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To Courtney, Alexis, Keelin Grace
and Berkeley: thank you.


PREFACE

On fall Sunday mornings in West Texas, even the preacher kept a close eye on his watch. If services at First Baptist Church of Farwell, Texas, went much past 11:45 a.m., the focus among parishioners turned from defeating Satan to defeating the Redskins or Giants, who, in that part of the world, are considered one with Lucifer.

The smart preachers in the area knew how to work around Cowboys games. The offering plate was always passed early in the service, just in case some folks slid out after the singing to catch The NFL Today before the noon kickoff. If Dallas had the late game, the preacher made sure to give an especially good effort in the morning because his second chance during the 6 p.m. service would be in front of friends and family.

In my hometown 90 miles northwest of Lubbock, the football week is a pyramid of competition starting on Thursday night. It begins with the junior high and junior varsity high school games, where schools get a look at future prospects and those on the JV get a chance to show why they should be playing the next day. Friday nights are special in Texas. The intra-school competition that existed the night before now has become one small town against another.

On Saturdays, folks from all over those small towns jam college stadiums from Lubbock to Austin to College Station to tighten up the pyramid even more. They may have been trying to knock each other into the next county the night before, but, on Saturdays, they are united as Red Raiders and Longhorns and Aggies against Bears and Mustangs and Horned Frogs.

Sunday, though, is the most sacred of football days. That is, unless Dallas is playing on Monday night. On Cowboys game day, any collegiate loyalty is put aside for the greater good of the state and the nation of Cowboy. It’s the only day where something is more important in the state than oil and cattle prices or a Neiman Marcus sale.

Farwell borders the Texas-New Mexico state line and is about equidistant from Denver and Dallas. However, for me, Broncos games were either something to watch after the Cowboys or something to discuss during commercials. My Cowboys loyalty came naturally. On my earliest visits to my grandparents, my uncle Kelly Jo would make sure I was in front of the television to watch Tony Dorsett and Drew Pearson and Randy White. My mother fed the fire with the famous poster of the Doomsday Defense posing in a graveyard with headstones reading New York, Washington, Pittsburgh, etc. I put the poster on my ceiling and drifted to sleep with dreams of devouring quarterbacks like “Too Tall” Jones, John Dutton, and Harvey Martin.

I was Danny White in the backyard, with buddies playing the roles of Dorsett and Ron Springs behind me and Pearson and Tony Hill on the outside. I defended passes using names like Everson Walls, Michael Downs, and Ron Fellows. And when I did, I had Todd, the older kid that was always around, scribble stars on my replica Cowboys helmet, always followed by “Coach Landry says, ‘Good job today, son.’” Then, I went inside and tried to work Herschel Walker-like trades to get the most Cowboys football cards. Cowboys fever so struck me that I was even nice to my sister when she demanded television control to watch Dallas. I didn’t know J.R. Ewing from Patrick Ewing. All I wanted to see was the aerial shot of the hole in Texas Stadium in the program’s opener.

As I got older, Sundays became more difficult. By the time I got to junior high, I sat with the cool kids on the right side of church. More than once I snuck out of the service and to the car to catch Brad Sham and Dale Hansen’s pregame show on the Cowboys Radio Network. More than one time my mother scolded my decision. More than one time my dad wanted to know if Brad and Dale had anything interesting to say.

When it came to Sunday lunch, Mom and Dad took a united stance. No TV until the plate was cleared. That was quickly circumvented as I would take just enough for Mom not to complain. On gamedays, even hunger took a back seat.

Monday night Cowboys games were special. My dad wasn’t a huge fan, but he enjoyed the games because he knew they meant so much to me. Those Mondays were the only nights I was allowed to stay up past 10 p.m. In addition to it being a Dallas game, those nights were special because I got to hear former Cowboys great Don Meredith and Howard Cosell on the call. I also knew it was at least three hours I would get with my dad. Even though he had a whole work week staring him in the face, he sat there attentively every Monday night. My living and dying on every play was probably just as entertaining for him as the game. I would watch the game like I was the show’s stats guy. I took notes feverishly and compiled my own statistics. In a time before the Internet and the specialized statistic, my homemade stats were probably just as good as the actual crew’s.

Into high school and college, the names and the fortunes changed. Jerry Jones bought the team, replaced Landry and Tex Schramm, and brought in an influx of new talent. It didn’t matter because I rooted for the logo. Quickly, the names of Aikman, Irvin, and Emmitt became beloved. Another Trinity to believe in for this Panhandle boy.

It is in this Cowboys fan’s view that I wrote Legends of the Dallas Cowboys. Choosing the chapters was agonizing. Because I saw some play only on old NFL Films shows, giving the book a more current look was tempting. But, the Cowboys were built by the Bob Lillys, Mel Renfros, Lee Roy Jordans, Merediths, and Bob Hayeses. The organization is “America’s Team” because of Landry’s fedora and Tex Schramm’s innovation. There are familiar stories, some not-so-familiar ones, and those that went on to become legends. It is a look at the team and its legacy through a fan that has a lifelong history with the team.

Part of that history is a recent one that has led to a unique niche for this book. When I started covering the Cowboys for The Dallas Morning News Spanish-language newspaper, Al Día, I got a different look at the team. I saw just how much of an impact “America’s Team” has south of the border. In Mexico, people in the Baja, south of San Diego, root for the Oakland Raiders. The rest of the country is blanketed by the blue and silver star. The Cowboys have season ticket holders that travel to Texas Stadium from Mexico City, Monterrey, Guadalajara, and other Mexican cities.

From the depths of Mexico to small town Texas pulpits and Everytown, USA, the reach of “America’s team” does encompass all.

—Cody Monk

June 4, 2004


INTRODUCTION

The 2016 Dallas Cowboys season brought surprise and dreaded familiarity. While the team likely found its newest franchise quarterback in Dak Prescott and workhorse running back in Ezekiel Elliott and finished with the NFC’s best record, the Cowboys still couldn’t win a playoff game, losing 34–31 at home to Green Bay in the Divisional Round. It was another maddening loss for a storied organization that has only three playoff wins since the last Super Bowl victory in 1996.

As the fourth pick in the 2016 NFL Draft, Elliott’s rise was expected. What the Cowboys didn’t anticipate was a fourth-round pick (No. 135 overall) shining in the preseason and, ultimately, unseating long-time fixture Tony Romo under center. The Cowboys are clearly Prescott’s and Elliott’s. Romo is now a broadcaster and trying to qualify for golf’s U.S. Open. The offensive line is one of the best in football (three 2017 Pro Bowl selections), anchored by All-Pro guard Zack Martin, the guy the Cowboys chose in the 2014 NFL Draft instead of Johnny Manziel. The defense is aggressive and compliments the methodical process coach Jason Garrett likes to follow in all facets, but especially on offense.

With Romo retired, Prescott firmly entrenched, and Garrett giving the coaching position much-needed stability, the Cowboys are entering a new era.

With fans looking forward, this version of Legends of the Dallas Cowboys looks both to the team’s storied past and its present. Newly included are chapters on offensive lineman Larry Allen and Owner/General Manager Jerry Jones.

Allen was beloved during his 12 seasons in Dallas. Strong, imposing, and dominating, the man who once bench pressed 700 pounds and is considered one of the best offensive lineman to ever play, Allen is in both the Cowboys’ Ring of Honor and the Pro Football Hall of Fame. This chapter looks at his humble beginnings in Compton, California, up to the day he was inducted in Canton.

Joining Allen soon in Canton will be Jerry Jones, a member of the 2017 Pro Football Hall of Fame class. Widely respected as an owner, Cowboys fans gristle at Jerry Jones the General Manager. And, though Jones was named the NFL’s “Executive of the Year” in 2014, the misses have far outweighed the hits for this part of Jones’s job description. This chapter looks at what fuels Jones and his long-time quest for another Super Bowl.

With two new stars to go with established ones in Jason Witten, Dez Bryant, and Sean Lee and a franchise that is the world’s most valuable sports platform, the Dallas Cowboys continue to dominate league business and television ratings. Five of the NFL’s six highest-rated 2016 games involved Dallas. The 2016 Cowboys-Redskins Thanksgiving game was the most-watched game in Fox history and the most-watched regular season game since Dallas-Kansas City in 1995.

So, business off-the-field continues to be good and is looking better between the lines. The next step, for the franchise and its dedicated fan base, is shedding that familiar, unpleasant feeling that has become a January staple.

—Cody Monk

May 5, 2017
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TOM LANDRY




TOM LANDRY

Born: September 11, 1924, in Mission, Texas

Died: February 12, 2000, from leukemia

Position: Head Coach

Years with the Cowboys: 1960–1988

Record: 250-162-6

Playoff Records: 20–16

Honors:

*   20 consecutive winning seasons

*   2 Super Bowl titles

*   2 NFL Championship Game appearances

*   13 divisional titles

*   1966 NFL Coach of the Year

*   1975 NFC Coach of the Year

*   Third-winningest NFL coach with a 270- 178–6 overall record

*   Inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1990

*   Inducted into the Ring of Honor in 1993



It was a day all too Pittsburgh, the kind of gray fall afternoon that defines the blue-collar town. The wind was blowing so hard off the river that Pitt Stadium became a sea of garbage and piercing breezes: an ideal setting for the hard-nosed Pittsburgh Steelers.

It was 1965, the halfway point in Tom Landry’s sixth season as head coach of the Dallas Cowboys. Two years previous, owner Clint Murchison, wanting to establish consistency for the expansion franchise, gave Landry a 10-year extension, despite Landry having won only 13 of his first 54 games. Landry was their man. But, their man wasn’t producing. On this blustery, cold day in Pittsburgh, all of Landry’s fears came calling.

Bob Lilly, Don Meredith, Mel Renfro, Bob Hayes, and Chuck Howley headed a team that had gone 5–8–1 in 1964 for the team’s fifth straight fifth place finish in the NFL East. Still, the feeling around the league was that 1965 would be the year the Cowboys made their first NFL impact. Lilly had emerged as one of the most dominant defensive tackles in the league the year before, making his first of 11 straight Pro Bowls. Renfro had done the same in the secondary, making the Pro Bowl squad in 1964 for the first of his 10 consecutive selections. The offense was coming off a year in which it averaged less than 18 points per game. But, Landry felt like Meredith would bounce back and that adding rookie receiver Bob Hayes would give the Cowboys a speed weapon no other NFL team had.

Things looked good the first two weeks after Dallas, at the Cotton Bowl, ran over the New York Giants and Washington. In the season-opening win, 31–2 over the Giants, Meredith hit Hayes twice for 81 yards, including a 45-yard touchdown in the second half in which Hayes took a routine screen pass and went the rest of the way untouched.

After flattening the Redskins 27–7, the Cowboys were 2–0 and the offense was humming. Then came a five-game stretch that put the team on the road three straight weeks and four of five. When the team left Dallas, the offense and the winning stayed behind. The Cowboys lost four straight, putting up only 20 combined points in losses to Cleveland and Green Bay leading up to the Halloween game against the Steelers.

This day was much of the same for Dallas. Meredith was inconsistent, throwing interceptions, fumbling in key situations deep in Pittsburgh territory. The defense allowed Bill Nelson, the Steelers’ third stringer, to throw for 272 yards and three touchdowns. Even Hayes and Renfro were bad with Hayes dropping a key third-down pass and Renfro fumbling his second punt in two weeks, which led to a Steelers touchdown. It was an all-unit breakdown that resulted in a monumental postgame breakdown. Landry entered the locker room after the game and asked everyone but the players to give him a few minutes. With nothing but his guys surrounding him, Landry thanked everyone for working hard but said he was disappointed with the way things had gone in his Dallas tenure. He said he thought his time as Cowboys coach was drawing to a close. Then, the stoic man with the never-changing look broke down in tears. “[His crying] really touched us,” Lilly said later. “We knew we had to play harder.” Playing harder started the next week at the Cotton Bowl with a 39–31 win over San Francisco, followed by a redemption victory over the Steelers the next week at home, 24–17. It was the last time Dallas would lose to Pittsburgh until the 1976 Super Bowl, a string of seven straight wins.

The Landry breakdown inspired the Cowboys to wins in five of their last seven games. Dallas finished the season 7–7 and made the playoffs.

“That game in Pittsburgh was a key point in the organization. It was the turning point for the Cowboys.”

[BOB LILLY]

The next season, the team had its first winning season, the first of 20 straight under Landry. “That game in Pittsburgh,” Lilly said, “was a key point in the organization. It was the turning point for the Cowboys.”

That tearful day was almost the end for Landry. At the time of the Halloween affair in Pittsburgh, Landry was in the midst of his sixth season. He had won less than 30 percent of his games and felt he had done all he could with what he had. The team was giving the kind of effort he wanted, executing his new, innovative ideas on both sides of the ball and utilizing weapons such as Hayes that had never been used before in the NFL. Still, the team wasn’t getting results.

So much so that the man whose fedora is the lasting image of America’s most recognized sports team and whose legacy continues to define a city almost wasn’t to be. “I don’t know what it was,” Lilly said. “We gave a little extra after that game. Had we not, he may not have been around.”

[image: images]

Cowboys coach Tom Landry and defensive end Ed “Too Tall” Jones try on helmets borrowed from a couple London “Bobbies” during a practice to prepare to play the Chicago Bears in London during the 1986 preseason.

FRAT DADDY

Tom Landry was never mistaken for the average khakis, white shirt and tie, and blue blazer-wearing frat dude while at the University of Texas. A receding hairline and his status as a war veteran kind of made Landry stand out.

Landry, who came from Mission High School in the Rio Grande Valley, played the 1942 season at UT under Hall of Fame coach D.X. Bible before heading to a B-17 and war-torn Europe. At 19, he was handed his wings and a copilot spot in the Eighth Air Force, based out of England. Landry flew 30 World War II missions, mostly over Czechoslovakia, and survived a crash inside Belgium.

When he returned to Texas, he was in his mid-20s and far more mature than most of his young teammates.

A lot had changed since Landry left. Blair Cherry was in, Bible out. Bobby Layne was in at quarterback, Landry’s original position, and Landry’s move to defense was imminent. Landry showed his maturity by not complaining about the move. The move from quarterback was a disappointment, but Cherry wanted Landry and Layne on the same field.

Landry was never an All-American. Never even All-Conference. But, he was a vital leader. Against SMU in 1947, he was in the backfield to stop the Mustangs’ all-world running back Doak Walker, despite having an injury that forced him to wrap up with only one arm. The Longhorns lost the game 14–13, but playing Landry showed the kind of confidence Cherry had in him. “He had more confidence in Tom with one arm in a cast than some backup with two arms,” teammate Pepe Blount said.

Landry was a quiet leader, choosing his words and his timing carefully. He wasn’t a drinker, a cusser, or a rebel rouser. But he was far from a church and choir-only guy. He was a member of the wild Cowboys fraternity. As part of his initiation, Landry was stripped nude, decorated with honey and cereal, dropped off outside Austin, and forced to flag down help to get back to campus. The stoic, stone-faced legend stripped and stranded.

TEXAN BECOMES A YANKEE

It only seemed like Tom Landry was in Texas his whole life. He actually cut his NFL teeth in Gotham City. It is still hard for any Cowboys fan to admit the long-despised place produced the most legendary figure in the organization’s history.

Landry was in New York 10 years, first as an All-Pro defensive back and then as an unparalleled defensive coach. From 1949 to 1959, Landry helped the Giants emerge from a three-team New York to the most dominant team in the league. So dominant that the Giants knocked the other two teams, the Yankees and the Bulldogs, out of the city and put the Giants at the head of the NFL lineup, replacing the stalwart Cleveland Browns and Los Angeles Rams.

Before Landry became a Giant, though, he was a Yankee. The football team went the way of the eight-track tape after one season because of dollar issues. The way things were then, teams in that territory had rights to the Yankees’ players. So, Landry became a default Giant.

The Giants didn’t have to retain Landry. They did, Landry was convinced, “because of my punting ability.” He became an All-Pro, even though Sam Huff said he couldn’t imagine Landry as a player. “Slow, no hair,” Huff said. “Exactly what a coach is supposed to look like.”

So much so that Landry began his defensive wizardry before his playing days were done. He coined the term red dog for blitzes, a term many coaches still use. As a player, Landry came up with the Giants’ “Umbrella Secondary.” Suddenly, it was Landry and the Giants defense that was stealing the headlines. “On defense, you have to constantly anticipate and react,” Landry once said. “On offense, all of the plays are diagramed and designed and the unit knows ahead of time exactly where it’s going and what it’s going to do. That’s why I felt defense was the most challenging part of the game.”

With the Giants, Landry went to the NFL title game each of his last three years in New York. He did so alongside an offensive coordinator he would later do major battle with—Vince Lombardi.

Landry played alongside Frank Gifford and had Hall of Famers such as Huff at his disposal. He was even big buddies with budding broadcaster Howard Cosell, who was Landry’s Connecticut commuting compatriot. “I don’t really know what it was,” Landry said before a game against the Giants, “but those days and those teams had something special about them.”

RANGERS BOUND

When Landry first came to Dallas, he didn’t even have a team to coach. He was also going to be working for general manager Tex Schramm, a man that had general manager experience but had been hired away from a TV network. Although there is no lack of sports media people who think they could do it nowadays, making the leap from media to running a new team was novel. And, Landry was taking a huge risk, leaving his job as New York Giants defensive coordinator to work alongside this media guy.

Landry knew very little about what he was getting into when he accepted the Dallas job in late 1959. No one else did, either. On January 28, 1960, in Miami Beach, Florida, the NFL awarded Clint Murchison and Bedford Wynn the league’s 13th team. Perhaps it was fitting that Landry was already in place when the group got the team because the day was also Landry’s 11th wedding anniversary. “Guess this is the day that great things happen for me,” Landry told the Dallas Morning News that day. And for the Dallas … Rangers?

Even before the NFL approved Murchison’s and Wynn’s bid, the group decided they wanted the name to be the Rangers. It eventually was changed to the Cowboys to avoid confusion with a local baseball team that eventually folded. However, the famous headline appeared in Dallas papers in December 1959 proclaiming “Rangers Hire Landry.”

“Guess this is the day that great things happen for me.”

[TOM LANDRY]

Getting Landry had as much to do with location as it did with the opportunity. Landry, a native of Mission, Texas, and his UT sweetheart, Alicia, wanted to get back to Texas. Both had family in the Dallas area, but Landry first had to decide which Texas city he wanted to call home.
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Landry is carried off the field after winning Super Bowl VI against the Miami Dolphins.

In those days, football folks had to work in the off season. The game simply didn’t pay well enough to support a wife and four kids. So, in between inventing the Flex defense, which led to the modern-day 4–3 and the shotgun formation that led to the wide-open offense that the NFL enjoys, Landry peddled insurance policies. He was especially big in the oil and gas business and the new kids from the new team in the new league in Houston tried to take advantage of Landry’s off-season gig.

The Oilers, playing in the fledgling American Football League, and their owner, big-time oil man Bud Adams, offered Landry the head coaching job. Adams also offered Landry all of the insurance business at Adams’s petroleum companies, worth, according to reports, around $65,000, a righteous amount in those days. Adams was also offering a bigger salary than the Dallas team and the opportunity to coach Heisman Trophy winner Billy Cannon.

But, something didn’t sit right with Landry. The AFL was throwing around the bucks, but the NFL was the bigger name. It had the stability, and Landry’s innovative nature and defensive reputation had already given him an enormously high profile, bigger than some head coaches.

Landry chose the stability of the NFL and the uncertainty of the Cowboys. The team would be stocked with players from other teams and, because the Cowboys were admitted too late to take part in the 1960 draft, college free agents. They would also play as a “swing” team. They would play every other team in the now 13-team league and be admitted to a division once Minnesota came on board the following season.

Because Landry knew a lot of people around the league, he began making calls, begging owners to help him out. “I made a real plea to the NFL owners that we were going into Dallas, fighting another league and we needed players,” Landry told the Dallas Morning News “I was at my best. They said, ‘We’ll help you.’”

The expansion draft wasn’t much different than what it is today. Clubs protected all but eight players on their roster, and a team could lose as many as three players. When one player was picked, the team got to protect another of the original eight.

Knowing they wouldn’t be formed in time for the draft, the front office signed more than 30 players to “personal services” contracts before the NFL team handed them the reigns to a team. It was a mixture of formality (that the NFL would give them the team) and brashness by Schramm and Landry. Landry admitted at the time, “I don’t really know [our players].” Among those Landry didn’t know was SMU quarterback Don Meredith and New Mexico running back Don Perkins. “We won’t have a championship team,” Landry said the day after the franchise was announced. “But, I think we’ll have a good one. We’ll have 36 players with professional experience, and that is something.”

That something was an 0–11–1 season, the only time the team has ever gone winless. “I hate to say it, but those [early] teams were awful because that’s a discredit to those guys,” Landry told the Dallas Morning News in a 1989 interview. “But, we were weak. The worst thing I ever did [in those years] was talk [quarterback] Eddie [LaBaron] out of being a lawyer in Midland. We just didn’t have enough personnel.” At least not yet.

INNOVATION FROM AN INNOVATOR

Landry didn’t set out to create the next “gotta have” defense or the latest offensive set. He was just trying to earn his keep and figure out a way to beat Paul Brown’s Cleveland Browns teams. As a cornerback for the New York Giants, Landry was making $12,000 to turn in an All-Pro performance and to coach the defense. After one season, Landry walked into Wellington Mara’s office and had a sitdown with the Giants owner. Mara’s defensive coordinator/left cornerback laid out his accomplishments and asked for a raise. Mara processed the information, leaned back in his chair, and asked Landry if he really thought he deserved a raise. “I just don’t know if you’ve had a good enough year,” Mara said with a smile. Landry got his raise, and the Giants kept the man that created the modern 4–3 and Flex defenses, made the shotgun formation the cool thing to do, was always on the forefront of NFL trends, and invented spots for coaches that had never existed previously.

In the mid-1950s, Otto Graham and the Cleveland Browns were ruling the league with Paul Brown’s spread offense that allowed Graham more time in the pocket. That led to the receivers being involved more in the play, be it catching passes or blocking for Graham, who was also a solid runner.

Landry figured if he could lessen the number of players needed to contain the base plays up front where the more sophisticated plays began, he could free up more players to pursue the ball. He had his defense line up with six linemen and a linebacker, but at the line of scrimmage two of the linemen would drop back into the linebacker spots. “[With the formation] we shut the Browns down cold,” former Giants defensive tackle Al DeRogatis told the Sporting News. “Tom was a master technician.”

The technician led the Giants to three NFL title games from 1956 to 1959. He had talent, such as linebacker Sam Huff, who says Landry built the modern 4–3 around him. “All of what Landry did led to the zones and man-to-man variances that you see today.”

When Landry got to Dallas, he didn’t have an All-Pro like Huff. He needed to lessen the burden on his roster of veteran spares and young may-never-bes. In those days, Vince Lombardi’s Green Bay Packers were busy trying to create a seal here and run the play through the alley. Those alleys were opened by smaller, quicker linemen. Landry figured he could stop the seals from ever forming if the leaner guards and tackles were lying on their backs instead of blocking. He wanted his teams to be able to cut the feet out from any play using only a handful of guys. The rest, he figured, would be freed up to pursue the ball and close off gaps.

In the Flex, the right end and left tackle were nose to nose with offensive linemen, but the left end and right tackle lined up a bit behind the line of scrimmage to get a better read and more time to find out where the play was headed. As Landry slowly started integrating All-Pros into the formation, the Cowboys became defense dominant. The unit, with Lilly, Lee Roy Jordan, Dave Edwards, Jethro Pugh, George Andrie, and Larry Cole, became the Doomsday Defense, and Dallas became NFL legit.

“We won’t have a championship team. But, I think we’ll have a good one. We’ll have 36 players with professional experience, and that is something.”

[TOM LANDRY]

Getting a guy such as Pugh was also a Landry specialty. The Cowboys snatched up the six-foot-seven Pugh out of Elizabeth City State in North Carolina in the 11th round of the 1965 draft. In those days, guys such as Alex Karras and the bigger, shorter linemen were ruling the NFL line roost. Landry figured with Pugh’s height and lean body (260 pounds) he could take longer steps and cover more ground, getting to the quarterback quicker. Landry did the same years later with another small college player, Ed “Too Tall” Jones of Tennessee State, who looked more suited to take on Karl Malone than Franco Harris.

Landry didn’t mind taking chances on the smaller players from smaller programs for two reasons. One, he trusted Schramm and uber-scout Gil Brandt, who got to know every roadside diner from Dallas to Dover, to find him personnel. Secondly, Landry and the Cowboys were the first team to bring in a true strength coach. Landry wanted guys he could mold, and Brandt found them. Once the players got to Dallas, weightlifter Alvin Roy showed them how to properly lift, and Boots Garland, a former college track coach, made sure each player maximized his speed ability. These were the days when players and coaches worked in the off season, and training camp was just that: the place players came to get into shape. That wouldn’t be the Cowboy’s mantra. Garland and Roy designed programs to maximize potential, and another new position, Ermal Allen and his quality control spot, made sure Dallas was more prepared than other teams. Allen broke down game films and made notes about what teams were doing in certain situations. When it came to game time, little surprised Landry’s boys. “Tom was always playing cat and mouse with his own formations,” Huff said. “He’d come up with some kind of new offense and then immediately create a defense to stop it.”
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Landry responds to questions after being fired by Jerry Jones, the Cowboys’ new owner.

Landry’s biggest offensive innovation wasn’t anything the league hadn’t seen before. It was just something no one had dusted off for a while. The 49ers had used the shotgun formation when it had the three-headed quarterback monster of Bill Kilmer, Bob Waters, and John Brodie, and coach Red Hickey rotated them every play. Hickey had the three stand at least five yards behind center to get a better survey of the land. A better survey meant a better chance to see where the defenders weren’t. It worked out well for the 49ers. The three quarterbacks ran for more than 830 yards and 15 touchdowns in 1961.

When the three got hurt the next year, the shotgun went the way of the drop kick for 13 years. Landry remembered what Graham had done to his Giants teams when he had more time to decide where he wanted to make a play. In 1975, Landry had Roger Staubach at the helm, who was Otto Graham minus the Chuck Taylors. Staubach stacked up rushing yards, but he did it when he was forced to run. Landry put Staubach deep in the pocket to begin with to give the heady quarterback a head start on pass rushers and the defense that was being thrown at him.

That same year, the Cowboys cemented the shotgun’s place in the NFL. Trailing by four with less than 30 seconds left, Staubach took the snap in the gun at the 50-yard line. He chucked the ball in the general direction of Drew Pearson, who was wrestling with Minnesota Vikings corner Nate Wright. Pearson won the rebounding contest and strolled into the end zone with 24 seconds left to give the Cowboys an improbable 17–14 victory and an eventual trip to the Super Bowl.

That play was made possible by the shotgun and by Landry. Like he did on the defensive front, Landry spotted trends before they became trendy. He drafted Ralph Neely and Rayfield Wright, both close to 270 pounds, and Dave Manders, who played center at 250 pounds, which was massive for those days. “His vision for the game was superior,” former Giants assistant Allie Sherman said at the time of Landry’s firing in 1989. “Organizationally he was sound and conceptually he was more than sound.”

THE GAME NO ONE WANTED TO PLAY

It was one of those “I remember where I was” days. The kind of moment our generation associates with the Challenger explosion and September 11. The kind the previous generation has long associated with Dallas.

On November 22, 1963, President John F. Kennedy was making the rounds in Dallas-Ft. Worth when he turned the corner at Dealey Plaza. Shots rang out from the Texas Schoolbook Depository and, moments later, the president was dead.

Cleveland Browns owner Art Modell, who was on the practice field listening to a transistor radio, immediately went back to his office to watch the Kennedy news coverage and to make a phone call.

Modell called then-NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle and made a demand: “Trust me: Don’t play those damned games.”

Kennedy’s assassination happened on a Friday, and the Cowboys were set to play in Cleveland two days later. In one moment, a garden-variety NFL game had the potential to turn into a garden-variety riot.

Overnight, Dallas had become the target of a nation’s scorn. Rozelle, in a move he later called one of his biggest mistakes, decided the seven scheduled games would still be played despite a nation in mourning. When Modell heard the news, he turned from NFL owner to military commander. He stationed sharpshooters around the stadium and had armed guards on the roof of Municipal Stadium as teams took the field.

Cowboys players were refused services at hotels and restaurants, some saying they felt tainted. Bob Lilly called it the only game he never wanted to play. Don Meredith said, 20 years later, he felt like he was “going to the lions with the Christians.”

Landry, a military veteran and dedicated servant to his country, said years later that he didn’t even remember the score, a 27–17 loss. “There was such an emptiness in everyone’s heart,” Landry told the Dallas Morning News in 1982. “It was a game that wasn’t played with much intent.”

LANDRY LEGACY LINE

The formula is a simple one, and it applies across the sports landscape. Head coaches find and develop assistants they like to work with because that comfort and chemistry leads to stability at the top that, in turn and in theory, is passed on the players. If the head coach is able to develop that chemistry, those teams that didn’t develop it come looking in your backyard for people who can develop it. Folks often came looking in Landry’s backyard.

“Everything I did as a head coach I learned from Coach Landry.”

[MIKE DITKA]

Mike Ditka, Raymond Berry, Dan Reeves, John Mackovic, Gene Stallings, Neill Armstrong, and Dick Nolan all coached for Landry before getting their own NFL gigs. Part of the reason was Landry stayed almost 30 years on the sideline. Landry also gave his assistants an enormous amount of responsibility and, as Reeves said, the Cowboys had a lot of success. “There is no substitute for knowledge,” Stallings said. “Coach Landry knew so much about football, but his advantage was that he knew how to teach it to players and coaches. As coaches, we picked up on that and eventually used it to our own advantages.”

Landry’s assistants had varying success stories in the league. Berry and Ditka opposed one another in the 1986 Super Bowl, with Ditka’s Chicago Bears beating Berry’s New England Patriots.

Berry only coached eight years, but he averaged eight wins a year with the Patriots. Ditka won 121 games in 14 years, and Reeves coached three teams before leaving the Atlanta Falcons in 2003. Nolan, Stallings, Mackovic, and Armstrong didn’t have the same kind of success, even though Mackovic and Stallings found the college game more to their liking, with Stallings winning a national championship at Alabama in 1992.

Landry had his hands in all aspects of the Cowboys game plan, but he challenged his assistants to be the innovator he was. As a result, a lot of bright football minds developed under him. His attention to detail and consistency allowed him to replace the parts, but not the system. “Coach Landry prepared us so well,” said Reeves, who spent 10 years alongside Landry. “There are very few times I can remember us being surprised or not ready for something.”
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