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With good cause I doubt that all things are possible, yet I know as well that many difficult tasks are more plausible than first thought. It takes trying. I want my children—Patrick, Tori, and Roni—to know these things.

This book, my first, wasn’t easy. At times, it seemed the target was 48 million words instead of 48,000.

Now that it’s in your hands instead of in my head—or rather the heads of former players and coaches and on countless pages of research materials—I realize it wasn’t that tough. It took time, patience, thought, and a willingness to change some plans on the fly, to adapt. Mostly, it took persistence.

Most people have these skills and traits, many of us in greater abundance than we acknowledge even to our inner selves, at least until being tapped.

Kids, believe you can, but beware the possibility that you can’t. Use the prospect of one to avoid the other. Fear not failure, for it will find you from time to time. Instead, try, and I mean try hard. Tap yourself and grow from your shortcomings while knowing there will be some pain.

Earnest effort is the greatest endeavor you can attempt, and quite a pain reliever.

I love you to the moon … make that infinity … and back. Let me see you beat that.

 

M.W.

 

P.S. Grandma, I know you can see this from up there. I told you that I would.



PROLOGUE

 

Had you left earth for a few years after reading the initial version of this book in 2005, you might not have guessed, given the way Tales from the Atlanta Falcons Sideline ended in first printing, that there was still hell to pay—that, “The Bird” was not dead.

Neither will this make sense if you’re new to the bandwagon: the Falcons have had four straight winning seasons.

For a long time, though, The Bird ruled. He was a metaphorical construct hatched in the off-kilter minds of journalists who covered the Falcons in the late 1990s and early year of the 21st century as a mechanism to explain the remarkable knack a certain NFL franchise has had for attracting misery.

Schleprock, of Flintstones infamy, had his ever-ominous, oppressively-dark rain cloud and reams of bad fortune beneath it.

The Falcons had The Bird overhead.

What other NFL franchise can say that a former coach once had a bomb, and a big one, on the premises with the grand idea that it might serve as a game-day motivator? There were so many unlikely, odd and unprecedented foibles in Atlanta’s first four decades that it was easy to imagine the Falcons’ fates being scripted by some evil apparition.

Yet when last we met in these pages, the final words were, “Winning time seems to have arrived.”

It’s a fit now; the Falcons have had four consecutive winning seasons under the guidance of general manager Thomas Dimitroff and head coach Mike Smith. They went to the playoffs in 2008, ‘10 and ‘11.

The words seemed right at the time, too, shortly before the ‘05 season.

Michael Vick returned to health in 2004, new head coach Jim Mora appeared to push the right buttons, and the Falcons reached the NFC Championship Game only to fall – fairly valiantly – in Philadelphia.

Considerable talent would return in ‘05, and a few choice draft picks were on board – chiefly precocious rookie wideout Roddy White, who has become the leading receiver (and Tweeter) in franchise history. At about that point we took leave of ye readers with what felt like a new vibe.

Indeed, the ‘05 season began well enough in a 6-2 first half that fall. Mora at that point had a 17-7 record as an NFL head coach. He and his birds were rolling.

As it turned out, The Bird was on his way back. If you’re not familiar with Schleprock, consider the Urban Dictionary’s definition: “One who is said to be unlucky or extremely unfortunate.”

Substitute The Bird for Schleppy’s cloud as we return to the mid-point of the ‘05 season.

Atlanta went 2-6 over the back half of that campaign, missing the playoffs, and extending the ignominious streak of never having backed one winning season up to another. That scourge began in 1966. The last three wounds in ‘05 oozed like holes not made by bullets but bazooka shots. First came a flailing 16-3 loss in frigid Soldier Field.

Then, a dazed and confused 27-24 overtime defeat on Christmas Eve in Tampa Bay.

That game was especially fraught with bad karma. Feathers were everywhere.

Tied with Tampa late in the bonus period, the head coach knew that Dallas and Washington had won, and that a loss by the Falcons would end their playoff hopes. He wasn’t clear on what a tie would mean so he called team officials – on a cell phone. That made the NFL $25,000 richer, and Mora equally lighter in the wallet. Upon his fine, he said, “Expensive phone call. Consider that a lesson learned.”

Mora didn’t like a question after that game: “Why did he opt to punt on fourth-and-2 from the Falcons’ 24 with 1:08 remaining in overtime?” He answered the question. Then, to show how much he enjoyed the query, he slammed down his headset, and stormed away to snatch, hurl and destroy the cell phone of a team employee.

Oh, there were feathers.

They filled the Georgia Dome eight days later in a 44-11 home loss to the Panthers. With that, the pursuit of back-to-back winning seasons would have to wait to begin anew.

It did not start in 2006, when the Falcons went from 5-2 to 7-9. Mora’s end was wrapped in those numbers and speared by a bizarre late-season radio interview he did even as his team still had life in a season not yet deceased.

His former University of Washington roommate, Hugh Millen, was hosting and by phone he wondered from across the country if his buddy would be interested in coaching the Huskies.

Mora’s on-air answer went in part like this: “If that job’s open, you’ll find me at the friggin’ head of the line with my resume in my hand ready to take that job.”

This flew like lead in the A-T-L. Atlanta Journal-Constitution columnist Jeff Schultz wrote:

“If you’re owner Arthur Blank, what are you thinking?

“If you’re Jim Mora, are you thinking?

“The season is hanging by a thread.”

The coach later said he was joshing, but only a few laughed in Atlanta. There already was local bewilderment over public comments made two weeks earlier by Mora’s father. The former Saints and Colts head coach, the elder Jim, had said that Vick was, “a coach killer.”

This was the wrong kind of roll. Three straight losses to end the season – for the second year in a row – and another coach was sacked. Mora was gone, but The Bird stayed put and wrangled one of his minions into the position of Falcons head coach.

In Atlanta they still cuss Bobby Petrino, documented motorcyclist and itinerant offensive whiz-bang. He was hired as much to coach up No. 7 as for any reason. Before he could torch the Falcons, though, Vick burned the franchise level.

He flipped double birds at a booing Georgia Dome crowd as the Falcons were drilled by the Saints late in 2006. Perhaps that was – in retrospect – the official beginning of the end. Vick

soon found trouble in January of ‘07 when a bottle he had while in the Miami airport was confiscated and suspected of being used to smuggle marijuana. Even that soon came to be nothing by comparison.

Indicted in the summer of ‘07 in connection with federal charges related to a dog-fighting ring financed largely by him and based on his Virginia property, Vick never took a snap under Petrino. He was national news for weeks and weeks, and took a bigger number when he went to prison that autumn, several months after NFL commissioner Roger Goodell had suspended him indefinitely from the league.

All of this was bigger than that bomb you’ll read about later, and this one went off.

Vick was mysterious while a Falcon; there always seemed to be a back story or stories that nobody could quite reach. Team officials were long complicit in shielding him.

Eventually, he was laid bare. In his 2011 autobiography, “Finally Free,” Vick recognized his tendency to try to lie his way out of trouble and offered a number of examples, including:


	After the raid of my Virginia house where dog-fighting evidence was found, I said publicly, “I’m never at the house,” when in reality I went there regularly – including most Tuesdays during football season.

	I lied to NFL commissioner Roger Goodell, Falcons owner Arthur Blank, and my lawyer, Billy Martin, about my involvement in dog-fighting.



The Falcons had an ogreish hangover.

On December 11, 2007, the day after Atlanta lost 34-14 to the Saints to fall to 3-10, Atlanta Journal-Constitution columnist Mark Bradley wrote of the Falcons turning a page gradually even while enduring a most miserable season.

Blank was quoted: “We’re really fortunate to have Bobby Petrino as the CEO of our football team. The way he has been dealing with adversity has proved to me he’s even better as a head coach than I thought he’d be.”

Timing is everything.

“The CEO” literally vanished the next day only to surface at an evening press conference where he was introduced as the next coach of the Arkansas Razorbacks.

Petrino did not address Atlanta players and coaches before leaving. He left notes.

Former Falcons running back Warrick Dunn, a prince of a man who has become a minority owner in the franchise, was gutted. “It’s been a whirlwind 24 hours because you play a football game, you get embarrassed on national television and come to find out this guy … had been talking to another school,” he told reporters after Petrino high-tailed it. “You could just see that he had his exit strategy … he sold us a dream, and the way [he left] is a coward’s way to go.”

Petrino’s end at Arkansas came months before the ‘12 season, when his Razorbacks were to contend for a national championship. In April 2012, the coach wrecked a motorcycle with a much younger female passenger who wasn’t his wife.

The Bird exacting vengeance for Petrino bolting Atlanta on his terms? It’s a thought.

‘Twas a dark chapter, but the blackest in Falcons annals had easily been the premature departure months earlier of one of the three best players in franchise history.

Brett Favre was traded away, and Deion Sanders left as a free agent. Neither the team nor Vick chose his exit.

One may debate that all this happened by The Bird’s bidding or other forms of fate, but there’s no denying this was the cruelest series of turns to date.

Whatever; it’s not so objectionable to suggest that Vick’s end was part of an often-hard-to-comprehend cycle, albeit one that the end of this book – which is assembled in a non-linear, undulating fashion similar to Falcons’ history – will say may have died.
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All but the
Biggest Mountain

 

Back in the day, Dan Reeves was nimble as can be, strong and graceful in his movements, an excellent athlete who pushed his high school football, basketball, and baseball teams from tiny Americus, Georgia, to statewide prominence in the early 1960s. That didn’t mean he could dance in the late 1990s. He tried, though, after the biggest win in Atlanta Falcons history.

Five weeks removed from quadruple bypass heart surgery, the Falcons coach on January 17, 1999, stood on a temporary stage amid a strange humming sound in the Metrodome as stunned Vikings fans fled the building as if it were ablaze. There, Reeves set his surgically ravaged knees in motion, not so much in conjunction with his awkwardly flapping arms, but rather in a series of poorly coordinated semi-coincidental movements.

Reeves’s version of the “Dirty Bird” dance—made popular by players in the best season in franchise history—was ugly to the naked eye. But it sure was pretty to Falcons fans, the symbolic cherry on top after his team rallied to upset the Vikings 30-27 in the NFC Championship Game.

Minnesota had been 16-1, was the highest scoring team in NFL history, and had a kicker who’d been perfect all season.

Yet the Vikings left the Metrodome hangdogs after their offense all but went to sleep once they forged a 20-7 second-quarter lead. The lasting memories for Minnesota fans were a failed 38-yard field-goal try by Gary Anderson and a 38-yarder by Atlanta’s Morten Andersen that was true in overtime.

The Falcons have never had back-to-back winning seasons. But on that amazing afternoon in January 1999, the Birds had scaled every NFL mountain but the last, and biggest, upon punching tickets to Super Bowl XXXIII.

So the coach, running back Jamal Anderson, and corner-back Ray Buchanan danced.

“I’m opposed to all that stuff,” Reeves said later, “but I’ve seen how good the ‘Dirty Bird’ has been for the city of Atlanta. There were guys standing on tractors at the airport doing it when we got home. There’s no question it’s turned this town around.”

The city of Atlanta wasn’t in such good shape early that afternoon because the Falcons were in big trouble.

Minnesota quarterback Randall Cunningham and wide receivers Cris Carter and Randy Moss were having their way with the visitors. The Vikings were 9-0 at home, beating opponents by an average of 25.6 points in the Metrodome that season, and Cunningham completed 11 of his first 12 passes for 114 yards and a touchdown.

The Vikings rolled to a 20-7 lead before getting a little too cocky.

A couple minutes before halftime, they faced third and 10 from their 18-yard line. Rather than run the clock, Cunningham dropped back to pass, and Falcons right end Chuck Smith blew past Pro Bowl tackle Todd Steussie and knocked the ball out of Cunningham’s hand. Defensive tackle Travis Hall recovered the fumble at the 14.

One play later, Chris Chandler hit wide receiver and Atlanta native Terance Mathis for a 14-yard touchdown, pulling the Falcons within 20-14 with 59 seconds left in the half.

“They were going for the knockout punch,” Smith said. Cunningham completed just 18 of his final 36 passes as Atlanta’s pass rush grew stronger as the game wore on, even though the Vikings had three Pro Bowl offensive linemen.

After Anderson missed a 38-yard field goal that would’ve given Minnesota a 30-20 lead with 2:07 left in regulation, the Falcons took over at their 29-yard line needing a touchdown to force overtime. Fate seemed to be on Atlanta’s side now; it was Anderson’s only miss of the season.

Five plays later, Chandler’s pass was almost intercepted by Minnesota safety Robert Griffith in the end zone. His composure, however, never ebbed. Soon the game was tied when Chandler and Mathis hooked up again on a 16-yarder with 49 seconds left.

“It was a do-or-die thing,” Chandler said. “It was all or nothing. In a way, it makes it easier, because you know you have to score a touchdown. You don’t have to worry about it being third or fourth down, you’ve just got to make the plays. You get so wrapped up in the game that you don’t actually think about what is happening.”

It was so loud in the Metrodome that afternoon that the Falcons used a silent snap count on every play. Yet they didn’t have a single false start on any of their 75 snaps. The Vikings, on the other hand, were called for encroachment five times.

“Chris would just give me a little nudge, and we’d go from there,” center Robbie Tobeck told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution. “They were trying to time it all day, but they couldn’t. Eventually, they just gave up.”

GOOD AS GOLD

Andersen’s goal to become the NFL’s all-time leading scorer continued through the 2004 season (when he kicked for the Vikings), when Gary Anderson came out of retirement yet again to stay just ahead of the former Danish soccer star.

On that memorable day back in 1999, he was as confident as ever before winning his personal duel.

Back in Atlanta, confidence was tougher to find.

Falcons fans at James Dawson’s house in south DeKalb County stood in a semicircle around a table littered with chicken bones, beer cans, and pizza crusts. Arlene Dawson sat next to the television, where she couldn’t see the screen. She hunched her shoulders and stuck her fingers in her ears. She knew she would be able to tell how the kick went by the men’s reaction.

As the field goal flew through the goalposts, the men started jumping, shouting, hand-slapping, and cranking their hips. “Dirty Bird, Dirty Bird!” shouted Dawson, bumping his hip in the direction of the screen.

Bruce Jackson, a longtime fan, who watched at Jocks & Jills, a restaurant/pub at the CNN Center in downtown Atlanta, felt liberated in a way.

“This makes up for 1980,” he told The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, referring to what up until that day had been the most notable playoff game in Falcons history, a loss to the Cowboys when Dallas quarterback Danny White threw two fourth-quarter interceptions to rally his team in old Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium.

“The Falcons played not to lose against the Cowboys and wound up getting beat. This has been a long time coming. The Falcons played to win against Minnesota, and they’re going to Miami.”

Indeed, shortly after the 26th game-winning kick of Andersen’s career, which came with 3:08 left in overtime, he ran from the field, arms aloft. The man was happy, and why not? He’d negotiated into his contract a clause that called for a bonus of $300,000 if he kicked the winning field goal in the conference championship game.

[image: figure]

Falcons kicker Morten Andersen (5) earned himself an extra $300,000 with a game-winning 38-yard field goal in the NFC Championship Game.

“It was automatic, man,” he said after the game. “Right down the middle, baby. It’s all destiny.”

THE HOMECOMING DANCE

Late the night after the game, a huge crowd met the Falcons as they deboarded their charter flight at Hartsfield International Airport. Before they got off the plane, firetrucks sprayed water over the jet, an honor normally reserved for retiring pilots and the Braves when they have won division championships.

Big Dikembe Mutombo, the former center for the NBA’s Atlanta Hawks, was in that group. “I did the ‘Dirty Bird,’” he said. “I was so happy for them, I was dancing.”

Atlanta fan Helen Lowe, who was also at the airport, said, “I feel like I’m in a dream. In a minute, I’m afraid I’m going to wake up, and it’s not going to be real.”

It was real, although even Reeves had a hard time believing. A day later, the coach was still amazed. After all, 15 months earlier, in his first season as the Falcons coach after stints with the Broncos and Giants, his team was 1-7. Suddenly he was on the way to his ninth Super Bowl as a player, assistant, or head coach.

“If … somebody was writing a script for a movie, I don’t think they could come up with one that’s been like this season,” said Reeves, whose team won six of the final eight games in 1997, and then 16 of 18 in 1998 (including playoff victories against San Francisco and Minnesota) on the way to the Super Bowl.

“From my standpoint, this is as excited as I’ve ever been to be in a Super Bowl, because it’s certainly not something you would have thought was realistic when the season started. This team has been unbelievable.”
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Birth of the Birds

 

Middle-aged sports fans and longtime Atlantans might be surprised at some of the principle characters involved in bringing the NFL to the Peach State in 1966.

In the Southeast, most pro football fans in the mid-1960s followed the Redskins, because they were the team most typically on television. Geographically, the nearest pro team was the Cardinals of the NFL, and they were 467 miles away in St. Louis.

Unhappy with their stadium situation, Cardinals owners Bill and Charles Bidwill spoke during the 1963 season of moving their football team to Atlanta, and they met with former mayor Ivan Allen Jr. to discuss the transition. St. Louis, however, committed to build a new stadium (Busch) and kept the team.

Multiple businessmen were interested in bringing pro football and/or baseball to Atlanta, and a maverick baseball man helped get the ball rolling.

When the opinion of former Kansas City Athletics owner Charles O. Finley was solicited (some would say offered without being sought), he visited and told some ambitious would-be team owners that the chances of bringing a pro sports team to Georgia would likely go nowhere without a sufficient stadium. He hinted that he might move his team, in fact, to Atlanta.

Within a little more than a year, Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium was built about a mile south of downtown, just east of I-75/I-85. It was managed by the Atlanta-Fulton County Recreation Authority, which was chaired by Coca-Cola president Arthur Montgomery. His role in bringing the Falcons to town would be significant.

Businessman Jim Clay and attorney William Schroder led a group that promoted several NFL exhibitions in baseball parks and high school stadiums, and NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle had suggested that Atlanta might get a team in 1967.

That schedule changed on June 7, 1965, when a group including J. Leonard Reinsch, the president of Cox Broadcasting, won from the upstart American Football League the franchise rights for the city of Atlanta for a reported $7.5 million.

This prickled Rozelle, and he traveled quickly to Atlanta to let his angst be known to then-governor Carl Sanders. Soon, Sanders had an idea, according to an old Atlanta Magazine article.

“I’ve got the man for you,” Sanders said to Rozelle during a meeting in Atlanta in mid-June. Turning to a state trooper in the office, Sanders said, “Get Rankin Smith on the phone.”

Sanders and Smith were friends, one previously having appointed the other to a post on the Georgia Game and Fish Commission.

“Rankin, what are you doing?” Sanders supposedly said on the phone. “Well, how’d you like to buy a football team? This fellow [Rozelle] has a plane to catch … so get over here right away.”

[image: figure]

Rankin Smith felt that every American male wanted to own a football team, and he made his own dream come true.

Within the hour, Sanders introduced Rozelle to Rankin McEachern Smith, executive vice president of The Life Insurance Company of Georgia that was founded by his grandfather. The 40-year-old outdoorsman later had a simple explanation for his new, somewhat forced, aspiration.

“Doesn’t every adult male in America want to own his own football team?” said Smith, who described himself as a former reserve halfback at the [Jacksonvillle] Bolles School, where he was sent by his parents after stints as a student at North Fulton High and Atlanta’s Marist School.

Rozelle did some homework to make sure of Smith’s financial acumen, and on June 30, 1965, gave him a green light to set up an NFL team in town one year ahead of schedule so the team could begin play in 1966—if he could come up with a place to play games. That was not yet a lock.

Smith paid the NFL between $8 million and $9 million for the privilege, but the AFL and its commissioner, Joe Foss, were not giving up. They very much wanted a team in Atlanta.

As others lured baseball’s Milwaukee franchise to Atlanta’s new stadium, Montgomery—with whom Smith and others worked previously to get the stadium built—picked the new football tenant. After some behind-the-scenes politicking, Montgomery opted for the NFL, spurning the AFL.

Smith was tickled. “Atlanta has a lot of people from NFL cities—Cleveland, New York, Philadelphia, and Detroit,” he said. “They have a great loyalty to the NFL, and they’ll go out to see their old teams as well as the new Atlanta team.”

As the AFL turned its sights on Miami (which got an AFL team in 1966) and New Orleans (which got an NFL team in 1967), Atlanta quickly was dumped feet-first into the business of speculation that accompanies sport. Reports quickly surfaced that the new stadium would get a roof.

“We can dome the stadium with a retractable fan-fold roof for about $1.5 million,” Mayor Allen said. “The air-conditioning costs an additional $8 million, and there is considerable doubt in my mind that we need it. The weather is perfect in Atlanta 95 percent of the time, and the only thing we need is protection from rain.”

Alas, Atlanta’s stadium was not domed until 1992, when the Georgia Dome opened a couple miles to the north of Atlanta-Fulton County Stadium.

Meanwhile, Smith needed a name for his team, not to mention colors, a coach, and players.

FALCONS IT IS

A slew of big names in the coaching profession came up as possibilities in Atlanta. Green Bay legend Vince Lombardi’s contract was up; former Browns coach Paul Brown was mentioned; Arkansas coach, former Georgia Tech star, and Decatur native Frank Broyles was discussed, former Oklahoma coach Bud Wilkinson (who was in politics at the time) was bandied about.

Former Browns quarterback Otto Graham was said to be lobbying for the position, and Bears founder/coach George Halas threw the name of Tech coaching legend Bobby Dodd into the pot.

First, though, came the team’s name.

Ernest Rogers of The Atlanta Journal suggested a few in print, including the Peaches or the Goobers, in honor of the state’s peanut crop. He spurned the idea of the Knights for its connection with the Ku Klux Klan.
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