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To Marge, John, Tara, Lance,
and our wonderful grandsons,
Rogan Jack and
Tanner Patrick Wells


When I joined the Giants, what impressed me most was the intelligence of the players, both on and off the field, and how close they were. They were very talented players, but they were also very bright guys. That’s why so many of them became so successful later on—players like Andy Robustelli, Frank Gifford, Sam Huff, Y. A. Tittle, and Kyle Rote. It was a pleasure and a lot of fun playing with that very smart bunch of guys and playing under assistant coaches—assistant coaches, mind you—like Tom Landry and Vince Lombardi.

—PAT SUMMERALL
placekicker for the Chicago Cardinals and the
New York Giants, and nationally known
television sportscaster


INTRODUCTION
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The Talk of the Town

A lot of them hung out at places like Toots Shor’s and P. J. Clarke’s, rubbing elbows with people such as Jackie Gleason, Ernest Hemingway, Joe DiMaggio, Frank Sinatra, and Ed Sullivan. And to most of the patrons of such popular Manhattan restaurants in the mid- and late 1950s and early 1960s, they were as big in the celebrity world as any of the show business figures with whom they associated. Some of their names were Frank Gifford, Sam Huff, Charlie Conerly, Kyle Rote, Y. A. Tittle, Andy Robustelli, and Pat Summerall, and they were all readily recognizable to most New Yorkers and visiting celebrities, whether it was at the “21” Club, Mike Manuche’s restaurant, Eddie Condon’s jazz club, or walking along Fifth or Madison avenues.

They played football for the New York Giants when the Giants actually were a New York team, playing in the Bronx and not in New Jersey; when the United States was at peace; when the last general to be elected president, Dwight Eisenhower, himself a onetime football player at West Point, was in the White House; when the Paramount, Roxy, and Capitol theaters still offered stage shows to go with their feature movies in Times Square; when nightclubs like the Copacabana and the Latin Quarter were flourishing; when Lindy’s was still a showbiz hangout on Broadway complete with Damon Runyon–like Guys and Dolls characters; and when the Giants had a grip on the city that has not since been surpassed—not by the Yankees, the Mets, the Knicks, the Rangers, or even the three Giants teams that won the Super Bowl while playing across the Hudson River in New Jersey, far removed from Yankee Stadium. There, players like Rosey Brown, Del Shofner, Emlen Tunnell, Alex Webster, Jim Katcavage, Jimmy Patton, Ray Wietecha, Dick Lynch, Rosey Grier, and Jack Stroud captured the sporting hearts of New Yorkers. It was also an era when the NFL rosters included the likes of Jimmy Brown, Johnny Unitas, Norm Van Brocklin, Paul Hornung, Bart Starr, Gino Marchetti, Otto Graham, Gene “Big Daddy” Lipscomb, Ray Nitschke, Jimmy Taylor, Raymond Berry, Lenny Moore, George Blanda, Bobby Layne, Elroy “Crazylegs” Hirsch, Marion Motley, Jerry Kramer, Dick “Night Train” Lane, and the incomparable yet notorious Hardy Brown, whose unique and devastating shoulder tackle made him the most feared and despised player in the NFL.

It also was an era during which face masks first appeared, when the goalpost was situated on the goal line, when placekickers approached the ball straight ahead and not at an angle, when the passing game came into full flower, and the sixty-minute player became a vanishing breed.

Apart from their overall talent, the Giants of the mid- and late 1950s and early 1960s were distinctive in a number of other ways. For one thing, six of them—Brown, Gifford, Huff, Robustelli, Tittle, and Tunnell—along with two assistant coaches, Tom Landry and Vince Lombardi, have been elected to the Pro Football Hall of Fame. For another, this was hardly just another collection of inarticulate jocks who merely dealt with the public and ultimately retired and disappeared. This was a most remarkable and memorable group whose quarterback in the early sixties (Tittle) was a relatively slight and bald-headed man who looked like a typical middle-aged fan; and whose star running back and later a receiver (Gifford) was a handsome former All-American from Southern California whose good looks earned him roles in more than two dozen movies and numerous television commercials.

Collectively, it may have been the smartest football team ever assembled, producing a large number of coaches and a boardroom full of self-made millionaires in an era when the average National Football League salary was about $15,000. Indeed, they were so well known for their intelligence that the Giants organization, founded by a legal bookmaker and New York sportsman named Tim Mara in 1925, and run by the Mara family into the third millennium, became known as “Mara Tech.” It might well have been called Broadcast Prep, too, since so many Giants of that era went on to become sports broadcasters, most notably Gifford and placekicker Pat Summerall, for years the preeminent NFL play-by-play announcer. And if the Giants organization was Mara Tech for players, it was the Sorbonne for assistant coaches. Indeed, no team has ever simultaneously had two football legends as the Giants did when Landry and Lombardi served as the offensive and defensive coaches, respectively, in the 1950s. Nor has any other NFL team ever had as its head coach, as the Giants did in the 1960s, a small, former left-handed quarterback from Brooklyn College who was too small to play for his high school team yet spent five seasons as a backup quarterback in the NFL and who, except for an incongruous Southern accent, was a quintessential New Yorker. Allie Sherman succeeded Lombardi as the team’s offensive coordinator in 1959 and became the head coach in 1961.

In the opinion of many football historians, the defining moment in NFL history was the 1958 championship game between the Giants and the Baltimore Colts at Yankee Stadium. One of the first NFL games shown on network television to a national audience, the epic encounter, often called “the greatest football game ever played,” is largely credited with popularizing the league around the country and solidifying it as a major sports attraction—not only with spectators, but with network television executives and national advertisers. By then, though, the Giants had already achieved a fan breakthrough in New York after thirty years of trying—and being overshadowed and outdrawn by college teams from Fordham University, New York University, and, especially, Army—when in 1956 they won their first championship since 1938. That season the Giants set a team attendance record at Yankee Stadium, to which they had moved from the old Polo Grounds, just across the Harlem River. And it was that year that Giants fans, smitten by the great defensive unit that the team had assembled, and which the innovative Landry coached, began to inspire the players at crucial junctures of games with cries of “Dee-fense!”—the first time that such a collective exhortation had been heard at NFL games.

By late fall of 1956, the Giants had become the talk of the town, idolized by both longtime and new fans, and drawing near-capacity crowds to Yankee Stadium after the Yankees had just won another championship by beating the Brooklyn Dodgers in the World Series. Suddenly, major political figures, network and advertising moguls, show business stars, and nationally known New York sports columnists such as Red Smith and Jimmy Cannon were lionizing the Giants. For the team and its growing legion of fans, it was the beginning of an ardent love affair that probably reached its most passionate peak between 1956 and 1963, when the Giants won six Eastern Conference championships. Indeed, at a time when the New York Yankees had once again played in back-to-back World Series, the Giants found themselves sharing lockers with Yankee stars such as Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, and Whitey Ford.

What made the Giants of the late fifties and the early sixties unique and, arguably, more special than the Green Bay Packers, Cleveland Browns, and Chicago Bears, the other dominant teams of that era? In large measure it was the meshing of individual talents into a cohesive unit under Jim Lee Howell and then Sherman. Moreover, the team was characterized by a rare togetherness, the very essence of the word team, both on and off the field. Veterans such as Conerly and Robustelli, both of whom had seen action in the Pacific during World War II, blended in perfectly with superb young players like Gifford and Rote. Helping enhance team unity further, most of the players lived relatively close together, mainly in New York City and in nearby suburbs in Westchester County and Connecticut. Along with their wives, most of whom became close friends on their own, they socialized frequently. After home games, for example, the laconic quarterback Conerly and his wife would host cocktail parties in their apartment at the Concourse Plaza Hotel, where, at one point, almost half of the team lived during the season. After the parties, most of the players and their wives or girlfriends would board a subway train and ride more than one hundred blocks to midtown Manhattan to have dinner at Toots Shor’s or at “21” or some other favorite restaurant, and then end the evening at P. J. Clarke’s or at the famed Copacabana nightclub or some other Manhattan nightspot, where they would often be greeted with cheers.

More than forty years later, many of them were still recognized on the streets of Manhattan, while most Giants players went unnoticed in public, apart from stars like Lawrence Taylor, Phil Simms, Eli Manning, Tiki Barber, and Michael Strahan, all of whom spent more time in New Jersey than they did in New York. In the early 1990s, three decades after he had retired, Andy Robustelli was walking along Madison Avenue when he was approached by two men who recognized the Hall of Fame defensive end from nearby Stamford, Connecticut. Beaming, they greeted Robustelli warmly and then shook his hand. Asked if that happened often, old number 81 said, “It still happens, and I find it hard to believe.”

At the head of this close-knit family was Timothy J. Mara, a native New Yorker who started taking legal bets at New York racetracks in the days before pari-mutuel wagering became legal in New York State. It was he who seized on a happenstance opportunity to buy a nonexistent New York franchise in the newly formed National Football League for $500 after a boxing manager declined an offer to do so because he was busy guiding a handsome former marine named Gene Tunney to win boxing’s world heavyweight championship. More than three-quarters of a century later, the team, worth hundreds of millions of dollars, was still owned primarily by the Mara family. But in all of those years, few, if any, other team developed a closeness to surpass that enjoyed by the Giants of the mid- and late fifties and early sixties, in large measure, admittedly, because they played in the nation’s media capital and had been embraced by fledgling television networks and their top executives, many of whom became fans.

That the Giants also had so many personable and outstanding players further helped capture the imagination and hearts of New Yorkers at a time when most of the team’s fans lived in New York City. They, along with this collection of extraordinarily intelligent and talented players, helped make the Giants of the late 1950s and early 1960s a team for the ages and New York a pro football town.
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Return to Winooski Park

Sentimentality was never one of Andy Robustelli’s strongest suits. Only when it was relevant to a conversation might he mention having grown up in a predominantly Italian neighborhood on the West Side of Stamford, Connecticut, in a six-family tenement. Nor would he talk much about his service during World War II as a teenage water tender and gunner aboard the destroyer escort William C. Cole, a small, top-heavy fighting ship that saw considerable action in the South Pacific. Later in his life, the same thing would be true of his playing days in the National Football League, which, glorious as they were, he was disinclined to talk about. Indeed, whenever anyone would bring up his Hall of Fame career or anything relating to football, Robustelli, who by then had become the head of a highly successful business conglomerate, would usually say, “I’m a businessman now, not a football player, and I’d much rather talk about business.”

Despite that lack of sentimentality, Robustelli could not help but feel a twinge of nostalgia when he drove onto the campus of Saint Michael’s College in the Winooski Park section of Colchester, Vermont, to join the New York Giants of the NFL in late July of 1956 after having been traded by the Los Angeles Rams—indeed, offered to the virtually incredulous Giants because he’d had the audacity to ask the Rams if he could report to training camp a few days late after his wife had given birth to their fourth child. Such was the way of the world in the twelve-team NFL of 1956, when players’ salaries averaged less than $10,000, there was no players’ association, free agency did not exist (meaning that players, no matter their stature or the length of their tenure, had no say as to which teams they played for), and players negotiated their own contracts. As Robustelli was to recall in 2007, during his thirteen years in the NFL, not a single player ever held out. “It was a different time,” he said. “Nobody was making much money, and you might ask for more than what they offered, but you usually signed a contract even after you got to training camp.”

One of Robustelli’s teammates with the Giants, Alex Webster, said it often was a take-it-or-leave-it situation as far as management was concerned. “There were only twelve teams and about four hundred players when we were playing,” Webster, an outstanding running back, recalled. “That meant a lot of good football players were available who would be willing to play for less than guys in the NFL, and the owners knew it. So when it came to salaries, you didn’t have much choice. So you usually took what they offered. But I must say that the Giants were very good in that respect.”

But if Robustelli remembered Winooski Park, followers of the Saint Michael’s football team certainly remembered him as a football and baseball player for Arnold College who once drove a baseball into the centerfield fence, five hundred feet from home plate, and his prowess as a two-way end and sometimes linebacker while playing against Saint Michael’s teams from 1947 to 1951. Then, too, it was at Saint Michael’s in October of 1950 that Robustelli, as a twenty-four-year-old senior at Arnold, broke his leg on the second-to-last play of what turned out to be his final college football game—and, it appeared to him and even his biggest supporters, his last football game, period. “I had some pleasant and unpleasant memories about the place, but I surely never expected to be back practicing with the Giants on the same field where I had broken a leg,” Robustelli recalled.

The thirty-year-old Robustelli was hardly the only new player turning out for the opening training camp session on the small but picturesque Saint Michael’s campus, but he was one of the most popular among fans, along with All-Pro halfback Frank Gifford, thirty-five-year-old quarterback Charlie Conerly, and Kyle Rote, who in 1953 had been converted from halfback to a wide receiver because of injuries to both knees suffered during his first two years with the Giants.

Certainly none of the other sixty-odd players reporting for preseason practice had ever played at Saint Michael’s, but they were an astonishingly talented group. Defensive tackle Dick Modzelewski had been obtained from the Pittsburgh Steelers after playing with the Washington Redskins and at the University of Maryland. Halfback Gene Filipski, after being caught up in a 1951 cribbing scandal at West Point, attended Villanova University and had been traded to the Giants by the Cleveland Browns a few weeks before Robustelli’s arrival. Defensive back Ed Hughes had been a teammate of Robustelli’s with the Rams after playing at North Carolina State University and the University of Tulsa.

Two weeks after training camp began, they would be joined by the rookies: running back Henry Moore, the Giants’ number one draft choice, who would wind up carrying the ball only twice for a net loss of 2 yards in his rookie year before being traded to the Baltimore Colts; defensive linemen Robert Lee “Sam” Huff and Jim Katcavage; punter Don Chandler and offensive end Hank Burnine, who had played at Arkansas, West Virginia, Dayton, Florida, and Missouri, respectively. They all had been selected to play in the then-annual College All-Star Game against the previous year’s NFL champion—in this case, the Cleveland Browns, who demolished the All-Stars 28–0. They all had heard of Robustelli, but not of his alma mater; Arnold College, which, like Saint Michael’s, played on the lowest rung of the college football ladder and was barely known even in Connecticut, though it had existed since 1921—first in New Haven and then on the shores of Long Island Sound in the town of Milford, about ten miles from New Haven—as a physical education school with an enrollment of about five hundred students. At that Arnold had resurrected its football program in 1947 after abandoning it during World War II.

How Robustelli wound up at Arnold was pure happenstance. Unrecruited after playing one season of football at Stamford High School in Connecticut, and not at all during three years in the Navy during World War II, Robustelli considered attending a prep school in Stamford for a year to prepare for college while playing baseball and football. “I lived nearby and ran into Andy and Mike Sette (another Stamford athlete), as they were leaving St. Basil’s prep on a summer day in 1947,” Carmine Tosches, a former teammate of Robustelli’s at Stamford High, recalled. “By then I had enrolled at Arnold, and when I told them that Arnold was re-instituting a football program that fall, they became interested and went up and enrolled at Arnold the next day.” It turned out to be a fortuitous meeting for Tosches, since he became the starting quarterback at Arnold and Robustelli his primary receiver while also starring on defense.

In one of the most remarkable success stories in NFL history, Robustelli in 1951 made the improbable jump from little Arnold College to a starting position as a defensive end with a Los Angeles Rams team that not only won the NFL championship but is still regarded as one of the best professional football teams of all time. It was comprised of such perennial All-Pros as Bob Waterfield, Norm Van Brocklin, Elroy “Crazylegs” Hirsch, and Tom Fears, as well as Tank Younger, the first player from a historically all-black school—in his case, Grambling State University—to play in the NFL; “Deacon Dan” Towler; and Glenn Davis, the former Army star halfback and Heisman Trophy winner. Though Robustelli had been named to the Associated Press’s Little All-America team while at Arnold, not many football people noticed or were impressed, given that Arnold’s opponents usually included similarly small schools such as Saint Michael’s, American International College, New Haven State Teachers College, Wagner College, Montclair State, and Adelphi College. One of those who had noticed, though, was Lou DeFilippo, a former Giants guard from New Haven, who had become an Eastern scout for the Rams in addition to coaching the line at Fordham.

DeFilippo was one of about a hundred part-time scouts—or “bird dogs,” as they were called—whom the Rams had hired to seek out talent at small schools like Arnold. The idea belonged to Dan Reeves, the co-owner of the Rams and a visionary who was convinced there was a wealth of unknown football talent in the hundreds of small colleges under the radar of the national media and thus unpublicized, and, on a national scale, unnoticed. Reeves’s efforts got a further boost when Tex Schramm, a former sports editor in Austin, Texas, whom he had hired as a publicity man, got the idea of sending out letters to football coaches at hundreds of small colleges in the country, asking them to list the five best players their teams had played against that year. Robustelli almost assuredly was listed in some of the responses, but indications are that DeFilippo was largely responsible for bringing the end from Arnold College to the Rams’ attention.

In his reports, DeFilippo had raved about the 220-pound Robustelli’s pass-catching ability, his deadly tackling, his remarkable punt-blocking skills, and his speed and agility. “He’d be good against anybody,” DeFilippo was to report to the Rams, “and he’s definitely worth a look.” Eventually the Rams took a look, dispatching end coach Red Hickey, who later became the head coach of the San Francisco 49ers, to Winooski Park to watch Robustelli in what became his last college game. As it was, he saw Robustelli enjoy one of his best games, catching a half dozen passes, making about twice as many tackles, and blocking several punts before breaking his leg. Hickey had seen more than enough and gave the Rams hierarchy a rave review, adding that Lou DeFilippo knew what he was talking about. As a result, the Rams proceeded to pick Robustelli in the nineteenth round of the 1951 NFL draft, in which each team selected thirty players. All eighteen players that the Rams chose ahead of Robustelli were from nationally known schools, but only eight made the team.

None of the veteran Rams expected the unknown rookie to make the talent-laden squad. No way was he going to beat out Crazylegs Hirsch or Tom Fears at offensive end or veterans Jack Zilly and Larry Brink at defensive end. But Zilly, the right end, broke a leg during training camp, giving Robustelli the chance to validate everything Lou DeFilippo and Red Hickey had said about him.

But Robustelli had not played organized football until his senior year at Stamford High School. And after playing one season at a military prep school on Long Island in 1943, he had not suited up again until four years later, after his discharge from the navy. The young man was so unsure whether or not he should try out for the Rams that he accepted an offer from the New York Giants baseball team to try out at the Polo Grounds in June of 1951. A third baseman who hit both for average (nearly .400) and power at Arnold College, Robustelli so impressed Giants scouts that he was offered a contract to play with the Giants’ Class AA Southern Association team in Knoxville, Tennessee, for $400 a month. The offer was tempting, especially since Robustelli had grown up as an ardent Giants baseball fan.

By then, too, Robustelli had sought out the advice of J. Walter Kennedy, a public relations executive in New York and sports columnist for the Stamford Advocate with strong connections in the sporting world, as to whether he should accept the Rams’ invitation to training camp. Kennedy, who would go on to become mayor of Stamford and then commissioner of the National Basketball Association, advised against it, recommending instead that Robustelli, by then the father of a year-old son, accept an offer to teach physical education and coach football at a high school in Meriden, Connecticut. “Stick to the teaching and coaching by all means,” Kennedy told Robustelli. “You’ve got a wife and a baby, so you can’t afford to gamble on something as chancy as professional football—certainly not with your small-college background.”

That night, Robustelli, still undecided, told his father, Lucien, a neighborhood barber who charged twenty cents for a haircut, what Kennedy had told him. “He didn’t really understand sports,” Robustelli later explained, “but he said, ‘You’ve got to take a chance. If you don’t, you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering whether you could have made it. But then, you’ve got to make up your own mind.’ ”

And make up his own mind Robustelli did: to take a chance, as his father had suggested. He decided that he was capable of playing at any level, and that if necessary, he could raise his game even higher than it had been at Arnold College. After telling his mentor, Kennedy, of his decision, Robustelli flew to California on July 17, on what most Stamford sports followers thought was a quixotic adventure—a big fish from a little pond would be diving into a sea full of sharks. No way, most of his Connecticut friends thought, was Robustelli going to make it with a team that had played in the previous year’s NFL championship and was favored to win the title in 1951.
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After less than a week at the Rams’ training camp site, three thousand miles from his wife and infant son, Robustelli found himself increasingly homesick and discouraged at what he perceived to be his own lack of progress on a team that had eleven ends in camp. Three of them were perennial All-Pros, including Fears, who had led the NFL in pass receptions and yards gained in 1950, and Hirsch, who would do the same in 1951. Indeed, Hirsch had been an outstanding running back before a series of serious injuries prompted Clark Shaughnessy, then the Rams’ coach, to switch him to flanker—a position where an offensive end, rather than lining up alongside a tackle, lines up closer to the sidelines, and thus alone. After watching Hirsch catch a pass from Bob Waterfield in full stride against the Bears and then zigzag more than fifty yards for a touchdown, Bears coach George Halas, an NFL pioneer who had seen it all, said, “Almost without realizing it, we have reached the point where the pass-catching end has replaced the running back as a long-distance threat. There wasn’t a back in the league who could have done what Hirsch did.”

Robustelli found himself spending most of his time on defense during his first two weeks in camp. Perhaps, he thought, that was why the Rams had drafted him in the first place, albeit so low. No doubt Lou DeFilippo and Red Hickey had noticed that while Robustelli had become best known at Arnold (and among its opponents) for his pass catching, they had raved about his defensive skills—in particular, his extraordinary punt blocking. But Robustelli did not know that. And so, after another sleepless night, he went to coach Joe Stydahar, the Hall of Fame tackle for the great Chicago Bears teams of the 1930s and 1940s, and told him of his insecurity as a Rams prospect, of his homesickness, and how he was thinking of going back to Connecticut and becoming a teacher and coach. “I was so unsure of my chances that I hadn’t even unpacked my bags,” Robustelli said.

After glaring at Robustelli for a few seconds, Stydahar did what for him was easy: He exploded.

“If you go home now, you’ll be cheating yourself, and that Polish wife of yours will hit you over the head with a broomstick!” Stydahar boomed. “And she should do that if you don’t stick it out and give it a fair shot. You can’t quit now, and I won’t let you quit. Now get the hell out of here.”

Though Robustelli’s wife, Jeanne, was actually Slovak, those were still strong words, even by Stydahar’s standards. But it was clear that the old Bears tackle cared about Robustelli and felt that the rookie with the serious-looking mien had a good chance to make the team. Comforted by what Stydahar had said, Robustelli called his wife and told her he was going to stick it out and that he just might make it after all. A few days later, Zilly broke his right leg and was lost for the season. It would mark a turning point for the long-shot end from Arnold College.

In his first full scrimmage as Zilly’s replacement at right end, Robustelli was outstanding, spinning around the left tackle to sack and otherwise harass the quarterbacks and recording a number of other tackles. He was even more impressive in the Rams’ first exhibition game, a 56–6 pasting of the Chicago Bears at the Los Angeles Coliseum, in which Robustelli played right end and on the kickoff- and punt-return teams.

Meanwhile, Zilly went out of his way to help Robustelli. “Jack was great, spending hours with me and teaching me a lot,” Robustelli recalled. So much so that the following year, Zilly was traded to the Philadelphia Eagles.

Not only did Robustelli make the Rams—for the munificent salary of $4,200—he was named an All-Pro defensive end four straight years following his first season, when he was named the NFL’s rookie of the year.
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That Robustelli was now with the Giants, in 1956, had come about by a fortuitous circumstance. After Jeanne gave birth to their fourth child in July of 1956, Robustelli asked Rams head coach Sid Gillman if he could delay his arrival at training camp until his wife returned home from the hospital—obviously unaware that sensitivity was not one of Gillman’s better traits. Two years into his first coaching job in the NFL, after having been an assistant at Army and a head coach at the University of Cincinnati, Gillman had quickly become a hard-liner. No, he told Robustelli, he could not have a few more days in Stamford, regardless of whether his wife was still in the hospital with her baby. “I’ve got a team to worry about, not your family,” Robustelli recalled Gillman telling him.

“Well, I’ve got some kids to worry about, and I’ve got to do what’s right for me,” said an upset Robustelli. “And what the hell, it’s only a couple of days.”

Gillman, unmoved, replied, “I don’t care if it’s a couple of days or not. You get your ass out here. That’s all I can tell you.”

“Sid,” Robustelli said, “I’ll be out there as soon as my home situation is settled.”

Whereupon Gillman hung up on his $7,000-a-year All-Pro defensive end.

Several days later, with his wife and new baby home from the hospital, Robustelli was preparing to leave for the Rams’ training camp when he got a phone call from Wellington Mara, the youngest son of Giants owner Tim Mara. “I’ve been talking to the Rams about you, and they’re willing to trade you,” a delighted Mara told a stunned Robustelli. “I know that you’re thirty years old, but do you think you could play two or three more years? If so, we’d certainly love to have you play for us.”

Robustelli’s initial reaction was one of dismay. He liked playing for the Rams and had fit in well with one of the NFL’s best-ever teams. But he finally said to Mara, “They really want to trade me, huh? I find that hard to believe. As for me continuing to play, I’ll try to play as long as I can, but I don’t know how long that might be. But then, as you know, I got a late start and have only been in the league for five years.”

But as the conversation went on, Robustelli became convinced that the Giants wanted him—obviously far more than the Rams did. “I appreciate your calling, Mr. Mara, and if you can do it, go ahead and make the deal.”

A day later, on July 27, Mara did, obtaining one of the league’s best defensive ends for a first-round draft choice; it turned out to be wide receiver Del Shofner, who, ironically, would wind up with the Giants in 1961. A three-paragraph Associated Press story in the next day’s New York Times quoted coach Jim Lee Howell as saying that Robustelli had become available because of his “increasing reluctance to leave his Stamford, Connecticut, home and play on the West Coast.” That quote was half right. With each passing year, as his family grew in size, Robustelli had become more reluctant to leave Stamford, but he had never expressed a desire to leave the Rams.

For the Giants, it was a deal made in heaven, and one of the best the team has ever negotiated. It also turned out to be a blessing for Robustelli, whose family ties—fittingly—had forced a trade that would now have him playing his home games at Yankee Stadium, less than an hour’s drive from his home. Maybe he had always dreamed of playing for his favorite team, the New York baseball Giants, but, hey, those Giants were soon to leave New York for California, and the New York football Giants were on the verge of becoming one of the best NFL teams of all time.
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Huff as in Tough

Given all of the college facilities the Giants football team could have trained at in the New York metropolitan area, Saint Michael’s College in faraway Vermont seemed an odd place to set up training camp. But then, before coming to the bucolic campus at Saint Michael’s, more than three hundred miles from New York, they had trained even farther away: at Willamette University in Salem, Oregon; Gustavus Adolphus College in Saint Peter, Minnesota; and at University of Wisconsin-Superior. “I think the Maras had the team train as far away as possible because of how lousy they were,” said Robert Daley, the Giants’ public relations director from 1953 through 1958, only partially in jest.*

Though he was never told so, Don Smith, who succeeded Daley as the team’s public relations director, said he thought the Maras had the Giants train in Vermont, Oregon, and Minnesota, rather than in the New York area, so that there would be fewer distractions, if any, for the players when they were permitted to leave camp after dinner. Apparently the deeply religious Maras also thought that training at Catholic colleges might somehow benefit the players spiritually. What’s more, the Maras enjoyed seeing a number of college administrators, priests, and professors, along with the occasional seminarians and nuns who watched practices in between heading to classes or offices.

Whether there was any correlation between training at Roman Catholic schools and the Giants’ ultimate successes never has been established, but Wellington Mara thought so. Of course, it also made it convenient for Mara, who lived in dormitories with the players and coaches and worked out regularly with the team, usually catching punts or retrieving practice field goal attempts, to go to the campus chapel for Mass every morning with the team’s offensive coordinator, his Fordham University classmate Vince Lombardi.

However, training at such remote outposts as Salem, Oregon, and Winooski Park, Vermont, also had drawbacks. Perhaps the most severe was the absence of New York sportswriters—and, consequently, little coverage of a Giants team that never sold out its home games at the Polo Grounds where the Giants had played since 1925, but in 1956 would move into Yankee Stadium. Both Robert Daley and Don Smith said it was rare for a New York writer to show up when the Giants were training hundreds, and even thousands, of miles from New York.

“About the only time a writer from a New York paper would turn up at Saint Michael’s was when he happened to be on assignment in Boston or somewhere else nearby,” said Smith, who had covered the Giants for the Long Island Star-Journal before becoming the team’s public relations director. “First of all, the NFL still hadn’t caught on big, even in the early 1950s. You also had three baseball teams in New York at the time, and the media focus was strictly on baseball right into October, when the Yankees and the Brooklyn Dodgers usually were in pennant races”—as were the baseball Giants several times in the early 1950s—“or playing in the World Series. So for years, the Giants played their first three or four games on the road with only occasional coverage by the New York papers; usually the New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune.”

Another downside of the location was its modest accommodations. After having savored the rather luxurious training facilities in Redlands, California, with the Rams, Robustelli was somewhat taken aback by the locker rooms at Saint Michael’s, which were adjacent to the boiler room in the basement beneath the school’s dining hall. Spartan to the core, the cramped locker rooms had brick walls and wooden floors and were outfitted with about thirty-five YMCA-like metal lockers arrayed in front of several rows of benches.

“You’d come into a room on a hot day that was even hotter inside, and then go into a shower room that was even hotter,” Sam Huff recalled years later. “At that, there were only a few showers, so we had to share them. Then you’d get dressed and walk out sweating and even hotter than when you came in. If you tried to get today’s players to change and shower in such conditions, they’d probably go on strike.”

But the Burlington Chamber of Commerce, eager to publicize the college town of Burlington, Vermont, and its surroundings as potential summer vacation venues (the area had no problem drawing thousands of skiers during the winter months), had been trying for three years to convince a professional football team to conduct its preseason training in the area. Finally, in 1956, the Giants showed interest. Several team representatives visited Saint Michael’s, which had offered the Giants the use of its football field, locker rooms, dining hall, and housing in Alumni Hall, a new dormitory that was completed shortly before the team arrived. Impressed with the campus, the facilities, and the overall peace and tranquility, the Mara family agreed to spend what would be the first of two consecutive preseasons at Saint Michael’s. Wellington Mara had to be even further impressed when the new dormitory was formally opened and blessed by Burlington bishop Edward Francis Ryan the very morning of the day the first wave of players arrived on July 23.
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Having just arrived fresh from the College All-Star Game, Huff and the four other rookies were called on to play in the team’s annual intrasquad game at Centennial Field at the University of Vermont in Burlington. Playing both middle guard and linebacker, as Tom Landry alternated between 5-2 and 4-3 defensive combinations, Huff was all over the field, making more than a half dozen tackles. He also figured in what turned out to be the play of the game. As Don Chandler took the snap from center to punt, Huff broke past his blocker and literally snatched the ball off of Chandler’s foot just before he made contact and raced forty yards for a touchdown, to the delight of a crowd of around five thousand. Further demonstrating his versatility, Huff then kicked the extra point in his team’s 13–6 victory. It was, to say the least, an impressive debut for the rookie from West Virginia.

Even so, Huff, after a few weeks in camp, worried that he did not fit into the Giants’ plans. Tom Landry was in the process of developing a new defense wherein the two ends and the two tackles would form the defensive line (rather than the customary six or seven “down linemen”) with three linebackers playing directly behind them. The revolutionary new defense would feature a middle linebacker, a position that Landry assigned to a former All-American from Georgia Tech named Ray Beck, a second-round draft pick by the Giants in 1952. Having played nose guard at West Virginia, the cocky and supremely confident Huff thought that he was perfectly cut out to play middle linebacker. And although he understood Landry’s preference for the experienced and able Beck, he was too impatient to wait for a chance that just might come, as had happened to Robustelli with the Rams.

Making matters worse for Huff, the heralded rookie made a gaffe shortly after his belated arrival in Winooski Park. Eager to practice some placekicking, which he had done at West Virginia, Huff assumed, on the basis of the gray hair he saw beneath a baseball cap, that he had spotted a Giants coach.

“Hey, Coach, where are the kicking balls?” he called out.

The object of Huff’s query turned out to be Charlie Conerly, who, fire in his eyes, turned to Huff, glared at him for a moment, then said, “Don’t you ever dare call me coach again, you smart-ass rookie.” Huff said he was sorry for the mistake but knew he had alienated the Giants’ veteran quarterback, who was already sensitive about his less than youthful appearance. “I could laugh about it with Charlie later,” Huff would say, “but it definitely wasn’t funny at the time, and I was pretty embarrassed.”

And things would only get worse. Far and away the most interesting development during the Giants’ monthlong stay at Saint Michael’s College was the introduction of Landry’s new 4-3 defense. For years, teams had put either six or seven defensive players on the scrimmage line, with one or two linebackers and three defensive backs. By the early 1950s, though, most NFL teams were using what had become known as the “Eagle” defense, which consisted of a five-man line with two linebackers who played behind the ends. The defense was named after the Philadelphia Eagles, whose coach then, Earle “Greasy” Neale, was the first to use it in the 1940s. In passing situations, Frank “Bucko” Kilroy, the All-Pro two-way lineman who spent thirteen years with the Eagles, would move from his middle guard, or nose tackle, position on the front line to a standup position a few yards back to protect against a pass. In such alignments, the Eagles were, almost unwittingly, using what would become a prototypical NFL defense.

With teams passing more and more each season, Landry reasoned that it made more sense to have as many as seven players behind the front line on a regular basis. So his alignment would include two ends and two tackles as down linemen, backed by three linebackers—left, right, and center—and two cornerbacks and two safeties, whose main purpose was to protect against the deep forward pass. The key player in the Landry defensive system, which he conceded was patterned after the Eagle defense, was the middle linebacker, who stationed himself about two yards behind where the middle guard usually played.

Some skeptics thought that Landry’s “4-3” made the defense more vulnerable to a strong running game. Landry, though, theorized that a good linebacking corps, playing directly behind the front four, would lend more than enough run support and would also be in position to defend against short passes.

Huff, among others, reveled in the new concept. “I had played middle guard in college, so I was usually in the middle of the defense. But I was bent over in a stance, looking right into the opposing center’s helmet,” Huff said. “Now, when I played center linebacker”—Beck left Winooski Park as the starter at the position, but Huff would get his chances—“I was standing up, and I could see everything—and I mean everything, since I have peripheral vision.” Not to mention cockiness, quickness, intelligence, and a killer instinct that seemingly made him an ideal candidate for the position.

However, only a few weeks after Huff reported to training camp, he overheard line coach Ed Kolman and another coach discussing rookies, including him, and how they might fit into the Giants’ scheme.

“What are we going to do with this kid Huff?” one coach asked.

“I really don’t know,” the second coach replied. “He’s a step too slow for offensive guard, and he’s too light to play defense. Two hundred thirty-five pounds isn’t enough weight for this league.”

Huff walked away feeling that he most likely would be cut before the Giants left training camp. Despite solid play during practices, Huff became increasingly discouraged, as did punter Don Chandler. Finally, in late August, shortly before the team was to break camp, Huff and Chandler decided to leave. “There was a song called ‘Detroit City’ that was very popular at the time, and one of the lyrics—‘I want to go home’—really used to get to us,” Huff said. “And one day we heard it once too much, and I said, ‘That’s it. Let’s leave.’ ” Chandler was more than willing.

Feeling that they owed it to the Giants, both players decided to turn in their playbooks to head coach Jim Lee Howell. Howell wasn’t in his room, but Lombardi, who shared the room with Howell, was. As Huff recalled, “He called us every name in the book.” Undeterred, Huff and Chandler went back to their rooms to pack. As Huff did, Ed Kolman came to his room, urging him to stay. “I told him I couldn’t take Jim Lee Howell anymore, and that I was tired of him yelling and screaming at me,” Huff said. Kolman, at his persuasive best, said, “Sam, you can be a star in this game and a great player, but you’ve got to stay in camp and stick it out. And I’ll talk to Jim Lee and ask him to get off your back.”

His shaken confidence restored by Kolman’s words, Huff agreed to stay, but Chandler, still determined to leave, convinced another rookie, Jerry Harkrader, to drive him to the Burlington airport. Huff went along, mainly to try to get Chandler to change his mind, but the Giants’ rookie kicker was adamant. As they sat in the waiting room at the airport, Lombardi burst in, having raced there in his station wagon. Furious, he unleashed a tirade at both Huff and Chandler. “Now, hold on! You may not make this club, Chandler, but you’re sure as hell not quitting on me now! And neither are you, Huff, in case you’ve got any ideas of running out. Now get the hell back to Saint Michael’s and be at practice tomorrow morning!”

Huff and Chandler did not have to be told twice by the red-faced Lombardi. They returned immediately to their dormitory rooms. Years later they remained grateful to Lombardi for convincing them to stay. “In a way, what we did worked,” Huff said, “because from then on Howell stayed off our backs.”

In later eras, such a scenario would seem impossible to imagine. But sports agents did not exist, and players, whether rookies or veterans, negotiated their salaries on their own, usually in one-on-one bargaining sessions or by phone. In the case of the Giants, players found Wellington Mara, who was in charge of player personnel, a hard bargainer. Players might ask for more than was offered but in the end knew that they had no choice.

Huff recalled his introduction to negotiating for a one-year contract as a rookie in 1956. Meeting Mara face-to-face for the first time, Huff was offered $5,000. “I told him I couldn’t play for that little, since I had a wife and child to support,” said Huff, who married while in high school.

“Well, what will you play for?” Mara asked.

“I told him I’d like at least seven thousand, and he said that might be possible,” Huff recalled. “But then I told Well Mara that I wanted to run it past my coach at West Virginia, Pappy Lewis, to see what he thought,” Huff recalled. “So, while Well Mara waited, I called Pappy.”

“‘Mr. Mara wants me to sign for seven thousand. What do you think?’ ” I asked Pappy.

“Son, that’s like stealing money,” replied Lewis. “You get right back over there and sign that contract before he changes his mind.”

Huff, following his old coach’s instructions, did just that, securing for himself about $1,000 more than the average rookie’s salary.

As for negotiating more shrewdly, the mechanics simply didn’t exist. “I can never recall a player holding out during the six years I was the team’s public relations director in the 1950s,” Bob Daley said. “It just didn’t happen.” Said Robustelli, “I never remember anyone holding out while I was with the Rams or the Giants.”

Then, too, free agency had not yet arrived in the NFL, and veteran players not only didn’t have the option of going to another team, but, like rookies, were bound to the team with which they had contracts. In effect, especially with rookies, it was a take-it-or-leave-it situation, and talented rookies either took what was offered or, in some cases, signed with teams in the relatively new Canadian Football League for even less money. “You really didn’t have much of a choice,” recalled Robustelli.

“You didn’t hold out, because you were scared of what might happen,” said Dick Modzelewski, who never missed a game—180 in all—during fourteen seasons in the NFL. “You knew that if you didn’t show up for training camp, they’d get someone else. Besides that, we were very disciplined, and that included getting to training camp on time.”

Charlie Conerly, one of the NFL’s best quarterbacks, was earning around $18,000 in 1956, which made him one of the highest-paid players in the league. “Whatever the Maras offered, I usually accepted,” Conerly said. “The exception was my last year, when I wanted to be the highest-paid player in the league, and Wellington Mara offered me the thirty thousand dollars I asked for.”

[image: images]

On August 20, Huff and the Giants’ new front four of Robustelli, Katcavage, Modzelewski, and Rosey Grier, who had joined the Giants the year before, excelled as the team won its first exhibition game, beating the Baltimore Colts, 28–10, in Boston. It was there that the Giants first got to see a rookie quarterback for the Colts named John Unitas, who was harried throughout by Modzelewski in particular.

“Will you look at the goofy-looking son of a bitch,” Charlie Conerly said to Frank Gifford when they saw the slender, slope-shouldered Unitas, with his crew cut and high-top shoes and his unusual follow-through passing motion. “Wonder where he came from?” Conerly wasn’t the only one at Nickerson Field, once the home of the Boston Braves before they moved to Milwaukee, to wonder where in the world this quarterback came from. But both he and Gifford were soon very impressed.

Though it was only their first preseason game, it was clear that the Giants were much improved over the team that had gone 6-5-1 the previous season, particularly on defense. And with a veteran backfield of Conerly, Gifford, Alex Webster, and Mel Triplett, an experienced and solid offensive line, plus Gifford, Ken MacAfee, and Kyle Rote as the primary receivers, the offense clearly was going to be one of the best in the National Football League.

Training where they did and possessing promise as a team, the Giants gained thousands of new fans during their monthlong stay at Saint Michael’s. “The Giants coming to Winooski Park was huge for the whole area,” said Tony Adams, who at the time was the sports director for WCAX, the CBS television affiliate in Burlington, which in 1956 began to telecast Giants games. “The players were friendly, and the fans, who could watch them work out for free, got to see them close-up.” They also got to hear Howell and Lombardi yell at their charges. “Lombardi was the loudest,” Adams recalled. “I recall him screaming at Alex Webster, ‘Alex, I told you to hit that hole! Run that play over until you do!’ ”

Fans also got to see some of the players close-up at the Mill, a popular bar only a short distance away from the Saint Michael’s campus, where some of the Giants went following dinner at the campus dining hall. “There was never any trouble of any kind involving the players,” Adams said. “And those who went to the Mill knew they had to be back by the eleven o’clock curfew.” They also knew that Jim Lee Howell himself often would conduct a bed check at Alumni Hall, where the players, coaches, and other staff members stayed. Maybe the locker room was cramped, hot, and dismal, but the dormitory accommodations were above average for a training camp.

On August 23, with the squad pared down to forty-five players*, the Giants broke camp at Saint Michael’s, leaving by bus for Albany, New York, where they would board a New York Central Railroad train for Wisconsin to play their second of six exhibition games.

“They made a lot of friends in the Burlington area, and even though the Patriots now play in Massachusetts, which is a lot closer than New York, the Giants still have a tremendous amount of fans around here more than fifty years after they first trained at Winooski Park,” Tony Adams later said. “And you could tell they were going to be a very good team, especially with the new players they had.”

This time around, Robustelli would leave Winooski Park in good shape, not on a stretcher with a broken leg. Though they would have to play eight more games on the road before doing so, the Giants also would be moving into a new and larger home, Yankee Stadium, after thirty years at the Polo Grounds. Just maybe, the Maras thought, the Yankees’ winning tradition would rub off on the much-improved New York Giants football team and its new defensive right end from little Arnold College.

*That may have been true in 1953, the year Daley started, when the Giants went 3–9 after training in Minnesota, but they’d had winning seasons the three previous years and also in 1954 and 1955.

*The maximum during the season would be thirty-three compared with the forty-five that it gradually became in 1991 and remained into the twenty-first century.
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Mr. High-Low and the Former Bomber Pilot

No other coach in football history ever had two more illustrious assistants than Jim Lee Howell, the Giants’ head coach, had in 1956. Since he was named to succeed Steve Owen as head coach in 1954, Howell’s assistant coaches had been Tom Landry—an All-Pro defensive back for the Giants from 1950 through 1955, the year he was a player-coach—and Vince Lombardi. “With Tom and Vince, all I have to do is make sure the footballs are all blown up, send in the punter on fourth down, and decide whether to kick off or receive,” Howell would often say in paying tribute to his talented assistants.

Not exactly. As brilliant and creative as Landry and Lombardi were, Howell ran the overall show. A towering six-foot-six former Giants end and then an assistant coach after serving as a captain in the Marine Corps during World War II, Howell had a commanding presence. Some players thought that he tried to succeed through intimidation, but it was also clear that he knew how to run an organization. “He was strict and ran the team like a CEO, delegating an awful lot of responsibility to Landry and Lombardi,” Bob Daley said of Howell, “and that made sense, considering how good both Landry and Lombardi were as coaches.” Pat Summerall, who joined the Giants in 1958, agreed. “Jim Lee was the glue who held the team together,” he said.

Frank Gifford, though, had a contrary view of Howell, who coached the ends when Gifford joined the Giants in 1952. A favorite target of Howell’s barbs even though he was the team’s most versatile player and biggest star, Gifford felt that Howell disliked him because of his movie roles and because he occasionally did television commercials. At a team meeting during the 1957 season, on the Monday after a loss in which Gifford had missed a key block, Howell thundered, “We have some of these California hotshots who’ve gotten so big during the off-season that they’re not a part of the team anymore. They’ve just got their minds on being movie stars.” Coming as it did after Gifford had been named the NFL’s MVP, the outburst shook him, and he finally walked away close to tears. Even some of his teammates cringed at Howell’s diatribe.

Another time, following a practice at Fordham University, Howell unloaded in similar fashion in his booming Southern drawl. “And then there’s Mr. Hollywood, number sixteen, the most valuable player in the National Football League. Right now he’s the worst player on this football team.” Recalling the incident, Sam Huff, no fan of Howell’s either, said, “It was absolutely embarrassing, and I believe there were tears in Frank’s eyes, although he didn’t say a thing. And all of us were just squirming. The whole thing was totally uncalled for, because we all knew that Frank was going to be there when it counted in a game to make the big plays for us.”

Yet most of the Giants seemed to like Howell, who owned and ran a cattle farm in Arkansas in the off-season and whose first two teams had posted winning records following a disastrous 3-9 season in 1953, the team’s last year under Steve Owen. “He was an absolutely impartial and fair man who never played favorites,” said tackle Rosey Grier, who often endured Howell’s wrath for coming to camp far overweight or for gaining too much weight during the season—or both. “I loved the man.”

Tom Scott, an All-Pro linebacker with the Philadelphia Eagles before joining the Giants in 1959, said that Howell spared virtually no one with his bellowing barbs during practice. “You’re no All-Pro here, Scott!” he recalled Howell often yelling at him when he flubbed an assignment on the practice field. “I never took it personally, because he yelled at just about everybody except maybe Charlie Conerly.” And that could have been because Conerly had been around since 1948 and had usually been blamed, unfairly, when the team lost.

Robustelli thought Howell was a good administrator who did an excellent job of delegating authority. “Jim Lee was very gracious with outsiders, and he would praise assistants without any hesitation or fear that they were usurping his role as head coach,” Robustelli said. So much so that Howell was the first head coach to have the offensive and defensive coordinators meet with their teams separately to watch game films and to discuss future opponents. Indeed, Howell would be the first one to concede that having Landry and Lombardi as his chief assistants made life much easier for him. An example: Kyle Rote recalled how, while walking down a hallway in the team’s training camp dormitory at Saint Michael’s College one night, he saw both Landry and Lombardi watching film in their rooms. “Then when I walked past Jim Lee’s room, I saw him lying in bed reading a newspaper,” Rote said.

Besides being aware that he had two brilliant assistant coaches and pretty much leaving them to their own devices, Howell was not above deprecating his own abilities. For example, Howell was asked once whether, having coached at Wagner College, he had remembered Robustelli from when his Arnold College team played Wagner. “I recall him,” Howell said. “But I couldn’t have been overly impressed, since I didn’t even tell the Giants that he was worth looking at. I guess that gives a line on what a smart talent scout I am.”

Gifford’s other complaint was that Howell was not a good strategist and lacked imagination as a coach. “Right from the first day on the job, Jim Lee Howell functioned as more of a figurehead than a head coach,” Gifford was to say, adding that Howell “knew little or nothing about the tactics of pro football.” That seemed an unkind cut, given that Howell had spent eight seasons as a two-way end for the Giants and a half dozen more as an assistant coach in charge of the offensive ends—while doubling as head coach at Wagner College on Staten Island, where Howell and his wife lived during the football season—before being named the Giants’ head coach in 1954.

In return, years later, Howell conceded that he had not been impressed with Gifford during his early practice sessions as a rookie because he got the impression he wasn’t going all out. “He had such a smooth, easy stride that it looked as if he was loafing,” Howell said. “Matter of fact, some of the guys called him ‘Tippy Toes.’ If he hadn’t been our first draft choice, we might have released him.” Which was further proof that whatever Howell’s talents were, they didn’t include scouting.

At that, Gifford was not exactly impressed by being recruited by the Giants. For one thing, he has said that when he heard he had been the top draft choice of the Giants, he thought it was the New York Giants baseball team. That seems to have been disingenuous, since Gifford, having gone to college in Los Angeles, knew that the Los Angeles Rams existed; indeed, by 1951, Gifford’s last year at USC, the Rams had drawn crowds of more than fifty thousand to the Los Angeles Coliseum, where USC also played its home game. By then, too, Gifford must have known that the NFL included the New York Giants—the football Giants, that is.

Gifford also has said that when he returned to Southern California after his first few seasons with the Giants, friends would ask him where he’d been and what he’d been doing over the last five months or so. That, too, seems unlikely—unless Gifford’s friends didn’t read newspapers—since the sports sections of the Los Angeles papers reported Gifford’s exploits with the Giants. Gifford also said that he had been recruited by the Edmonton Eskimos of the Canadian Football League but decided to accept the Giants’ offer of $8,000 for his rookie season because he at least knew where New York was. Living on the West Coast since he had been born, it seems unlikely that Gifford never would have heard of one of Canada’s largest cities, especially since Edmonton is located in the Pacific Northwest.
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The long train trip to Green Bay, Wisconsin, was not Vince Lombardi’s first visit to the NFL’s smallest city. A few years earlier, Lombardi had found himself and another Army assistant coach snowbound during a recruiting trip to Green Bay—the biggest (or smallest, depending on how one looks at it) anomaly in major league sports—to interview a prospective cadet football player. Turning to his coaching colleague, Lombardi expressed amazement that anyone could live in Green Bay (population: sixty-five thousand), particularly during the winter when the average temperature is about 25 degrees, although it often plunges below 0.

On this train ride, Lombardi had plenty to ponder. Prior to becoming the Giants’ offensive coordinator in 1954, he had spent eight years as a football and basketball coach and physics and Latin teacher at a Catholic high school in New Jersey; then two years as a freshman and assistant football coach at his alma mater, Fordham, and then five years as an assistant at West Point. By now, he was beginning to wonder if he would ever be a head coach. What was it going to take? At St. Cecilia High School in Englewood, across the Hudson River from Manhattan, his football team had gone unbeaten four years in a row. Utilizing the still relatively new T formation, Lombardi’s teams beat some of the best high school teams in the New York metropolitan area while winning the New Jersey state parochial school championship in 1943. Still, he was rebuffed repeatedly for college head-coaching jobs and finally settled for an assistant coach’s position at Fordham, which, by then, was in the process of de-emphasizing football. In Lombardi’s playing days in the 1930s, the Fordham Rams often drew more than sixty thousand spectators to the Polo Grounds or Yankee Stadium against such major powers as Tennessee and Pittsburgh, but by 1947 Fordham was reduced to playing far less formidable opponents before much smaller crowds.

All the same, Lombardi instituted the T formation with his freshman team at Fordham, driving his charges harder than they had ever been driven—to a point where they outplayed the varsity on several occasions during weekly scrimmages. Lombardi was convinced that he knew both how to coach and how to handle young football players, and knew as much, if not more, than a lot of former Fordham teammates and other coaches younger than him who were getting head-coaching jobs at top-tier college football programs around the country. Was he being ignored because of his emotional way of coaching? Or could it be because he was Italian? (There were no coaches of Italian extraction in the NFL at the time.) Lombardi was hardly paranoid, yet he felt that for some reason or other, he was being overlooked, while other assistants he knew who were far less creative and inspiring were getting ahead.

Lombardi’s frustrations, exacerbated by his natural impatience, continued to gnaw at him even during his first few years with the Giants. When contacted by Wellington Mara late in 1953, Lombardi thought he was going to be offered the head-coaching job and not the position of offensive coordinator. Then, only a few weeks after his first season with the Giants, Lombardi applied for, and was offered, the head-coaching job at Fordham—only to have the agreement dissolve when the university announced in mid-December of 1954 that it was dropping football. Shortly thereafter, Lombardi reached a tentative agreement with Army coach Earl Blaik to return to West Point as an assistant coach. But that arrangement also fell apart when Mara, informed of it by Blaik, convinced Lombardi to remain with the Giants, virtually assuring him that he eventually would become the team’s head coach.

By contrast, Tom Landry had no aspirations of becoming a head coach, one of many differences between the two men. After excelling as a defensive back with the Giants for six years (the last year as a playing coach at a time when most NFL teams, like the Giants, had only four assistant coaches), Landry became a full-time coach in 1956. Content to work for the Giants from July into December and then return to Texas to sell insurance, Landry had been working toward a master’s degree in industrial engineering during the off-season. Having received the degree from the University of Houston in 1952, Landry was looking forward to a career in engineering after his playing days ended, but had been enticed to stay on for the 1956 season by Jim Lee Howell.

“I think my postgraduate training, which stressed coordinating people, helped me as a coach,” Landry once said. “My approach was to blend players together as a single unit to establish a strong, solid defense. Under my plan, we hold a position and don’t try to force through a block when it’s not going to work. That way each player controls a specific area.”

If Lombardi practically fit the stereotype of a New Yorker—brash, often loud and impatient, yet quick to laugh—Landry was a prototypical soft-spoken, methodical, and serious man of the Texas plains; in his case the small south Texas border town of Mission, where he had grown up and become a high school football star. Where Lombardi openly showed his emotions, Landry rarely ever changed his somewhat dour expression. When the Giants played flawlessly on defense—even making a dramatic goal-line stand or running back an interception for a touchdown—he remained unflappable. They were supposed to do those things, Landry reasoned, and thus there was no cause to celebrate. And if the defense broke down, his expression remained the same.

Jim Lee Howell understood Landry’s approach. “Tom is a warm person, but not with his players,” said Howell. “He gets impatient with them, and he doesn’t pat them on the back. He expects them to go out there and do their jobs. He’s also a perfectionist like Paul Brown [then the coach of the Cleveland Browns]. And he’s smarter than anyone.”

Robustelli, somewhat similar in nature, also appreciated Landry’s stoic and sometimes enigmatic style. “Tom tolerated our mistakes because he knew he could correct them, but not during a game,” said Robustelli, who had played against Landry while he was with the Los Angeles Rams. “And if we lost a game, Tom didn’t get moody like Lombardi, who might go days after the defeat without talking to any of the players. Unlike Vince, who was always trying to motivate his offensive players with his fiery personality, Tom chose to motivate you through preparation, which he thought was the best motivator.”

Another key difference, at least in the eyes of many Giants, was their life experience. Landry was born and raised in a small town in Texas’s Rio Grande Valley, the son of a mechanic and father of six who bartered automotive work for fruits and vegetables grown by area farmers. After playing one season, in 1942, at the University of Texas, Landry’s studies and football with the powerful Longhorns were interrupted for three years when he joined the Army Air Corps in the middle of World War II in February of 1943 and became a lieutenant and copilot. He served aboard a B-17 Flying Fortress bomber that completed thirty missions in Europe. During one mission, Landry’s plane ran out of fuel and crash-landed in a stand of trees in Belgium. Like so many American servicemen who saw action during World War II, Landry tended to downplay such dangerous escapades. “Oh, we got a few holes in our bomber once in a while,” Landry was prone to saying when asked about his experiences in the Army Air Corps, “but nothing much really happened.”

Returning to the University of Texas as a twenty-two-year-old sophomore in the fall of 1946, Landry became the backup quarterback to eventual Pro Football Hall of Famer Bobby Layne before being moved to fullback on a team that recorded victories in the Sugar Bowl in 1948 and the Orange Bowl in 1949. A few weeks after Texas beat the University of Georgia in the Orange Bowl game, Landry married Alicia Wiggs, also a Texan, whom Landry had met on a blind date in 1947 when she was a freshman and Landry a junior at Texas.

After one season with the New York Yankees of the All-America Football Conference in 1949 (the league’s last), Landry joined the Giants in 1950 as a defensive back and punter who during his first four years also occasionally played halfback—and part of one game at quarterback—and ran back kickoffs and punts.

If the backgrounds of Landry and Lombardi were vastly different, so too were their personalities. “They were both superb coaches, but they were as different as daylight and dark,” Jim Lee Howell said. “They were also very fine people.”

Howell, Landry, and Lombardi, along with the rest of the Giants’ staff, were among those who showed up every day at 5:30 in the afternoon at training camp for the Five-Thirty Club, a loose-knit organization formed by Jack Mara some time ago. Sportswriters and other members of the media, both locals and visiting writers like Red Smith, W. C. Heinz, Frank Graham, Dan Parker, and Milton Gross from New York papers, were invited to drop in at one of the dormitory rooms at whatever college they were training at from 5:30 to 6:00 p.m. for drinks. The atmosphere was convivial, with general manager Ray Walsh and Jack and Wellington Mara mixing with the writers and friends of the Maras who had come to visit, along with the team chaplain, Benedict Dudley, and the team’s legendary doctor, Francis Sweeny, who is believed to have started the club with Jack Mara. The one iron-clad rule was that whatever was said during the half-hour gathering was strictly off the record.

Sweeny, a brother-in-law of former coach Steve Owen, had been with the Giants since their inception and also was the doctor for sports teams at Manhattan College in New York. Very much a part of the team, the five-foot-five Sweeny would pace along the sidelines during a game, screaming at officials and, when the Giants played the Bears, at his archenemy George Halas, who was revered by many but not by “Doc” Sweeny.

“Doc was of the old school who felt that, more often than not, a couple of aspirin or a few belts of Scotch could solve any physical problem,” Don Smith said. “And he was dead-set against a player undergoing surgery, especially during the season. I remember a period during the late fifties when Charlie Conerly had a sore right arm and could hardly throw, and an orthopedic doctor said he might have to go under the knife to get it fixed. But Doc overruled the orthopedist and called in a dentist friend of his whose name, and this is the God’s truth, was Dr. Croaker. Sure enough Dr. Croaker found that Charlie had an abscessed wisdom tooth. He drained it, and in a couple of days Charlie’s arm was fine. But that was Doc Sweeny, who had his own medical theories, and stayed with the Giants for a long, long time.”

[image: images]

Bad as the weather in Green Bay was during the winter, the Packers had been just as bad during the fall, not having turned in a winning record since 1947. But when the Giants arrived for the August 25 exhibition game, only five days and a long train trip after their first exhibition against the Colts in Boston, Green Bay had a promising rookie quarterback from the University of Alabama named Bart Starr, who had been overlooked until the seventeenth round of the 1956 draft. Starr performed brilliantly, both with his dexterous fakes and deft short passing game, and the Packers beat the Giants, 17–13, before a paltry crowd of fewer than seventeen thousand spectators. Winning was nice, especially over a team like these formidable Giants, but to the Packers’ coach, Lisle Blackbourn, observing his young quarterback and several other promising rookies was far more important.
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