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FOREWORD

Sixteen years. That’s how long I played football for the New England Patriots. I look at it this way: The average career of a professional football player lasts four seasons, and that means I played with four generations of Patriots. Hall of Famers like John Hannah and Mike Haynes. Great players like Stanley Morgan, Steve Nelson, Russ Francis and Pete Brock. Close friends like John Smith and Don Hasselbeck. I could go on, but no one would have the time to hear all the names.

I know the Patriots organization has taken its lumps over the years, but I always felt playing here was a great experience.

When I arrived for my first training camp in 1975, I rented a house from tight end Bob Adams, who had just been traded. It turns out Bob left behind a book on the Patriots, so I picked it up and read it. That’s when I learned about some of the team’s history. Crazy stuff. I found out about the fire during a game at Boston College. I found out about a guy named Bob Gladieux getting called out of the stands because the coach needed an extra player, and Gladieux making the tackle on the opening kickoff. I found out that the players were once told not to turn down their bed sheets because the team didn’t want to pay extra for their hotel rooms. And on and on.

Some of the stuff was pretty ridiculous, but I didn’t care. I was just happy someone had drafted me. I had a neck injury in college, and some doctors had questioned whether I should even be playing. I was also worried about making the roster. Jim Plunkett, a Heisman Trophy winner, was the quarterback and I knew coach Chuck Fairbanks wasn’t about to sit him down. So when I got on the field that camp I just tried to show them I was an athlete. I played running back for the scout team. I kicked when John Smith was having some leg problems. I did anything I could to make the team.

I did, and when Plunkett got hurt during the season, I was the one Fairbanks turned to. I didn’t know what that meant for the future, although Jim seemed to. Jim was a very quiet guy, as was I, and we didn’t speak much that first year. But I remember coming home on the airplane after the last game in ’75. He walked by me and said, “Good luck, kid. I hope you have better luck here than I did.’’ He obviously knew he wasn’t going to be around the next season.

Suddenly, I was the starting quarterback—and for the next 15 years I fought to keep the job. I fought through good seasons and bad ones. I fought through challenges from young players and high draft picks. Sometimes I lost the job and had to fight to get it back. Sometimes injuries caught up to me.

The injuries. It’s what people seem to remember most about my career. I had a lot of bumps and bruises along the way, but I played through most of them. The only time I probably shouldn’t have been out there was in San Francisco in 1980. We had Matt Cavanaugh coming off knee surgery, and I had two knees bothering me to the point where I couldn’t bend them. They asked me to play the game because they didn’t want to take the chance with Matt. So I wound up playing and throwing five interceptions. I got crucified in the newspapers, but no one knew I was playing on two bad knees.

That was the time I hurt the most physically. It’s probably the time I hurt the most emotionally, too.

Then Tony Eason got here and perceptions seemed to change. All anyone could talk about was my toughness. I remember telling Tony one time that the worst thing they did to him was keep me around after they made him the starter. Everyone just compared him to me, and it wasn’t fair. He was probably as good as me or better, but he didn’t have that toughness—and everyone let him know it.

Like most of the guys I played with, I considered the 1976 team the best I’d ever been on. That was the Patriots team that should have won the Super Bowl. The playoff game in Oakland—we got robbed. But with the players we had, we thought we would be playing for championships for a long time. Then a lot of things started happening and it just didn’t get done.

We were popular at times, but nothing like it is now. That’s probably the biggest difference. Today, the Pats are equal to the Red Sox. For most of my career, we weren’t even close. We were actually the fourth team in town, behind the Celtics and Bruins, too.

I thought the first time we climbed the totem pole, the first time football got the attention it deserved around here, was in 1985 when we went to the Super Bowl. I remember driving to the airport to go play Miami in the AFC championship game and seeing people stop their cars on I-95 as we drove by. Waving and honking all the way to the airport. It was a great feeling.

We filled up the stadium for a few years after that, and then it seemed to go in the other direction. I finally had to retire after the 1990 season, which was really a dreadful year. Bill Parcells came a few years later, and it’s been top of the rung ever since.

As a former player, it’s been fun to watch what’s gone on the last few years under Robert Kraft and Bill Belichick. It’s amazing to see the facility they have now. I just recently saw the locker rooms at Gillette Stadium for the first time, and I admit I took an extra second in the showers. They were huge. At Foxboro Stadium, the hot water ran out after a few minutes.

I’ll be honest. The first emotion I had when they won the Super Bowl in 2001 was envy. Jealousy. I saw them running around the field and the confetti falling down, and all I could think about was that we were that close. Still, after they beat St. Louis, it was the first time I felt good about putting on a Patriots hat since I retired. It was nice letting people know that I was one of the people who laid the groundwork for that—in a previous life, of course.

The recent success has led more and more people to look back at the previous life of the entire team. And they should—it’s a rich history. I get a lot of dads who come into my sporting goods store, grab their kids, and point them in my direction: “Do you know who this guy is? Do you know what he did?’’ And the kids have no idea. I’m just the old guy working in the store.

One day, I waited on a lady for about 20 minutes trying to find exactly what she needed. After I went behind the counter to write up the order, she turned to me and said, “Does Steve Grogan really own this place?’’ And I said, “Yes, ma’am, he does.’’ Then she asked, “Does he actually come into the store?’’ And I said, “Yes, ma’am, he’s here every day.’’

She recognized the name, but she had no idea it was me. I finally had to tell her. I get that a lot.

For some reason, I don’t think Tom Brady has the same problem.

—Steve Grogan

Mansfield, Massachusetts

July, 2006


INTRODUCTION

The spring of 2004 felt like a pinnacle for the New England Patriots.

They were fresh off their second Super Bowl championship and were less than a year away from claiming their third in four years. It was a time when the team, once considered one of the most woebegone franchises in all of American sports, established itself as a dynasty, a generational organization to rival those of the Packers in the 60s, the Steelers in the 70s and the 49ers of the 80s. The first edition of this book was written that offseason, and in the introduction we made the obvious statement that the Pats had gone from being a laughingstock to being an elite, that after years of floundering they had emerged with one of the best coaches, quarterbacks and owners in the league.

It’s now over a dozen years later and it turns out that statement wasn’t quite right. It turns out we undersold it. That was far from their pinnacle.

It’s turns out the Pats have arguably the best coach, quarterback and team in the history of football. They are no longer “one of” the best. They stand alone. It turns out Bill Belichick and Tom Brady aren’t just the singular figures of their time. They are the greatest of all-time.

In other words, the gap between what the Patriots were (1959-1999) and what they are (2000-present) has grown even larger—as impossible as that seemed back in 2004.

The last 13 years have been, to use a word, eventful. Mostly good eventful, but really just eventful.

So what’s happened since this book was first published?

Other than, in no particular order, three more championships, five more Super Bowl appearances, a perfect season, two all-time, heart-stopping Super Bowl wins (Seattle and Atlanta), one all-time, crushing Super Bowl defeat (Giants I), a season-ending knee injury to Brady, after which the team still won 11 games, 12 more division titles, six straight (and counting) appearances in the AFC title game, two cheating scandals—one of which was so fiercely contested that it nearly ended up in the Supreme Court—two lost first round picks, a four-game Brady suspension, after which the Pats still won a title, an alleged murdering spree by a star tight end (Aaron Hernandez), 162 regular season wins (an absurd average of over 12 per season) and 19 more postseason victories? Other than that? Not much.

The stories in this book detail what happened before things got good. And while those years produced no more than a sliver of the team’s current success—the stories are just as rich. And as I sat down to write this new introduction and reacquaint myself with the history, I was struck by the parallels and the contrasts.

For example, in going over the Patriots’ 1976 playoff loss in Oakland (the roughing the passer game), it struck me how the Pats’ misfortune that day seems to have completely flipped on their opponents in the Belichick era. Read about that game and all the things that had to go against the Pats for them to lose it, and you’ll feel what a fan of the Seattle Seahawks felt like after Super Bowl XLIX, or a fan of the Atlanta Falcons felt after Super LI. The Pats now win those games, in roughly the same fashion. When it matters most, everything goes right for them, and nothing goes right for the opponent.

And if you had told someone in 1976 that 40 years later one of those two teams would have five Vince Lombardi Trophies on the shelves of their state of the art new stadium and would be a jewel franchise of the league, and that the other would be unable to survive in their decrepit old building and end up in Las Vegas after over 30 years without a championship, well, let’s just say that most people back then would have admitted the “Vegas Patriots” had a certain ring to it. Instead, it’s the Raiders headed to the desert, their “Commitment to Excellence” era paling in comparison to what the Patriots have achieved.

Speaking of stadiums, where the Patriots play is something that a modern Pats fan hardly even considers any more. Gillette Stadium may not be the most expensive or elaborate building in the league, but compared to where the Pats called home over their first four decades, it stands as the eighth wonder of the world. Stadium issues hung over the franchise for decades, overshadowing most everything that happened on the field or sideline. From Fenway Park (one of the least suitable dual-purpose stadiums in America) to all three major local colleges, the Patriots were everywhere over their first 12 years. Then they finally got their own stadium in 1971—and it somehow got worse. This book will give you the lowlights of the Pats’ time at Fenway, Boston University, Boston College, Harvard and Schaefer/Sullivan/Foxboro Stadium. We’d have included some highlights but there really weren’t any.

But no matter where the team played, turmoil followed. We may think of the modern Patriots as having their share of controversy (Spygate, Deflategate, numerous contract battles, etc.), but it’s nothing compared to the tension, dissension and dysfunction that permeated through whatever halls the Pats happened to call home at the time. We all were watching, for example, when ESPN’s Tom Jackson, speaking of Belichick, told us in 2003 that the Patriots “hate their coach”, and we thought it couldn’t get much worse than that. Wrong. That was child’s play compared to the way Patriots players of the early 80s felt about Ron Meyer (1982-84).

“A fraud,” said guard John Hannah. “I chased him around the stadium one time trying to kill him.”

You could write a book on the coaching issues alone. Where to start? Clive Rush electrocuted himself at an introductory press conference in 1969, had a nervous breakdown and drank himself out of the league. Chuck Fairbanks was one of the few early Patriots coaches who knew what he was doing, only the internal strife led him to pursue a new job (at the University of Colorado) while he was still on the clock in New England. That led to the absurdity of the season finale in 1978, when Fairbanks was kicked out of the Pats locker room before the game at the Orange Bowl on Monday Night Football. With the country watching, the Patriots then rolled out not one, but two, replacements, “co-head coaches” Ron Erhardt and Hank Bullough. They lost by 20 points. Somehow, Fairbanks was allowed to come back to coach the first home playoff game in Patriots history, which they promptly lost by 17 points. Then there was good guy Dick MacPherson, whose positivity was thought to be unbreakable, until the Pats broke it. He had to take a leave of absence due to a stomach condition brought on by stress in his second season.

As for ownership, there can be no bigger contrast than the one that exists between Robert Kraft and his predecessors.

Yes, the Krafts can be tough at contract time, but if you think they are tight with the finances, you should read up on Billy Sullivan.

“Like pulling teeth from a hen,” said Larry Eisenhauer, a former star defensive end. Eisenhauer once had to hold out for a $500 raise.

The stakes were much higher in 1977 when star linemen Leon Gray and Hannah had agreements worked out with coach Fairbanks, only to have the Sullivans veto the deals. The subsequent holdouts of Gray and Hannah derailed the ‘77 season and led to the departure of Fairbanks the following year. Ask players from that era what prevented that talented team from winning a championship and most will point to the Sullivan family ownership.

Yes, the Kraft tenure has been at times tumultuous. It’s hard to imagine now given the patriarchal status Kraft enjoys, but there was actually a time when he was referred to as a “fat assed millionaire” by state house speaker Tom Finneran. There was a time his coach, Bill Parcells, told a local newspaper that “I didn’t want any more to do with this guy.” Everything with the Patriots is now kept in-house, which was hardly the case early in Kraft’s ownership. It’s startling to go back and read how open the festering wound was between Parcells and Kraft at the Super Bowl in New Orleans.

Kraft redeemed himself with the hiring of Belichick, which son Jonathan Kraft has since called one of the greatest trades in the history of sports. Hyperbole? Maybe not. A first-round pick for one of the greatest football coaches ever? Jonathan Kraft may have a point. Remember, hiring Belichick was no slam dunk given his negative ratings coming out of Cleveland.

Either way, the decision to hire him by Robert Kraft stands in stark contrast to the decision Billy Sullivan made in 1969, when he had a choice between Colts defensive coordinator Chuck Noll or Jets offensive coordinator Rush and chose the latter after allegedly changing his mind when Rush’s Jets upset Noll’s Colts in Super Bowl III. Noll, of course, won four Super Bowls and is in the Hall of Fame. Rush won five games in two years before mercifully being shown the door.

Speaking of Jonathan Kraft, he’s developed a reputation in some quarters for being a bit combustible. But, again, modern fans have no idea what it used to be like. Check out the picture of Pat Sullivan being challenged to a fight by Howie Long during a playoff game in 1985. Or ask Hannah Chuck Sullivan’s role in reneging on the Grey and Hannah deals in 1977.

“Oh Daddy! You can’t do this!” Hannah recalled Chuck telling his father, Billy. “You’re going to bankrupt the team. Please, Daddy!”

That’s how the team used to be run. Now? We’ll just answer that with the bottom line: In 2016, Forbes magazine valued the Pats, which Kraft bought for $172 million in 1994, at $3.4 billion.

Yes, financial management certainly has changed in Foxboro. There was once a time when the team’s ownership felt it was a good idea to get into bed with the Jackson family and their advisors, Don King and Al Sharpton, for a concert tour. Pat Sullivan still can’t bring himself to admit how much money was actually lost on the venture. Whatever it was, it forced out the Sullivans. And then, as tended to happen to the Pats in those days, it actually got worse. Again.

Subsequent owner Victor Kiam was so inept in his brief ownership tenure that he was once shut out of his own owner’s box during a game because of a dispute (with Kraft). That was actually a cute story compared to his comportment during the Lisa Olson incident. Just a complete bozo. Unlike Kraft, he never understood the value of the stadium lease and was soon gone.

As for the quarterback position, a fan born after 1995 has no conception of what it was like around here. Excluding injury and suspension, it’s been Tom Brady under center for 17 straight years. Seventeen years where there has been no question who the No. 1 quarterback is. Seventeen years of excellence and stability at the most important spot in pro sports.

Compare that to other 17-year stretches in team history. If you followed the Patriots between, say, 1978 and 1995, you saw the Pats employ 14 starting quarterbacks. Fourteen. That 17-year stretch was bookended by Steve Grogan and Drew Bledsoe—two pretty good players. Now hold your nose for what came between them: Matt Cavanaugh, Tom Owen, Tony Eason, Tom Ramsey, Bob Bleier, Doug Flutie, Marc Wilson, Tom Hodson, Hugh Millen, Scott Zolak (sorry, Zo), Jeff Carlson and Scott Secules.

It’s a different world now, from the quarterback on out. This book aims to remind you of just how different.

I’ll take the time here to thank the people who helped me with this project, most notably those who consented to interviews.

Pat Sullivan was tremendous. It’s easy to look down on his family’s tenure, but the truth is that, for the most part, they were good people with the right intentions. And they never had the benefit of Tom Brady falling into their laps with the 199th pick of the draft.

Raymond Berry was as humble and gracious as we all remember him. Hannah was as bitter. Pete Carroll was passionate in his defense of his time here. John Smith and Randy Vataha were great. Thanks also to Gino Cappelletti, Steve Nelson, Andrew Tippett and Lisa Olson. When I spoke to Darryl Stingley (rest his soul; he passed away in 2007) his voice was weak but his memory was sharp. Others who helped me and have since passed include Bill Lenkaitis (2016), Bucko Kilroy (2007) and Fairbanks (2013).

I’m thankful to Grogan for the foreword and, especially, Belichick for the epilogue. I still remember the hand-written pages he sent me from Nantucket early that summer in 2004. There were a couple of revisions, and his first draft had a few paragraphs on yet another subject that deserves its own book—his history with Parcells and the circumstances that finally brought him to New England as head coach. He ultimately decided not to go with it. It’s a chapter that’s been covered elsewhere over the years and will no doubt be addressed again when the definitive Belichick tome is written. In the meantime, this book is lucky to possess a true rarity, at least as of 2017: a written, first-person narrative by Bill Belichick. Again, we thank him for it.

Finally, I’m thankful to my family—Sara, Emma, and Tessa; Rocky, Georgia and Dan—for their support and love.

This book begins Nov. 16, 1959, the day Billy Sullivan was awarded the team. It ends on Jan. 27, 2000, the day Belichick was formally hired. In between is the story of the New England Patriots before they became one of the great dynasties in all of sports. The first 40 years weren’t nearly as successful, though they were nearly as entertaining (not always in a good way, obviously).

The first edition of this book was published just months after the Pats met with President George Bush in the Rose Garden of the White House to celebrate their second Super Bowl title. This edition is being published just months after the Pats met with Donald Trump to celebrate their fifth. In between, they also met with Barack Obama to commemorate their fourth. Has any team, in any sport, ever been so successful for so long that they met with three sitting presidents over 15 years? Probably not.

There was a time when the only way the Patriots would get to see the White House was on a tour bus. Now they get there so often that they’re starting to run into old friends. It turns out Trump nearly purchased the Patriots during that hyper-tumultuous time after the Sullivans were forced to give up ownership in the 80s. Instead, Robert Kraft got the team and he and Trump became lifelong friends. Over the years, Trump also grew close with Brady and Belichick. That has led some to dub the Pats “Team Trump,” which may or may not be a good thing depending on which way you lean. But we can all agree it’s a major step up from what they were for over 40 years of their existence: Team Turmoil.

—Michael Felger

Boston

April 2017


1

THE AFL

Humble beginnings? That cliché doesn’t begin to describe how the Boston Patriots came into the world in 1959.

That was the year former Notre Dame coach Frank Leahy was helping the fledgling American Football League put together its enterprise. The league had secured seven franchises and was looking for an eighth, so Leahy called his old friend Billy Sullivan in Boston and asked if he would be interested in bringing a team to Massachusetts.

Sullivan was—even though he had no money, no place to play, and no real fan support. Two previous pro football teams, the Boston Yanks and the Boston Redskins, had failed in the Hub. Sullivan had also failed in his attempt to lure the NFL Chicago Cardinals out east a few years before.

But what the heck? What did Sullivan have to lose?

Sullivan emptied his savings account—he liked to brag the balance was only $8,300—and took out a loan to reach the $25,000 franchise fee. Then he brought in nine other investors and sold non-voting public stock to raise working capital. Finally, Boston University allowed Sullivan to use its rusty old stadium for games.

The name “Patriots” was chosen after a fan vote. The “Pat Patriot” logo was actually a newspaper cartoon drawn by Phil Bissell of the Boston Globe. Sullivan liked it so much he adopted it for his team.

Bingo, presto. Pro football was back in Boston.

Kind of.

BED SHEETS

The Patriots in that era were “professional” in name only.

They held their practices at East Boston High School, where the team worked out on a field near Logan Airport. Travelers driving in and out of the airport today can still see the field, jammed as it is between highway ramps and rental car lots. Most people who notice it usually say the same thing: “What an odd place for that!”

Team meetings were held in a dank room beneath the stands. Unfortunately for the players, the budget didn’t allow for chairs or projection screens. Instead, game films were projected onto bed sheets and players sat on milk crates.

“The sheets were hung from water pipes near the ceiling,” said Patriots hall of fame member Gino Cappelletti, who played every game in the 10-year history of the AFL. “They’d tape them up there. Then they’d set the camera up on a box. And for some reason they used to deliver a lot of milk over there. So we found the crates and sat on them. The offense sat facing one way and the defense sat facing the other, watching film at the same time. So you had coaches making comments back and forth. Sometimes it got a little confusing.”

Conditions on the road were just as tight. A famous example occurred in 1961 when the team traveled to Buffalo for an August preseason game. The flight arrived early in the day, so the team arranged for a midday stopover at a local hotel. The rooms cost $10 apiece, only there was a catch. If the bed sheets were messed up, the hotel would charge $15 per room. So the order went out: If any players decided to take a nap, they had to sleep above the covers. Some obeyed, some didn’t.

“We were told if removed the covers we’d be fined our per diem, which was $10,” said Larry Eisenhauer, a defensive end from 1961-1969. “I just told my teammates, ‘For ten bucks I’m going to get under the covers.’ And I did.”

The typical salary for players was around $7,500 for the season. Eisenhauer said he made $9,000 his first year and then asked for a raise to $10,000 after making the AFL all-rookie team. Eisenhauer had already received a $500 bonus for the award. Billy Sullivan agreed to Eisenhauer’s request, but when Eisenhauer saw the final wording on the contract, he noticed a net gain of only $500. When he asked Sullivan about it, the owner said he included Eisenhauer’s bonus from the year before.

[image: image]

Larry Eisenhauer once had to hold out over $500. (New England Patriots)

“I ended up holding out of training camp for $500,” said Eisenhauer. “It was like pulling teeth from a hen.”

Despite those problems, there was a sense of common purpose in those early days, and most players were forgiving. After all, where else were they going to go? Most of them had failed in their attempts to make an NFL roster, and they needed the AFL to survive if they wanted to be paid to play football.

“There was only one thing that mattered. That we got our paychecks after the game,” said Cappelletti. “Because as you talked to guys around the league, you found out some guys weren’t. We never missed a single payroll. And whether Billy Sullivan was having difficultly or not, no one really knew or cared. All teams were in the same boat. You could go around to each team and they’d probably have a similar story. You talk about adversity, but at the time we didn’t know it. It was very important for all those players in the early years for the league to succeed. There was tremendous pride among us for the league. It’s what defined us.”

Patrick Sullivan, the youngest son of Billy Sullivan and a future GM of the team, pointed out that the entire AFL was run on a shoestring.

“It’s not like we had an exclusive on a Spartan existence in that league,” said Sullivan. “The fact that we had high school-type locker rooms, well, everyone in the AFL had the same situation. You should have seen Buffalo. They had these stairs into the clubhouse, but they were built for baseball players in the early 1900s. So all the guys had to take off their pads to squeeze in. That was the league, not just us.”

Cappelletti was one of the players who was asked to sleep above the covers that day in Buffalo, and he didn’t think twice about it.

“It was brutally hot that day, so [coach] Mike Holovak said if you want to go up and sit in air-conditioned rooms and watch TV and be comfortable, go ahead. Just don’t get under the covers,” said Cappelletti. “It was a very simple and understandable request. The media made it out to be like it was this cheap thing. But we didn’t care. Who wanted to get under the covers anyway?”

FRIDAY NIGHT LIGHTS

As hard as it would be to believe today, the Patriots in the early 1960s actually had to compete with a team from New York for the allegiance of New England sports fans. That’s right; when the AFL started in 1960, Boston was Giants Country—as in the New York Football Giants. After all, the established NFL franchise was the closest geographical pro football team to Boston, and Giants games were broadcast into the region every Sunday. For years, it was all fans in New England had.

Then along came the Patriots.

But the upstart team from the upstart league wasn’t about to butt heads with the New Yorkers. So the decision was made to play home game on Friday nights, far removed from the Sunday afternoon tradition of Giants football.

“We knew we had to go a long way to win over the fans around here,” said Cappelletti. “In that first year or two you’d tell people you were with the Patriots and they’d say, ‘Who are they?’ It was just something we had to overcome. But that decision to play on Friday nights worked out quite well for us, because we had the lead game and then had the weekend off, which wasn’t a bad deal.”

By the mid-’60s the AFL had received a lucrative new TV deal with NBC, and the Pats found themselves playing more games on Sunday at 4 p.m.

“And this was just when football was starting to really take off and people were really hungry for more,” said Cappelletti. “So we started coming on at 4 and people started watching—just because of their hunger for football. Then we started to build these names—Lenny Dawson, Lance Alworth, Earl Faison. They all became figures of professional football. And this is how we got to diminish the images and the roles of the Giants players who were well known around here. That is how it all started for us.”

FRUIT COCKTAIL

What was covering the Patriots like as a media member in the early days? There is no one more qualified to offer a glimpse than Ron Hobson, the longtime reporter for the Quincy, Massachussetts, Patriot Ledger who started covering the team in its inaugural season in 1960. Hobson became the Ledger’s lead beat writer in 1961, and his first day on the job gave him a taste of the craziness he would be writing about for the next 40 years.

“They had this regular press luncheon every Tuesday at the Kenmore Hotel,” said Hobson. “So I showed up that first day and, naturally, I was late and not quite sure where I was going. I was lost, actually. So I wandered downstairs and turned a corner down a hallway and there was Billy Sullivan on one end and [head coach] Lou Saban on the other. And they were having this big fight. They were screaming at each other. I said, ‘Holy mackerel. What’s that all about?’

“So I ducked my head and found my way upstairs to have my fruit cocktail and a nice meal. But right then Billy came into the hall and told everyone, ‘I’ve fired the coach!’ He then said [assistant] Mike Holovak was going to be the new guy.”

Hobson got right up and drove over to BU field, where he and a small group of reporters found Holovak collecting jock straps in the equipment room.

“He had no idea what had happened,” said Hobson. “I was the one who told him. Holovak found out he was the new coach from me.

“And I never got to eat my fruit cocktail.”

WATER BALLET

People seem to forget that the Patriots actually provided a respectable on-field product through much of the 1960s. Unfortunately, that success always seemed to be eclipsed by some off-field issue. It was a condition the Pats would suffer under for the next four decades.

The Pats had the honor of hosting the first regular-season game in AFL history against Denver on September 9, 1960. The only problem was that Broncos coach Frank Filchock was able to walk into BU stadium the day before and watch the Pats run through their plays during practice. Final score: Denver 13, Patriots 10.

The Pats wound up with a losing record that first year (5-9), but from 1961-66 they posted five winning seasons and compiled a 47-31-8 record. The team’s first quarterback was Ed (Butch) Songin, a 36-year-old probation officer. Songin had been a star at Boston College but had been out of football for six years when the Pats came calling. He threw 36 touchdown passes over the team’s first two seasons.

Songin eventually gave way to Babe Parilli, who was a part of the Pats’ early Italian flair, which included teammates Nick Buoniconti, Tony Sardisco, Tony Romeo, and Cappelletti. Parilli was voted to the three AFL All-Star teams and was the Pats’ first star. He still holds the Patriots record for touchdown passes in a season with 31 in 1964.

Other early stars included defensive end Bob Dee, who scored the first touchdown in AFL history when he fell on a fumble in a preseason game at Buffalo, defensive tackle Jim Lee “Earthquake” Hunt and running back Ron Burton, the first ever Patriot draft choice.
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