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    have made the world a better place.

  


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  When you’re in the newspapers business—and as a freelancer I must stress the plural—you tend to snicker at these acknowledgment pages. They come off as self-important when really you’re just bundling your daily work. All anyone wants to do is read the dang book anyway

  Then you write one of these things, and you realize just how many people have gone out of their way to help. In this case, it was necessary because as an 18-year-old in 1979 I was more interested in my next Legion game or getting to the next kegger down by the Youghiogheny River than I was in this or any football team. So in an attempt to devour the whole of this sub-culture, I needed much help these last three months and there are many to thank.

  I first thank a couple of my media brothers. The book would have never begun without Mike Prisuta, and it never would have ended without Ed Bouchette.

  I believe Bouchette was sent by divine providence. His most useful of useful tips was convincing me to download to disk half of my work and the remainder of the book’s raw data exactly two days before the alarming, yet inevitable, crash of my laptop computer.

  Dale Lolley is another media brother who not only helped with tips and phone numbers, but also went above and beyond. He carried the load at our website, SteelCitySports.com, in my absence. I’d also like to thank our boss and one of the great Steelers fans, Joe Schrode, for giving me time off, and another one of my co-workers, Jim Russell, for his helpful research. The biggest thanks, though, at SteelCitySports goes out to the subscribers who patiently waited out Steelers mini-camp last spring without our full coverage.

  Vic Ketchman, Bob Labriola, Tunch Ilkinjoe Starkey, and Mike Fabus also went out of their way to provide information and direction. I’d also like to thank sports editors, Mike Ciarochi, Terry Shields, Alan Robinson and Eric Knopsnyder for giving me enough breathing room to complete this project.

  Of course, the greatest source of information was Joe Gordon, the former director of media relations with the Steelers. He’s kept up with the former players, coaches, scouts and administrators, and their respect for his name was obvious in the alacrity with which they responded.

  Thanks also to the Steelers’ current PR department, particularly Ron Wahl for convincing Joe Greene the interview would not be too painful. Your staff is also first rate, Ron. Thanks to Dave Lockett, Vicki Iuni and Brett Martz for their help.

  Speaking of help, Ralph Mclntyre showed up just in time. So did Doug Hice, Jimmy Caligiuri and Jerry Ver nail. Thanks, guys. Tianda Blount, thanks for allowing me to show up.

  The encouragement of family and friends was vital. Beyond that, thanks go to my wife, Lydia, for keeping the deck clear. Any writer will tell you how important that is. Dad also came through with an emergency laptop. I can bet with confidence he never expected to see that sentence anywhere. Mom, thanks for knowing how to use it.

  Special thanks goes to my sister, Dr. Kris Ruppert, whose medical knowledge helped us through a family crisis during the project.

  Members of the Steelers were also helpful, particularly Mark Gorscak, who provided necessary musical and literary tips. He realized the importance of each in this type of project.
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  INTRODUCTION


  Joe Greene just stood at the doorway to the expansive media room at the new Steelers practice facility on the South Side of Pittsburgh, and he watched us work.

  Greene had just been hired to work in the teams personnel department after spending 18 years in coaching. He was preparing for the 2004 draft, and his massive frame filled the doorway as he picked up a conversation with a reporter who’d been around during the glory days.

  Maybe Greene had time to do that interview I’d requested.

  Or, maybe not.

  It really won’t be painful, Joe.

  “Painful for me or painful for you?” Joe said with half a laugh.

  He wasn’t about to spend his first month back with the team talking about the glory days. In fact, Greene didn’t really want to talk about much at all. Another reporter had requested an interview with Greene about Pat Tillman, whom Greene had coached with the Arizona Cardinals.

  “After I’m finished with this,” Greene told the reporter, who took a seat a few feet away

  “So, how long did you know Pat?” the reporter asked in an attempt to pass time.

  Greene, who was signing items for a team charity, turned sharply. “I told you, after I’m finished!”

  The reporter apologized and left the room figuring Greene would speak with him later, but he didn’t.

  “What’s done is done,” Greene barked after a second formal request had been made.

  Still Mean Joe after all these years.

  “That’ll be a key interview for your book,” Vic Ketchman told me. “Joe, Jack Ham and Terry Bradshaw”

  Ketchman works for the Jacksonville Jaguars. He was a beat man here during the ‘70s. Came out of Kent State just ahead of Jack Lambert and covered every one of the Steelers’ Super Bowls. He worked for the Irwin Standard Observer, the paper for which I had worked as a teen carrier, then a cub reporter and then as Ketchman’s replacement as sports editor.

  He’d been a big fish in a little pond. The awards announcement sheet from the Pro Football Writers Association of America would look something like this every other year or so:

  Vic Ketchman, Irwin Standard Observer

  Will McDonough, Boston Globe

  Don Pierson, Chicago Tribune

  When you research the Steelers’ archives, Ketchman’s work stands out.

  “You want Greene and Ham because the defense was in decline in 1979, and they’ve admitted as much in the past,” Ketchman told me. “You want Bradshaw because of how well he and the offense played that year, but also because he’d hinted at retirement after the Super Bowl.

  “That year took a lot out of him. He never had the same fire after that, and he might go into detail.”

  The 1979 season, of course, was the last championship season of the Steelers dynasty, and it was critical in the sense the Steelers won when they probably shouldn’t have, and that it put an everlasting stamp on the dynasty as the greatest of the modern era—as defined by Nielson, of course.

  The seventies represented the first era of thorough media coverage and the Steelers dominated. But it was Dallas looking to make amends by the end of the 1979 season. The Cowboys had lost two Super Bowls to the Steelers by a combined eight points and would’ve certainly been a formidable foe in a third encounter.

  Imagine how the course of football history would’ve changed had the Cowboys and not the Steelers won the 1979 title. The Steelers would’ve won an outstanding three Super Bowls in five years instead of a mind-boggling four in six. The Steelers, therefore, would not have paraded to Canton nearly as often throughout the next couple of decades. And Steelers fans would miss the whine of Cowboys fans every January after another of their heroes is denied admittance to the Hall of Fame. It’s indeed sweet music to the ears of Steelers fans.

  No, the 1979 season put an indelible stamp on the Steelers dynasty and its place in history. The Cowboys, of course, were ambushed by the Vince Ferragamo-led Los Angeles Rams in the 1979 NFC divisional playoffs.

  The Steelers, who’d been thrashed earlier that season by the San Diego Chargers, 35-7, didn’t have to worry about playing the AFC Championship Game in San Diego after the Houston Oilers, without Dan Pastorini and Earl Campbell, upset the Chargers the previous week. The Steelers then beat the Oilers and Rams to claim a title they perhaps—dare I say—did not deserve.

  While Bradshaw and company had cranked out the most points in franchise history that year, the defense, the rock of the dynasty, was in steep decline. Ham broke an ankle that eventually ended his career; Greene was a shadow of his former self; the rules changes curttailed the physical style of cornerbacks Mel Blount and Ron Johnson; L.C Greenwood and Dwight White were past their prime; Mike Wagner was injured and at the end of the line.

  Lambert and Donnie Shell were still playing at a high level, but the defense was no longer the Steel Curtain. It was all about offense that year, and the plays made by Bradshaw, Lynn Swann and John Stallworth in Super Bowl XIV hammered the point home.

  Even in that Super Bowl, the Steelers were stymied by a Rams coaching staff—sprinkled with former Steelers coaches—who knew the Steelers inside and out. Bradshaw was forced to call the plays at the line of scrimmage, and the game was much closer than anyone had expected.

  Did the Steelers win one they shouldn’t have? Well, if that’s the case, it only made up for the 1976 season. The Steelers believe that to have been their best team, but it was one that didn’t end in a championship. You know what they say about the breaks of the game—they even up in the end.

  The 1979 Steelers were the last NFL team to win a championship with an entire roster of homegrown talent. With free agency now in the mix, they’ll probably be the last. On many levels, there will never be another team like it.


  CHAPTER I

  
BOUNCING OUT OF

  THE THIRD TITLE:

  A BRAZEN CHUCK NOLL

  RAISES THE BAR


  
    "See everything. Overlook a great deal. Improve a little.”

    —Pope John XXIII

  

  THE TRUE TOUGH GUY


  Jack Lambert once was asked if middle linebackers have to be mean. He shrugged it off as a stereotype and pointed to the guy in front of him.

  “Now, Dwight White is pretty mean,” Lambert said. “But they don’t put that kind of label on a defensive end.”

  Terry Claus would agree. After the Steelers defeated the Dallas Cowboys, 35-31, to win Super Bowl XIII in January, 1979, Claus went to the hotel near the Miami Airport, where the Steelers were staying, in search of autographs. He was met, according to a letter written to the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, in the hallway by Mike Webster, who offered Claus a beer and introduced him to the players in the room.

  “I proceeded to make small talk and ask for a few autographs,” Claus wrote. “Then I made the mistake of asking Dwight White. He was furious! He ripped up the paper full of autographs and threw it off the balcony. I remember it falling about 10 stories. I thought he was going to throw me.”

  It was probably a good thing for Claus that the Steelers had won. Then again, the Steelers had grown accustomed to winning. The guy in charge, though, wasn’t about to let them become too accustomed, or worse, comfortable. Chuck Noll was the true tough guy.

  The Steelers won their third Super Bowl after a 14-2 regular season in 1978. They lost their two games by a total of 10 points, then outscored two AFC opponents in the playoffs, 7715, with the defense giving up only one touchdown. But after the win over the Cowboys, Noll told a national TV audience: “I don’t think we have peaked yet. I’m looking forward to bigger and better things.”
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  THE REACTION?


  “We thought we were coming in for practice on Tuesday,” said Jack Ham.

  Noll wouldn’t stand for complacency, particularly in a team that was beginning to age. The Steelers hadn’t shown cracks yet, but it was only a matter of time for players such as White, Joe Greene, L.C. Greenwood, Jon Kolb, Sam Davis, Larry Brown, Gerry Mullins, Rocky Bleier, Mel Blount, Mike Wagner and Ham. They would all be at least 30 by the next opening day, with Greene and Greenwood turning 33. So Noll pushed.

  “I think every area on our football team has proven itself,” he said at the press conference in Miami the day after Super Bowl XIII. “Any help we can get in the draft in the way of competition will serve to spur the veterans we have right now.”

  And with that, the tone was set for the 1979 season.

  BETTER LOOKING EVERY DAY


  Terry Bradshaw was 30 and apparently growing younger. In 1978, he completed more passes for more yardage and touchdowns than any other season to that point. He threw for 318 yards and four touchdowns in the Super Bowl, was named the game’s MVP and was preparing to play in his first Pro Bowl.

  Bradshaw was the best quarterback in the game and proved his cognitive skills in the Super Bowl by not only calling his own plays, as he’d always done, but for his reads of the Dallas secondary. And Bradshaw’s best call was the trap by Franco Harris on third and nine that went for a 22-yard touchdown.

  “Beautiful,” said Joe Greene at the time.

  “A great call,” said Mike Webster.

  The play gave the Steelers a 28-17 lead. Nineteen seconds later, after a fumbled kickoff return, the lead was 35-17. Game over.

  “I don’t know why Chuck let me call my own plays,” Bradshaw wondered recently. But as the host of Fox NFL Sunday, Bradshaw doesn’t hesitate to criticize modern quarterbacks for their lack of play-calling.

  “Please define great for me,” Bradshaw said. “How can you say (Joe) Montana’s the best ever? He didn’t call a play. How can you say Peyton Manning’s worth $100 million? He’s won one [actually, two] playoff game in five years. And now you’re going to ruin your salary cap ‘cause he’s going to be 20-some-thing percent of the salary cap in Indianapolis. How are they going to block for him? How are they going to keep people together? So I make fun of them, because in real life you make your own choices.”

  And call your own plays.

  “When they back out of the huddle, there’s a microphone in his helmet,” Bradshaw continued. “It’s telling him what to do. All they have to do is call a formation and a snap count, and God, how easy is that? The few times I struggled as a player, I went to Chuck and said, ‘Would you call the plays?’

  “Now why would I do that? Because it takes all the pressure off me. Somewhere inside, you say to yourself, ‘Well, if this game doesn’t go the way we want it to go, I didn’t call these plays. Chuck did.’”

  Would Noll acquiesce?

  “He’d call them, and then I had to signal to him that OK, I’ve got it from here.’

  “Hey, it’s just my way of slapping those guys in the face and letting them know they’re not such hot shit. That’s the only reason.

  “Can I say that? I guess I just did.”

  ARE THERE ANY MORE

  REAL COWBOYS?


  NFL Commissioner Pete Rozelle disagreed with official Fred Swearingen’s pass interference call on Cowboys cornerback Benny Barnes. Swearingen made the call on a 33-yard Terry Bradshaw pass to Lynn Swan and the penalty gave the Steelers a first down at the Dallas 23. Three plays later, Franco Harris ran 22 yards for a touchdown to put the Steelers ahead, 28-17.

  Cowboys fan Winifred Hale had written to Rozelle to protest the call, and Rozelle wrote back. His letter was published in the Dallas Times Herald.

  “After viewing films of the play, we are of the opinion that there should have been no penalty called on the Swann-Barnes play in the Super Bowl,” Rozelle wrote.

  The letter surprised Cowboys general manager Tex Schramm but not Coach Tom Landry, who complained about the call at every turn.

  After the game, Landry called it “the kiss of death.” He ended his postgame press conference by saying, “I’d say it was the ball game for Pittsburgh.”

  Not that Harris’s 22-yard touchdown run on third and nine had much to do with the game. Then there was the fumble on the subsequent kickoff.

  “Obviously it was the key play,” Landry stressed. “A tight game became lopsided quickly.”

  The teams played later in the year and Landry wouldn’t let it go. In a conference call prior to the October 28 game, Landry said, “We did have the game under control. We felt we were stopping them pretty well and we were moving it better. Then they got the big break with the penalty. They scored, we fumbled, and they scored again, and the game was over.”

  The complaining wasn’t lost on Chuck Noll. A month after Super Bowl XIII, after receiving his ring, he joked about it with Pittsburgh reporters.

  “You hear about our new Super Bowl ring?” Noll asked. “It’s got a button on the side. You push the button and the top of the ring flips up. Inside there’s a tiny tape recorder and you get to hear Tom Landry bitching.”

  ORIGINAL ZEN MASTER


  Phil Jackson received plenty of credit for basically instructing four guys to pass the ball to Michael Jordan. Granted, Jackson dresses smartly and gives a great sideline pose and some pretty zippy postgame quotes, but the father of Zen philosophy, or the art of pro sports maintenance through self-contemplation, is one Charles Henry Noll.

  Paul “Bear” Bryant may have turned a generation on to discipline, and Vince Lombardi turned the next wave of coaches into sideline screamers, and Tom Landry added quiet calculation, and Bill Walsh was the genius, but Noll enlightened all of us, as the anti-genius.

  “I grew up in a situation where that was taught to me,” Noll explained 25 years after the 1979 season. “I’m talking about my high school football, then college football, then the time I spent with Paul Brown and the Browns. All that stuff kind of went through and this is what I learned. I tried to pass it on. And what do they do? They sell what?”

  “Whatever they’ll buy,” said Randy Grossman from a seat nearby.

  Noll was dubbed a Renaissance man because he was more than a coach. He was a gourmet cook, wine connoisseur, scuba diver, classical music buff, gardener, pilot. He was so confident, he “bought a plane before he took flying lessons,” Rocky Bleier said one time.

  Noll played for Brown, who was considered a pioneer in the use of Xs and Os, but abruptly retired as a player at the age of 27.

  “I wasn’t worth a damn,” Noll explained. “I thought I’d gotten all I could out of playing. I thought my life’s work was to be entered.”

  “Life’s work” was a term Noll used often throughout his 23-year run as coach of the Steelers. As a player, Noll figured his “life’s work” would be in law. He went to law school at night but realized the field wasn’t for him.

  “Law is built on confrontation,” he wrote in Game Plans For Success, “while football is built on bringing people together.

  Noll also considered a career as an insurance salesman, and felt his training in the field helped him as a coach “because,” he wrote, “it taught me how to deal with people. In sales training, we were taught never to take ‘no’ for an answer. … Once you heard his objections, you had something to work with. … You have to be able to sell your program to your team … and see what can be done to bridge any gaps.”

  Noll still kids to this day that coaching wasn’t his true calling. After four championships, 12 postseason appearances and 209 wins, Noll believes he finally found his life’s work.

  “Fundraising,” he said.

  DEEP PEP TALKS


  Chuck Noll didn’t worry that his messages might sail over the heads of his players. He aimed high nonetheless. Like his famous pep talk before a road game about the Corinthians sailing to Sparta in the fourth century B.C.

  Noll told his players the Corinthians were so committed to victory that when they crossed the sea to Sparta they burned their own ships. The only way they could return home was victorious on Spartan ships.

  “That’s how committed we have to be,” Noll said.

  “A lot of times, Chuck was so deep,” said offensive lineman Tunch Ilkin. “He would use these stories to make a point. Sometimes guys would be inspired and other times they might miss it.”

  Sometimes Noll could tell when his message was missing the mark, and he’d change gears.

  Early in the 1989 season, after losing to Cleveland 51-0 and to Cincinnati 41-10 in the first two games, Noll wanted to re-set his team’s thinking prior to the next week of practice.

  “I want you to be very careful about what you hear from the media this week and what you allow through your mind, your computer,” Noll started, “because your mind is like a swimming pool.”

  “Then,” said Ilkin, “Chuck started breaking down the chemical composition of what’s in pool water, and he was getting pretty technical about it, but he started getting strange looks from some of the guys. He sensed he was losing them.”

  “In other words,” Noll said, his voice rising, “don’t let anyone piss in your pool.”

  “The beauty of Chuck was that every day was a lesson in history, in geography, a vocabulary lesson,” said Ilkin. “I remember going straight to my dictionary when I’d get home from practice. Chuck would say things like, ‘We have to work on a grass field today in order to prepare for the undulation of the field in Cleveland.’ And I’d go home and look up ‘undulation.’ If you paid attention, you could improve your word power.”

  Ilkin works in radio and TV in Pittsburgh and is a part of the Steelers’ game-day broadcast team.

  “Chuck was beautiful, the consummate teacher,” Ilkin said. “He is the consummate educator.”

  IF A MONK FALLS IN THE FOREST …


  Chuck Noll might have been at his best after losses. Rocky Bleier expected a tongue-lashing after a lackluster performance against the Los Angeles Rams in 1978. At the next practice, the players were less than inspired.

  “Our heads were really up our butt,” said Bleier. “It was one of those practice days where I was expecting a real ass-tearing, where he’s going to yell and scream, tell us we’re no good and rip us apart. Maybe we needed it and I was looking for it.”

  Instead, Noll called the team together and told them a story.

  “There are two monks. They’re on a journey,” Noll said. “Sometime on that journey they stopped in a clearing and in the clearing was a stream. On the far side of the stream was a fair maiden who wanted to come across. One monk, without any hesitation, crossed the stream, picked up the fair maiden, put her on his back and set her down. The two monks, in silence, continued on. Sometime further down in their journey they stopped at another clearing. The second monk spun on the first one and said, ‘You know it’s against the beliefs of our religion to not only come into contact with a person of the opposite sex, but to actually speak to one. You disregarded that fact when you crossed the stream, picked up that fair maiden, put her on your back and set her down.’ And the first monk turned to the second monk and said, 'I set her down back there. But you carried her all the way here.’

  “All right guys, see you tomorrow at 10 o’clock. Get outta here.”

  “Honest to God,” said Bleier. “The shocked look as I’m looking at the faces of my fellow ballplayers, as they slowly turned and walked back towards the locker room. I could see their heads slightly bent towards the center, in groups of twos and threes and fours, saying to one another, ‘What the hell did he just say?’ Honest to God.”

  What did it mean?
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  “Well, what he wanted to do was say, ‘OK fine, whatevers happened is in the past. Our play is back there. This is a new day’ Well, he couldn’t have just said that. That’s not Chuck. I relayed my thoughts to him on that many years later and he just got that little, knowing smile on his face and said, ’Got you thinking, didn’t I?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, you did Chuck.’”

  THE LEGACY


  Tony Dungy joined the Steelers as an undrafted rookie free agent out of Minnesota in 1977 and made the team that year, the first free agent to do so in two years.

  Dungy had been the Golden Gophers’ four-year starter at quarterback but moved to wide receiver and then safety with the Steelers. He has the unusual distinction of throwing an interception and making an interception in the same game as a rookie before the switch to safety became permanent. Filling in for injured quarterbacks Terry Bradshaw and Mike Kruczek, Dungy completed three of eight passes for 43 yards and the pick against Houston.

  Dungy intercepted three passes as a rookie and, as a backup to Mike Wagner and Donnie Shell, managed to intercept six passes in 1978 to lead the team. Even though he’d started only two games, the total ranked second in the AFC.

  But Dungys ball-hawking skills and voracious study habits did him little good with the Steelers, at least at the time. They traded him later in 1979 to San Francisco for a 10th-round draft pick. He lasted another season in the NFL before beginning a coaching career that, to this point, has spiked in a pair of conference championship games, one with Tampa Bay in 1999 and another with Indianapolis in 2003.

  “Basically, everything I do, in terms of coaching and my style and what I want to get done, I borrowed from Coach Noll,” said Dungy. “I was there as a player and a coach and that’s where I learned about professional football and what it takes to win. His philosophy was you do whatever it takes, you get guys who are willing to do whatever it takes and then you become a fundamentally sound team. You pay attention to details. You don’t try to fool people. You don’t try to outsmart people. There’s a certain way you win in the NFL and that’s by execution. So that philosophy I’ve kept with me ever since then.”

  Why hasn’t Noll turned out more coaches?

  “That’s kind of amazing to me,” Dungy said. “That through all those guys we had there—George Perles, Bud Carson, Woody Widenhofer, Dick Hoak, Tom Moore, just really, really tremendous coaches, Dan Radakovich, that they didn’t go on to lead pro teams of their own.”

  But why haven’t more of his players gone on to coach?

  “He kind of had a way of making you see football wasn’t everything and he encouraged guys to branch out and do other things. Most of the guys had off-season jobs in different fields and he encouraged that, so it was never a situation where you were made to think football was everything, and that if you weren’t doing something in football you were nuts. So I’m not surprised at that with the players, but he’s had a ton of good coaches.

  “I guess because we weren’t flashy, just rough and tough and sound, that maybe his coaches didn’t get the credit they should have. I never figured that out. Guys from Lombardi’s staffs went on to be coaches, and Landry’s staffs and later Walsh’s staffs. We had unbelievable coaches when I played there and it just didn’t seem to come for them. But I certainly would never have been in professional coaching without Coach Noll, and I know I wouldn’t have had the success that I’ve had without getting that background from him because just about everything I do, and the way I do it, has been influenced by Coach Noll.”

  THE INFLUENCES


  Chuck Noll kept a plaque on his desk with a quote from Pope John XXIII: “See everything. Overlook a great deal. Improve a little.” It was his approach to coaching.

  “Be aware of what is going on around you,” Noll wrote in 1995 in Game Plans For Success. “Overlook the things that don’t matter. Work toward getting better every day. We all could learn from that.”

  Just as Tony Dungy is quick to credit Noll, Noll is quick to credit his mentors. First on the list is Paul Brown, founder of the Cleveland Browns. Brown drafted Noll out of Dayton in the 20th round in 1953. He played guard and shuttled in plays to Otto Graham for Brown before moving to linebacker.

  “From Brown, I learned the value of basics,” Noll wrote. “The game really is won by the team that blocks and tackles the best.”

  Another of his favored Paul Brown quotes: “There is only one way to coast and that’s downhill.”

  Noll’s first coaching job was under Sid Gillman, the famed vertical passing guru who once said, “God bless those runners because they get you the first downs, give you ball control and keep your defense off the field. But if you want to ring the cash register, you have to pass.”

  Noll didn’t know it at the time, but Gillmans philosophy would “ring the cash register” in 1979.
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