallas quarterback Craig Morton, but there was no way that Landry’s defense was going to give the Denver offense a chance to find its rhythm.

  The flex defense, designed by Landry during the 1960s, involved his defensive linemen changing their positions—flexing—an instant or two before the ball was snapped. This formation served to confuse quarterbacks who weren’t sure which play would work against a defense that they knew would change before the ball was snapped.

  That flex defense was instrumental in two more Super Bowl appearances in the 1970s against the Pittsburgh Steelers. The Cowboys would engage Chuck Noll’s Steelers in two of the decade’s most exciting Super Bowls, and Dallas came up a tad short in both of them.

  While they could not defeat the Steelers, there was something heroic about the Cowboys’ performances, considering the fact that the Steelers of the ’70s would go down as one of the NFL’s greatest teams of any era. The Steelers would win four championships in the decade.

  Landry kept his emotions in check throughout his career on the sidelines, and that was a conscious decision. There were never any tears following the victories or the defeats. He didn’t want to show any form of a perceived weakness, because he knew his players would follow his example.

  But in masking his feelings for the majority of his career, he built walls between himself, his players, and his coaches.

  Walt Garrison, one of his top running backs in the 1960s and ’70s, was once asked if he had ever seen Landry smile. Garrison, always quick with the quip, gave a response that provided great insight into Landry’s demeanor.

  “No I haven’t, but I’ve only been here nine years,” Garrison said.

  Keeping emotions and feelings in check was the way many American men conducted themselves at the time. While the strong, silent type is no longer the norm, it worked for Landry as a football coach.

  The Cowboys started to lose their way in the 1980s, and they suffered through three consecutive seasons from 1986 through 1988. After the 1988 season, Arkansas oil man Jerry Jones bought the Cowboys. Jones appeared to know that Landry’s time had passed.

  He replaced him with college coach Jimmy Johnson suddenly and harshly.

  The firing was widely criticized because Jones seemed to show no concern for the coach who had led the Cowboys from their first game. He later acknowledged his mistake and admitted that he should not have been so blatant in the move, but he had a plan and was quick to act on it.

  Landry was angry and embarrassed, but he did not write a tell-all book, go on television, or try to get even with the owner who forced him out of a job he held for twenty-nine years.

  Instead, he went to the Hall of Fame in 1990 having won 250 regular-season games and twenty more in the postseason. Only George Halas and Don Shula won more regular season games, and no coach has ever won more postseason games.

  The sight of Landry stalking the sidelines in his trademark fedora remains one of the classic images of the NFL.

  For the record

  
    Tom Landry

    Hall of Fame, 1990

    Regular-season record: 250-162-6, .607

    Postseason record: 20-16, .556

    Two Super Bowl victories

  


   

  #4

   

  DON SHULA

  His name is at the top of the list in regular-season and all-time coaching wins. Don Shula might also be at No. 1 in this book if he had been able to handle his postseason business with consistency.

  Shula’s postseason record is the only area where he comes up short in comparison to coaches like Vince Lombardi, Bill Belichick, and perhaps Tom Landry. However, he ran his teams in the NFL for thirty-three seasons and he picked up 328 regular-season wins and nineteen more in the postseason.

  Shula will almost certainly remain at the top of the victory list for the foreseeable and distant future. The idea of any coach lasting thirty-three years seems out of the question at this point, and it took a man of remarkable energy to last that long in the NFL.

  Shula played in the NFL from 1951 through 1957 with the Browns, Colts, and Redskins before he began his coaching career at the University of Virginia and the University of Kentucky, respectively. He had his chance to move into the NFL as the defensive coordinator of the Detroit Lions, and he became one of the first coaches to use a zone setup. He helped the Lions build one of the toughest defenses in the NFL.

  Carroll Rosenbloom, the owner of the Baltimore Colts, had taken notice of how well Shula had done in Detroit and could sense that he was fine head-coaching timber. While he had Weeb Ewbank on the sidelines, Rosenbloom grew tired of the team’s mediocrity, and he fired his coach and replaced him with the thirty-three-year-old Shula.

  Shula’s first team in Baltimore finished with an 8-6 record in 1963, and the Colts players quickly learned how demanding their new coach was. A winning record was simply not good enough, and Shula let his players know, via his blunt language and fiery temper, that he was not satisfied.

  Shula was fierce in his preparations and he worked his players hard. Hall of Fame quarterback Johnny Unitas said Shula made “enemies” out of some of his players because of his hard-driving ways, but they all knew he was an excellent coach.

  The Colts came roaring out of the gate in 1964 and finished with a 12-2 record to gain first place in the West Division.

  The Colts were heavily favored in the NFL Championship game against the Cleveland Browns, but Unitas & Co. simply could not get it done and they were drummed 27-0.

  The Colts were bitterly disappointed with that loss, and they began the 1965 season with new determination. However, they could only tie the Green Bay Packers for first place in the West with a 10-3-1 record, and that meant the two teams had to meet in a playoff game to decide who would meet the Browns in the NFL championship.

  Injuries had depleted both teams, and neither Unitas nor backup Gary Cuozzo could play for the Colts. They were forced to have running back Tom Matte play quarterback. The Packers’ Bart Starr could not play, and he was replaced by backup Zeke Bratkowski.

  It was a brutal war in Green Bay, and the Packers tied the game in the fourth quarter on a late field goal by Don Chandler. That kicker would end the game in overtime on a controversial 25-yard field goal that appeared to be wide of the goalpost, but was called good by the officials.

  Shula and the Colts would have to bide their time while the Packers dominated through the mid-1960s, but the Colts put an overpowering team on the field in 1968. Baltimore would roll to a 13-1 record, as they had a ferocious defense led by huge Bubba Smith and nasty middle linebacker Mike Curtis.

  The Colts defeated the Minnesota Vikings 24-14 in the divisional playoffs and embarrassed the Browns 34-0 in the NFL Championship game.

  That victory gave the Colts the chance to represent the NFL in Super Bowl III against the American Football League’s New York Jets.

  The AFL had been beaten handily in the first two Super Bowls, and the Colts were an even heavier favorite over the Jets than the Packers had been against the Kansas City Chiefs and Oakland Raiders in the first two AFL-NFL Championship games.

  Jets quarterback Joe Namath and his teammates didn’t care what the oddsmakers thought and they were confident that they could not only stay with the Colts, but also find a way to beat them. When Namath was goaded by Baltimore fans at a pre-Super Bowl event during the week of the game, he offered his famous “guarantee” that the Jets would win.

  Shula and his players were amused and perhaps annoyed with Namath’s bold remarks, but they did not change anything in their game plan prior to the game. After all, they had won fifteen of sixteen games and had overpowered the NFL’s best teams. Surely, they would steamroll the Jets as well.

  But Ewbank’s Jets had learned all of the Colts’ offensive and defensive schemes, and they came up with the perfect game plan. The Jets intercepted four passes and came up with the biggest upset in the history of pro football with a 16-7 triumph that cloaked the AFL in legitimacy and pride.

  Shula and the Colts were shamed by the defeat, and they struggled to an ordinary 8-5-1 record the following year.

  Shula left the Colts after that season and moved on to the Miami Dolphins in 1970. Shula built a team that had speed, clutch quarterback play under Bob Griese, and a ferocious and athletic defense.

  The Dolphins won the AFC title in 1971, but lost the Super Bowl to the Dallas Cowboys. By the time the Dolphins went to training camp in 1972, they knew they had a tremendous team that was not going to be satisfied unless it won the Super Bowl.

  However, while the Dolphins did not appear to have any weaknesses, they went through a significant challenge when Griese was injured early in the season and backup Earl Morrall had to take over.

  Morrall ended up starting nine games for Miami, and they won them all. In fact, Miami won every game that season and had a remarkable 14-0-0 mark in the regular season. The Dolphins had a brilliant running game with Larry Csonka, Mercury Morris, and Jim Kiick, and a spectacular “No-Name” defense.

  That nickname was given because, although the Dolphins had a star in middle linebacker Nick Buoniconti, the rest of their defense was largely unknown.

  By the end of the season, Vern Den Herder, Jake Scott, and Dick Anderson were hardly unknowns.

  The Dolphins were spectacular in the regular season and even better in the playoffs. They defeated the Cleveland Browns and the Pittsburgh Steelers to earn the AFC title, and met the NFC’s Washington Redskins at the Los Angeles Coliseum in Super Bowl VII.

  Despite the Dolphins’ perfect record, they were actually one-point underdogs to George Allen’s “Over-the-Hill Gang.” The Dolphins jumped to a 14-0 lead and held on for a 14-7 team.

  It was Shula’s first championship, and his team again repeated that winning performance in 1973. While they were not undefeated, the Dolphins may have been even better that year. They earned a 24-7 victory over the Minnesota Vikings in Super Bowl VIII.

  That turned out to be Shula’s last Super Bowl triumph. His Dolphins remained remarkably consistent for the next twenty-three years, but they never won the Lombardi Trophy again.

  Shula proved remarkably adaptable to his personnel. He was viewed as largely a conservative, old-school coach, but when the Dolphins drafted strong-armed Dan Marino in 1983, he opened up the offense and developed one of the best passing games the league had ever seen.

  “You have to know the type of players that you have, and give them the best chance to win,” Shula said. “It’s not about being conservative or wide open. It’s about playing to your athletes’ strengths.”

  While Shula’s teams were often frustrated in the postseason, no coach ever won more games, and that’s why he is one of the most storied coaches in NFL history.

  For the record

  
    Don Shula

    Hall of Fame, 1997

    Regular-season record: 328-156-6, .678

    Postseason record: 19-17, .528

    Two Super Bowl victories

  


   

  #5

   

  BILL WALSH

  Few coaches have ever taken a team that was at the bottom of the NFL heap and catapulted it to the top more dramatically than Bill Walsh did with the San Francisco 49ers.

  Walsh was hired by the 49ers in 1979, after the team had gone 2-14 and was the laughingstock of the NFL. It didn’t seem like Walsh would be much of a head coach, as the Niners repeated that 2-14 mark in his first year.

  However, there was a huge difference between the 1978 team and the 1979 version. While they did not win any more games, Walsh gave them a game plan and an offensive scheme that would serve the team in an extraordinary manner over the next two decades.

  Walsh had prepared to become a head coach by learning from two of the game’s masters. His first job as a pro football coach had been with the Oakland Raiders, where he had been the running backs’ coach on Al Davis’s team. Davis, who had been trained under Sid Gillman, favored the vertical passing game. Walsh learned how Davis wanted to attack quickly and decisively, and he gained the foundation of an offense while with the Raiders.

  Walsh would come into his own as an assistant coach with the Cincinnati Bengals from 1968 through 1975. Head coach Paul Brown was clearly one of the game’s most innovative coaches, both with the Bengals and prior to that with the Cleveland Browns. Walsh teamed up with Brown to help transform the Bengals from an American Football League expansion team to an NFL winner.

  However, when Brown retired prior to the 1975 season, Walsh was passed over for the head coaching job. Brown named Bill “Tiger” Johnson as his successor, and Walsh left the team in a huff.

  Brown kept Walsh from getting an NFL head coaching job on numerous occasions after that by giving him lukewarm praise or offering critical comments when other teams called him to ask about Walsh. Brown was one of the most revered men in the NFL, and he was able to keep Walsh from getting ahead in his career. However, he couldn’t stop the 49ers from hiring Walsh in 1979.

  Walsh was not a typical coach who would work his players to a frazzle in training camp and practice. His philosophy was to build a team that was so skilled and smart that it would be able to run circles around its opponent on Sundays in the regular season.
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