
[image: Cover Page of Miracle Year 1969]


[image: Title Page of Miracle Year 1969]


Copyright © 2004, 2016 by Bill Gutman

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Sports Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sports Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or sportspubbooks@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Sports Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.sportspubbooks.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Tom Lau

Cover photos: AP Images

Print ISBN: 978-1-61321-872-3

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-61321-866-2

Printed in the United States of America


To one of my oldest and truest friends, Joe Diamond
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INTRODUCTION

In 1968 the city of New York, like so much of the rest of the country, was beset by divided loyalties, conflicting ideas, and opposing philosophies. The state of the country wasn’t good, as the Vietnam War continued to rage in Southeast Asia, claiming more American lives each week as protests mounted both worldwide and in the United States, as well. The assassination of civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., at a Memphis Motel on April 4, sparked racially motivated riots in many American cities. Two months later, Robert F. Kennedy was gunned down in Los Angeles just after winning the California presidential primary, and nearly five years after his brother, president John F. Kennedy, was killed in Dallas. People began to wonder if any of their political leaders were safe or, for that matter, whether they were. Draft cards were being burned, universities shut down by protesters, and even the Democratic national convention in Chicago was beset by bloody confrontations in the streets. There was an ominous feeling in the air.

In times like these, people often look for an escape, no matter how ephemeral it might be, and one of the most popular modes of escape has always been sports. When things appear bleak, it always helps to be able to hang your hat on a favorite team, especially if it’s winning, and ride with it through troubled times. Even during World War II, when some thought major league baseball should be shut down due to a depletion of players leaving to serve in the armed forces, president Franklin D. Roosevelt urged the lords of the game to keep the sport afloat. It was good for morale, Roosevelt reasoned, an American institution that had to remain up and running to give the public a feeling of stability.

So baseball endured, and that was the last time anyone thought about shutting down a major sport. By 1968, sports fans in the New York area had an extremely wide choice since the city housed the Yankees and the Mets, the Giants and the Jets, the Knicks and the Rangers, and the newly formed New York Americans of the fledgling American Basketball League. The problem wasn’t the numbers; rather it was the lack of success. None of the teams were big winners, and a couple, in fact, had worn the goat horns of losers or had been bridesmaids for just too long. The city needed some excitement, but in 1968 finding it among the city’s professional sports teams seemed like a lost cause. Let’s take a closer look.

The logical starting point would be the New York Yankees, perennial winners since Babe Ruth joined the team in the 1920s. It seemed as if every time you turned around, another world championship flag was being hoisted at Yankee Stadium, and the endless parade of great players seemed to come from some mystical pipeline connected to a place where legends were born. Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio, Phil Rizzuto, Yogi Berra, Whitey Ford, Roger Maris, Mickey Mantle. The formula dictated that there was always a resident superstar or two in the Bronx who, combined with a strong supporting cast, spelled pennant. Only by 1968, something strange had happened. After winning five consecutive pennants between 1960 and 1964, the team had crashed. The Yanks went from still another World Series appearance in 1964 to a shocking 77-85 finish a year later, as injuries and age suddenly depleted the roster and robbed the team of its invincibility.

After an embarrassing last-place finish in 1966, the Bombers seemed to be crawling back, but at a snail’s pace, not good enough for fans expecting to win. By 1968 they were a middle-of-the-pack team, struggling to stay a few games over .500. It would also turn out to be the final season for longtime star Mickey Mantle, who would finally succumb to injuries and diminishing skills, and retire before the start of the next year. Worse yet, there was no one to replace him. The Ruth to Gehrig to DiMaggio to Mantle lineage had finally been interrupted. At the outset of the 1969 season, the Yankees were no longer really the Yankees, rather imposters in pinstripes who didn’t deserve the moniker of Bronx Bombers. Where then, could the New York sports fan turn next?

Toward the borough of Queens? Not if you wanted to back a winner. Sure, there was a fun team playing there, the expansion New York Mets. They had given the city a breath of fresh air in 1962, because National League fans were still suffering from a five-year-old baseball hangover caused by the sudden defection of the beloved Brooklyn Dodgers and archrival New York Giants to the west coast. Both clubs had left the Big Apple following the 1957 season, beginning baseball’s great expansion into a coast-to-coast enterprise. But for so many New York fans, it was as if they had the heart taken from them by greedy owners looking for a new kind of gold rush in sunny California. As for the Mets, they entered the league as part of baseball’s first expansion. The new team even came with a built-in superstar. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a player.

Casey Stengel, the venerable old manager who had his greatest success with the 1950s Yankees, had come out of retirement to pilot the Mets. The state of the team could be gauged by the now famous Stengel lament, “Can’t anyone here play this game?” After losing a record 120 games in 1962, the Mets earned the tag of “loveable losers” and their record of futility continued, even after they deserted the antiquated Polo Grounds for spanking new Shea Stadium in 1964.

By 1968 there was a glimmer of hope. The Mets actually finished ninth in a 10-team league. By then they had a manager who was a New York icon, Gil Hodges, a mainstay of those great Brooklyn Dodgers teams of the late 1940s and early to mid-1950s. Not only was Hodges a beloved figure, especially to former Dodgers fans, but he soon showed he could manage. In addition, the team also had a pair of young pitchers who looked like winners. Tom Seaver was 16-12 in his second season after going 16-13 as a rookie in 1967, while lefty Jerry Koosman surprised everyone with a 19-12 record.

What did it all mean? Maybe, just maybe, the Mets would become a .500 team in 1969. The fans had continued to come to Shea, but the mindset was slowly beginning to change. They no longer simply reveled in the trials and tribulations of their lovable losers. They wanted more. Give them a winning team and things would change in a hurry. Only it didn’t seem that 1969 would be the year. At best, the Mets appeared to be a few years away.

On the football front, things weren’t much better. The National Football League Giants were the people’s choice in the Big Apple, a venerable old franchise that had crested in the late 1950s and early 1960s. There was an NFL championship in 1956, and appearances in title games in 1958 and 1959, then again from 1961-63. Though the team won just one title, it had nevertheless appeared in a half-dozen championship games in an eight-year span. The New Yorkers had a dominant team and chants of “Defense! Defense! Defense!” became a regular Sunday ritual at Yankee Stadium. But like the other inhabitants of the House that Ruth Built, the football Giants’ fortunes had faded. After the 1963 title run, which ended in a 14-10 loss to the Chicago Bears, the team crashed. The Giants were 2-10-2 in 1964 and 1-12-1 two years later. In 1967, the club crawled back to .500, but there was no real prospect of another title run in 1968.

Out at Shea Stadium, however, football fans had some hope. The New York Jets seemed to be an improving American Football League team, having gone 6-6-2 in 1966 and then 8-5-1 a year later. The AFL had begun play in 1960, and after the usual gloom-and-doom predictions that always greet the creation of a new sports league, this one now appeared as if it was going to make it. There were more fine players coming in, and its teams played wide-open, fan-friendly football. The problem in New York was the usual one. The Jets had never won a title, but the team had arguably the most glamorous player in either league in quarterback Joe Namath. “Broadway” Joe was not only a prodigious passer with a rifle arm, but a flamboyant personality who seemed to thrive in the pressure-cooker of New York, reveling in its nightlife, being part owner of a restaurant/bar called Bachelor’s Three, and producing on the football field. He brought excitement to the Jets and to the city. The only thing lacking was a championship.

As for the Knicks and Rangers, well, futility had been the name of the game for a long time. Even though they had some good teams in the 1960s, the Rangers had not won a Stanley Cup championship since 1940, a non-title run that was approaching 30 years. As for the Knicks, they had yet to win a single NBA championship, dating back to when the league officially began in the 1946-47 season. While the Knicks were slowly building a winning team with some fine players, basketball fans were used to watching the Boston Celtics beat everyone. Led by Bill Russell, the team had won its 10th NBA title in 12 years in 1967-68, and though the Celtics were an aging dynasty, there seemed to be several other teams ahead of the Knicks in the rush to dethrone them. The New York Americans were almost a non-entity. Playing in the newly formed American Basketball League, and exiled to Commack on Long Island, there wasn’t a real fan base as yet for the red, white, and blue basketball of the ABL and the teams that went with it.

By the time the New York Jets began training camp in July of 1968, it was apparent to the city’s sports fans that neither the Yankees nor the Mets would be contending for a championship. The problems in the country continued, and sports fans in the city began to look toward their two professional football teams. The real war in Vietnam was brought home on television every night, its horrors streamed into living rooms around the country. The gridiron wars, however, were different, a welcome diversion and a place where warlike terms such as “throw the bomb” and “blitz,” had more friendly connotations. This was entertainment. Only the Giants didn’t appear much better than a .500 team again. The fans would come out, all right, but would it be enough? What New York City really needed in the later summer and fall of 1968 was a winner. That would have been the perfect antidote to the troubled times. And once the training camps opened, Joe Namath and the New York Jets seemed to have the best chance to make a serious run. What nobody knew then, and what no one could have predicted, was that lightning was about to strike New York City not once, but twice over the ensuing 15 months. The stage was set for a couple of unforgettable sports miracles that would leave a lasting effect on the city of New York and on the sports world as a whole, miracles that are remembered even today with a combination of fascination, nostalgia, and awe.


PART ONE

THE 1968 NEW YORK JETS


1

THE AFL, BROADWAY JOE, AND A COACH NAMED LOMBARDI

Though it may be difficult to fathom today, professional football in the mid-1950s wasn’t looked upon as a major sport. Though the National Football League had been in existence in one form or another since 1920, stability didn’t come quickly or easily. The structure of the league often changed, and early franchises came and went, sometimes in the course of a single season. In those bygone days, the league was mostly located in the Midwest, often in small towns, and without real stadiums in which to play. Some of the pioneer teams are now not only a distant memory, but their names don’t always seem suited for the game they played. Only those with a real sense of NFL history would remember the Canton Bulldogs, Columbus Panhandles, Duluth Eskimos, Pottsville Maroons, Providence Steamrollers, and Oorang Indians.

The league didn’t organize into two divisions until 1933, so before that, there wasn’t even a real championship game. The years of the Great Depression saw some stability and more modern teams arrive. In those days, the game was still played mainly in the trenches, with teams just trying to push and muscle their way downfield with tight running plays. The forward pass didn’t come into play as a major weapon until late in the 1930s when a thin quarterback from Texas Christian University joined the Washington Redskins. “Slingin’” Sammy Baugh threw for 1,127 yards as a rookie in 1937 and joined Green Bay’s Arnie Herber as two NFL quarterbacks who could light it up through the air.

That still didn’t mean the big time for the league. By the mid-1950s, when Willie Mays, Mickey Mantle, and Duke Snider were sparking a who’s-the-best-center fielder debate among the baseball fans of New York, the National Football League was still struggling for an identity, for fans, and for more television coverage. Then, in 1958, there was a game that changed it all. Fortunately, it was the biggest game of the year, the championship contest between the New York Giants and the Baltimore Colts. The Giants had a number of glamour players such as Frank Gifford and Sam Huff, a handsome halfback and a rugged linebacker. In fact, Huff was one of the first defensive specialists to attract a huge following. He led a spirited defensive unit that was the heart of the team.

Baltimore had a young, crew-cutted quarterback named John Unitas, who played with the nerve of a riverboat gambler and threw with the precision of a delicate artist. The game was played on the big-city stage of Yankee Stadium with more than 64,000 fans in attendance, augmented by a national television audience. It was a rugged, hard-fought contest from the beginning with the Giants holding a slim, 17-14 lead in the final minutes. With 1:56 left in the game, the Giants had the Colts pinned back to their 14-yard line. That’s when Unitas took over and showed the football world just what a great quarterback could do. He drove the Colts up field, often going to his favorite receiver, Raymond Berry, and the Giants couldn’t stop them. With just seven seconds left, Steve Myhra kicked a 23-yard field goal and the game was tied. When the clock ran down, it became the first NFL title game to go into sudden-death overtime.

The Giants got the ball first but couldn’t move it. A punt then pinned the Colts back at their own 20, and Unitas went to work again with his aerial magic, keeping the Giants honest with a couple of running plays as he drove the Colts toward the New York goal line. A final pass play to tight end Jim Mutscheller brought the ball to the one, and on the next play, fullback Alan Ameche plunged into the end zone and into history. The Colts had won it, 23-17. The game drew huge attention in the media and was given a euphemistic nickname that still exists today. It was called “The greatest game ever played.”

The Giants-Colts championship game put the sport on the map once and for all. The NFL was comprised of 12 teams in 1958, broken into Eastern and Western Divisions. It wasn’t long before there was talk of expansion, adding more teams, and allowing the league to grow. Among the cities desiring an NFL franchise were the Texas towns of Houston and Dallas. A pair of young Texans, Kenneth S. “Bud” Adams and Lamar Hunt wanted to head these new franchises. However, while there were plans to put a team in Dallas, the franchise was not awarded to Hunt, and the NFL bigwigs also decided it wasn’t time for a team in Houston. Hunt, with help from Adams and a few others, decided to take the bull by the Longhorns. They would still have their franchises, all right, and if they couldn’t have them in the NFL they would simply start their own league. Their initial efforts were met with skepticism and doubt, but in the true entrepreneurial spirit of America, they did it.

In the fall of 1960, the eight-team American Football League began play in direct competition with the established NFL. Soon, the real pro football wars would begin, a ten-year period in which the new league worked to grow against sometimes overwhelming odds, then the creation of a special championship game to prove once and for all which league was best, and finally a merger creating one, huge National Football League. It would, however, be a decade of change and controversy in which the new league would surprise a lot of people and one of its players would become one of the most publicized and well-known athletes in the land. His name: Joe Namath. His team: the American Football League New York Jets.

The AFL began play with franchises in New York, Boston, Buffalo, Houston, Los Angeles, Oakland, Dallas, and Denver. The Los Angeles Chargers would move to San Diego in 1961, and the Dallas Texans would become the Kansas City Chiefs two years later. The only other change was the name of the New York franchise. The team was originally called the Titans, and after a change in ownership prior to the 1963 season, they morphed into the Jets. Other than those changes, the league remained amazingly stable in its growth years.

At first, however, the NFL wasn’t worried. They had dealt with renegade leagues before. The All-America Football Conference was formed in 1946 and competed for players with the NFL. One team, the Cleveland Browns coached by Paul Brown, won all four AAFC titles. The AAFC, however, folded in 1950, though three of its teams—the San Francisco 49ers, Baltimore Colts, and Cleveland Browns—were absorbed into the NFL. The Browns showed immediately they were no fluke. Led by quarterback Otto Graham, they took the NFL by storm and won the 1950 championship by defeating the Los Angeles Rams, 30-28, in one of football’s classic games. As good as the Browns were, the AAFC as a league lasted only four years. Now, ten years later, the NFL was facing another upstart group.

For the AFL, players were tough to come by at first. The league began with a hodgepodge of castoffs, over-the-hill veterans, guys looking for a second chance, and some NFL retreads. But the league didn’t settle for just that. They went after some marquee names, as well, and signed a plum in Heisman Trophy winner Billy Cannon of LSU. Cannon, in fact, had signed contracts with both the NFL Rams and the Houston Oilers of the AFL. Both teams claimed him, and when the dispute went to court the decision went in favor of Houston. Add to that the AFL’s landing a five-year, nearly $9 million television contract from ABC, and the new league was quickly on the map. The NFL knew it would have a battle on its hands.

That didn’t mean the early years were easy. Some of the teams lacked modern stadiums in which to play, a few had money problems, the quality of football wasn’t always top notch, though it was entertaining. The league felt that the fans would love a wide-open, pass-happy game, and that was the product they put on the field. The Houston Oilers, led by the aforementioned Cannon and former NFL quarterback, the veteran George Blanda, won the league’s first championship, defeating the LA Chargers, 24-16, the big play fittingly an 88-yard pass play, Blanda to Cannon. The league survived its first year, now it was time to grow.

One of the big worries for the AFL then was the New York franchise. The Titans were forced to play their first two seasons in the antiquated Polo Grounds, former home of the New York baseball Giants, who had migrated to San Francisco in 1958. Not only didn’t the team have a good product on the field, but fans also seemed reluctant to buy tickets, and attendance was terrible.

In 1961, owner Harry Wismer was feuding with the rest of the league, and a year later he went broke to the point where he wasn’t even making payroll, and that included the players. Many thought a floundering New York franchise could sound the death knell for the league. Little did they know that help was just around the corner. It began when the league’s 1962 champion, the Dallas Texans, moved the franchise to Kansas City and immediately sold 15,000 season tickets for 1963. But the big news came out of New York.

The old Titans were gone, at least in name and ownership. Sonny Werblin, a man with a strong show business background and a penchant for promotion, had purchased the team and almost immediately changed the name to the Jets. Werblin then hired Weeb Ewbank to be his coach. Ewbank had an easy identification in the sports world. He was the man behind the bench when the Baltimore Colts defeated the New York Giants in that landmark NFL title game back in 1958. With Johnny Unitas at the helm, Ewbank’s Colts won a second consecutive championship the next year, again topping the Giants. Unitas was already carving his place in signal-calling history, and Ewbank had made his mark as a coach. But when the Colts fired the diminutive Weeb following the 1962 season, Werblin was quick to grab him for his renamed Jets. Also in the offing for the team was a brand-new stadium in Queens. Shea Stadium would be ready for the 1964 season and the team would be sharing it with the new National League baseball team, the Mets.

While the Jets were just 5-8-1 their first season under Ewbank, there were plans in place for both the team’s and the league’s future. In 1964, the AFL received a number of solid shots in the arm, beginning with a brand-new television deal. NBC picked up the AFL for five years, signing a $36 million contract with the league with the provision that it would pay each franchise $900,000 a year. And when the Jets opened the 1964 season at Shea Stadium, there was an AFL-record crowd of 46,665 fans in attendance. The team would break that mark twice more before the season ended. Suddenly, it was beginning to look as if the AFL was here to stay.

By that time, the two leagues found themselves in an increasingly hostile bidding war for talent, and the AFL was starting to “raid” NFL teams, inducing some players to jump leagues. It was a bidding war that would soon become very costly, though there was still evidence that some NFL teams didn’t take the new league seriously. In addition, some top players were choosing the AFL because they felt they would get a chance to play. Fullback Matt Snell, coming out of Ohio State, was one of those players. Both the Giants and the Jets drafted him, and like so many others back then, he had a big decision to make.

“Part of it was money,” Snell said, “but there were other factors, as well. Once I knew I was drafted by both teams I went to my college coach, Woody Hayes, for advice. Agents were just beginning to be a factor then, but Woody wouldn’t allow them on campus, so he kind of represented all of us. When I sat down with Woody he advised me to look at the AFL. ‘If you go to the AFL you can play right away,’ he told me. Woody didn’t believe in sitting on the bench to get experience. He knew with the Giants I’d be sitting behind veterans like Alex Webster and Kyle Rote, and wouldn’t play until they retired. He said if the money is close to equal, he would go to the place where he could play.

“Running backs never know how long their careers will last. You can get hurt in practice and you can take a pounding in practice, even if you aren’t playing in games. I figured that by sitting on the bench for three or four years I’d be shortening my career. So I took Woody’s advice and signed with the Jets.”

It turned out to be the right move. In 1964, Snell won the starting fullback job and led the team in rushing with 948 yards on 215 carries, and also caught 56 passes (second on the team) for another 393 yards. So by going to the AFL he had not only established himself immediately, but had given his team an outstanding fullback around whom to build a running attack.

Lineman Dave Herman was another player who was drafted by both the Giants and Jets prior to the 1964 season. Herman had played under Duffy Daugherty at Michigan State and was a guy who simply loved to play and usually didn’t worry about the other things going on around him. He didn’t make any comparisons between the AFL and NFL. He just figured wherever he went it would be a matter of his showing he was good enough to play.

“I decided to sign with the Jets,” Herman recalls, “and my decision was based strictly on money. You won’t believe how much. I think the difference was probably around $600. The last time I saw [longtime Giants owner] Wellington Mara, I reminded him of it. But I had no hidden ambitions. I just wanted to play some football and then take advantage of some other opportunities in New York. Many players couldn’t survive on their salaries in those days, and I not only worked in the off season, but finally got a job on the business side of broadcasting with a company called Blair Television. I would go to my job in the morning, then out to practice in the afternoon. Weeb once told me I was the only guy who came to practice wearing a suit and tie.”

That’s how the team was building players. Besides Snell and Herman, the Jets already had a group of core players who would be instrumental in the club’s greatest season just four years later. They included wide receivers Don Maynard and Bake Turner, kicker Jim Turner, linebackers Larry Grantham and Ralph Baker, offensive tackle Winston Hill, center John Schmitt, defensive end Gerry Philbin and tackle Paul Rochester, and defensive back Billy Baird. Maynard was an especially interesting case. He had been with the Jets since their first year of 1960, when they were the Titans, and since that time had been one of the most explosive players in the league.

“I started with the Giants before the AFL came into existence,” he said. “I had a great year with them as a punt and kickoff returner in 1958, and played as a backup to Frank Gifford. I was devastated when I was cut before 1959 because I could easily outrun the guy they kept. [Vince] Lombardi wanted to pick up my option to come to Green Bay, but I had already gone up to Canada to play with Hamilton. When the Jets called, I decided to return to New York.”

Maynard proved his worth in a hurry. In 1960 he caught 72 passes for 1,265 yards and six touchdowns, and would become, arguably, the AFL’s most dangerous deep receiver for the next decade. So he saw the league build from the beginning.

“We started having guys come over from the NFL early on who still had a lot of football left in them,” Maynard explained. “Within just a few years I began to get the feeling that the first 11 guys on offense and defense on our best teams were equal to those in the NFL. The difference then was depth, the 23rd to 35th player. But with each passing year we were getting closer.”

For the Jets, the gap began to close in 1965. That’s when the team made a move that would not only change the face of the team and the American Football League, but the entire professional football world, as well. One of the most intriguing players coming out of college in 1964 was Joe Namath, a quarterback from the little town of Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania, who took his talented right arm south to play for the legendary Paul “Bear” Bryant at the University of Alabama. Namath spent three seasons at the helm for the Crimson Tide, setting school records for pass attempts (428), completions (230), yards (3,055) and touchdowns (29).

Though limited by a knee injury his senior year in 1964, the 6’2”, 190-pound Namath was still good enough to lead his team to a national title. He showed his stuff to the nation in the 1965 Orange Bowl, coming off the bench with his knee heavily taped and braced to complete 18 passes for 255 yards and two touchdowns. Even though Texas beat Alabama that day, 21-17, Namath was chosen the game’s Most Valuable Player, and pro football scouts from both leagues began to salivate when they pictured him quarterbacking for their teams. That spring, Namath learned he had been the top pick of the St. Louis Cardinals of the NFL and the New York Jets of the AFL. This one, followers of the game felt, would be interesting. Namath was a valuable commodity. The Cards wanted him as their quarterback, all right, but the Jets’ Sonny Werblin saw him as more than just a prolific passer who could help his team win. With his show business background, Werblin knew that star power sold tickets. That’s what he saw in Joe Namath, and he wasn’t about to let him get away.

Let the bidding begin. Remember, this was 1965, long before the day of million-dollar players. Dave Herman joined the Jets a year earlier and had to find a second job … during the season. Namath supposedly told Bear Bryant that he hoped to get in the area of $100,000 a year. The word was that Bryant said why not throw caution to the wind and ask for twice as much, $200,000? That’s what Joe did, throwing in a request that a Lincoln Continental be added to the pot. Imagine his surprise when the Cards agreed without so much as a blink of the eye. The Jets, however, weren’t done. They countered with a larger offer and when it finally ended, Namath cast his star with Sonny Werblin and the Jets for an unheard of signing bonus of around $427,000. The amount was not only staggering, it sent a message to both leagues that the bidding wars were getting out of hand.

“Sonny Werblin knew how to promote and sell,” said Don Maynard, who had seen Werblin in action ever since he bought the team. “That’s what he did when he took over ownership and why he signed Joe to that huge contract. As soon as he signed, Joe’s picture was on all the magazines, even women’s publications, and everyone was curious about him. The publicity he got was great for everyone, as well as for the team. Mr. Werblin would also have a press party every week with all kinds of people coming out to the Diamond Club at Shea. He made the writers and media people feel more at home and because of that they went out of their way to promote the team.”

Namath, of course, could have easily taken the St. Louis offer. Word had it that the Cards were also in a similar price range, but the free-spirited quarterback undoubtedly heeded Werblin’s message, that his star power could best be served in New York where he would not only quarterback an up-and-coming team, but would have access to Madison Avenue and everything else the Big Apple had to offer.

Matt Snell, who was entering his second year with the Jets in 1965, remembers the day Namath arrived at camp … in a chauffeured limousine. “To be honest about it, there was a lot of jealousy on the team at that point,” Snell admits, looking back nearly 40 years. “There were still a lot of older guys on the team, some of them rejects from the NFL who were getting a last chance and not making much money. I think they resented the way Joe came to camp in a chauffeured limo. But that was Sonny’s work, a way to get PR and hype the team.

“The younger players like myself and Jim Hudson saw Joe’s coming as giving us a better way to compete. Dick Wood had been the team’s quarterback the year before and he was playing on two terrible knees, a guy at the end of the line. I could see the difference as soon as Namath started throwing. When he cut it loose it was like the ball was on a rope.”

Dave Herman was another who saw Namath’s coming as an opportunity for everyone. “For a guy drafted number one, Joe had a great attitude,” Herman said. “He knew the game, had great instincts and abilities. He did the right thing without having to think about it. Beyond that, he was a great teammate, probably the best teammate I ever had.”

Don Maynard sensed Namath’s arrival as something more, something he felt could not only turn the Jets into winners, but turn him into a more dangerous pass receiver, because he now had a guy with a rocket arm throwing to him.

“Up to the time Joe arrived, I must have played with some 25 quarterbacks in my career,” Maynard said. “I had watched Joe in that Orange Bowl game against Texas and saw what he could do. So when he came to camp I made it a point to talk to him as soon as I could. I said, ‘Joseph, I’m a communicator. You and I are going to talk and make a success of our passing game. I told him I had learned from Sammy Baugh, and that we were going to talk in practice and always set things up. I’ll make you a better quarterback,’ I told him, ‘and you’ll make me a great receiver.’”

As one of the real veterans of the pro football wars, a guy who had watched many of the good ones, Maynard saw immediately the kind of technical proficiency Namath brought to the position. “He was so strong throwing the ball, and his accuracy was unbelievable,” Maynard said. “He had enough strength in his arm that he could throw with a short, quick motion. That’s the ‘quick release’ you’re always hearing about. But I always said the greatest ability he had was his anticipation. He was always one step ahead.”

The Jets of 1965 had some other new faces besides Namath. Defensive end Verlon Biggs and linebacker Al Atkinson also joined the team, as did defensive back Jim Hudson, cornerback Cornell Gordon, and wide receiver George Sauer. The core group was growing, but the team still wasn’t ready to win. In fact, Coach Ewbank, not wanting to throw his prize rookie to the wolves, started the season with veteran Mike Taliaferro at quarterback. Even with Namath on the bench, the effect of No. 12 was felt immediately. The Jets opened before 52,680 fans in Houston, many of whom undoubtedly wanted a glimpse of the 400-grand bonus baby. A week later, 53,658 fans crowded into Shea to officially welcome Namath to New York. He didn’t play again, but the crowds that were following him showed all over again that the AFL was certainly no Mickey Mouse league. Now, it had real star power.

The problem was that the Jets weren’t winning. They dropped five of their first six games that year, the other ending in a tie. Rookie linebacker Al Atkinson remembers very clearly the low point of that season.

“We were leaving Shea one Sunday with our 0-5-1 record and not feeling very good,” Atkinson said. “I got in my car and turned on the Howard Cossell radio show. I always had the feeling Howard was a Giants rooter. Anyway, there was a garbage strike going on in the city then and I’ll never forget what Howard said next, in that inimitable, halting fashion he had. He was breaking for a commercial and he said, ‘I’ll be back in 60 seconds to talk about the real garbage in New York City, the New … York … Jets.’ Hearing that really irked us and we wanted to get that guy back. I guess the best kind of payback is to win. Weeb finally started Joe the next week against Denver and we won. Better than that, we all knew right away that Joe had a gifted arm and a gifted feel for the game.

“All he did that day was to throw five touchdown passes and we won going away. Joe had quick feet and a young body, and we saw right away that he wasn’t afraid to throw into a crowd, with two guys on the receiver. He threw when other quarterbacks would shy away. Even as a rookie he dared the defense and while he would look for the receiver who was open, he wasn’t fearful of challenging the defense and threading it in there.”

With Namath taking over, the Jets finished the 1965 season at 5-8-1, second behind Buffalo’s division-winning 10-3-1 mark. They weren’t one of the AFL’s elite teams yet, but had a made a start with a quarterback who was attracting more attention than any other player in the game.

As for the game itself, the Namath signing proved to be the tip of the iceberg that would soon sink the bidding wars. When the 1966 draft was held, three players—running backs Donnie Anderson and Jim Grabowski, and super linebacker Tommy Nobis—all signed contracts larger than Namath’s, and all went to the NFL. Then the New York Giants raided the AFL and signed the game’s first soccer-style place kicker, Pete Gogolak, away from the Buffalo Bills. The men who ran the game had seen enough. They felt they had better declare a truce before the players began breaking the bank. That truce came in the form of a merger.

Before the 1966 season had even started, the entire pro football world had been reorganized. The two leagues agreed to a full merger that would be completed in the 1970 season. That year, all the AFL teams would become part of a larger National Football League under the guidance of NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle. Until then, there would be some other changes that would start soon. For example, beginning the following year there would be a common draft. No more bidding wars for the top players. There would also be some preseason games between the two leagues, which should attract some major fan interest. It was the final piece of news, however, that had many professional football fans, as well as the players, the most excited.

Following the 1966 season, the two league champions would meet in a special championship game. It wasn’t yet called the Super Bowl but would be known simply as the AFL-NFL World Championship Game. It would, however, in the minds of many, settle the question once and for all which league was better. The pressure, of course, would be on the NFL representative, because NFL purists had derided the wide-open style of the AFL for so long. Now they would have a chance to prove it. For the AFL, they felt they had four years to get a victory over the NFL in the title game. Because until the full merger went into effect at the outset of the 1970 season, the two leagues would retain their individual identities.

The Jets continued to build their team in 1966 and 1967. The club was just 6-6-2 in 1966 and then 8-5-1 the next year. That year, the team seemed to be headed for its first division title by starting the year at 7-2-1. Only this time they fell victim to injuries as much as anything else. By the end of the season some 15 players had undergone knee surgery, including their starting backfield of Snell and halfback Emerson Boozer, who had joined the team the year before. Namath had shown flashes of brilliance, but he also had a number of multi-interception games; usually when the club tried to come from behind and everyone knew Joe would throw. So the Jets players could only sit and watch as the two AFL champs from 1966 and 1967 went to the first ever AFL-NFL championship games. Both times, the Kansas City Chiefs and then the Oakland Raiders had to meet a legendary team, Vince Lombardi’s Green Bay Packers.

The NFL couldn’t ask for a better representative. Lombardi’s Packers might have been aging, but the club had stars everywhere on both offense and defense, all driven by a coach who strove for perfection and wouldn’t accept anything else. “Winning isn’t everything,” Lombardi was purported to have once said, “It’s the only thing.”

The Kansas City Chiefs were 11-2-1 in the 1966 season, and then defeated the Buffalo Bills, 31-7, in the AFL title game. Coached by Hank Stram and led by quarterback Len Dawson, the Chiefs had a huge team, and great skill players such as Dawson, running back Mike Garrett, and wide receiver Otis Taylor. They had stars on both offense and defense, and ran multiple formations that often dazzled AFL opponents. The Packers, of course, were known for their famed sweep, with Jim Taylor and Paul Hornung carrying the football behind two great pulling guards. But they also had a precision passer in Bart Starr and an outstanding defense. Matt Snell remembers watching the Packers run their sweep, relating to it from his own experience as a back.

“The Packers were so basically sound,” Snell said. “They would tell the world they were going to run the sweep, then dare them to stop it, but they ran it so perfectly that no one could. I can picture Hornung running behind those guards, just running patiently, watching, and waiting for the hole to develop as he knew it would. They had the blocking down to a science and it was a thing of beauty.”

Though Hornung was aging and injured, Green Bay had other backs to run the sweep. Yet there were some who felt the Chiefs had a chance, and when the first half ended with the Packers holding a slim, 14-10 lead, it looked like anybody’s ball game. But a Willie Wood interception on the Chiefs’ first drive of the second half took the air out of the pretenders. Wood returned the ball to the Kansas City five and Green Bay scored easily. From there, the Packers coasted to a 35-10 victory, firmly cementing the NFL’s superiority in everyone’s minds.

A year later Green Bay was back, only this time they were facing the Oakland Raiders. Oakland had been 13-1 in the regular season and had beaten Houston soundly, 40-7, in the AFL title game. The Raiders were a deep passing team with quarterback Daryle Lamonica known as the “Mad Bomber” for his long throws. As for the Packers, they were just 9-4-1 in the regular season, and some thought they were over the hill. In the NFL title game they met the young, strong, Dallas Cowboys in sub-freezing weather at Green Bay. In an epic battle, known today as the “Ice Bowl,” the Packers pulled out a last-second, 21-17 victory on a Bart Starr quarterback sneak with time running out. Many felt that the Packers were now ripe for the picking.

With more than 75,500 fans jammed into the Orange Bowl in Miami, the two teams met in the second NFL-AFL title game. This one wasn’t as close as the first. Though the statistics were fairly even, the Packers capitalized on Raider mistakes, led 16-7 at the half, and cruised to a 33-14 victory. Now, everyone said the NFL had proven it was still the best … by far. But a few looked at it another way. They said all it proved was that Lombardi and the Packers were the best, an enduring dynasty that was coming to the end of the line, but had summoned up enough pride and talent with the driving force that was their coach, to crush two highly talented, but mistake-prone young teams.

For the AFL, however, many felt there were now just two years left to win a title for a league that would soon be a memory. Oakland and Kansas City were still considered the class of the league. Then after the 1967 season, Vince Lombardi retired. The Packers would be a year older and have a new coach. Chances are they wouldn’t win again. So at the outset of the 1968 season, the NFL title was up for grabs. Most figured the AFL champion would come from the west where the Raiders and Chiefs were expected to run neck and neck during the regular season. Maybe it was the veteran Don Maynard, however, who sounded a prophetic warning. Speaking of his team, the Jets, Maynard said, “In 1967 we had 15 key players go down to knee surgery and we only missed winning the division by a single game.”
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THE JETS AND NAMATH GET READY FOR BATTLE

Before the 1968 season even started, the Jets had to deal with some controversy. Sonny Werblin, the man who had brought Joe Namath to New York sold his share of the team for two million dollars to his four partners, Donald Lillis, Leon Hess, Townsend Martin, and Philip Iselin. The flamboyant Werblin apparently wasn’t happy with the upcoming merger and was a guy who liked to run the whole show. So he opted out. Any change in ownership always worries everyone below because it usually means other changes are in order. Donald Lillis became the new team president, but he died unexpectedly just two months later while the team was already at training camp. Phil Iselin then assumed the top job.

By this time, Joe Namath’s celebrity status had grown to almost legendary proportions, as did the worry about his gimpy knees. A player who never shied away from contact, many thought that Namath was just a single hard hit away from seeing his career go down the drain. Still, he had never missed a regular-season game, but his dedication to the sport didn’t prevent him from making off-field news. Namath loved to be seen at many of Manhattan’s best nightspots, usually squiring a different woman and hanging out with the so-called beautiful people. He was one of the first athletes to grow a Fu Manchu mustache, and in the winter showed up at various events wearing a white mink coat. In an era when there were still many crew-cutted, 1950s-type athletes, Joe Namath was the hippie, a guy the new generation of young fans could identify with, a man who went his own way and didn’t conform to stereotypes. The reporters loved talking to and writing about him, broadcast journalists sought him out, and the paparazzi had a field day following him around New York City.
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