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      Prologue




      Imagine:




      No Super Bowl.




      No Monday Night Football.




      No national TV contract for the NFL and no shared revenues.




      Without Lamar Hunt, longtime owner of the Kansas City Chiefs, what would pro football be like today?




      “Think about it,” said Hall of Fame quarterback Len Dawson. “No American Football League, no merger with the National Football League.”




      And none of the innovations that are so familiar to fans of today’s game, such as the two-point conversion, player identification on uniforms, or official time on the scoreboard clocks.




      “Lamar was a visionary,” said Jack Steadman, the longtime top executive with the Kansas City Chiefs who worked with Hunt to help form the AFL in 1960. “Without question, Lamar held the league together until the merger and then was the principal one to negotiate the merger with the NFL.”




      With Hunt one of the driving forces, the AFL challenged the NFL’s dominance in professional football. In head-to-head competition for players and the sport’s public affection, the AFL more than held its own for 10 seasons from 1960 through 1969. Along the way, the competing leagues merged, changing the face of football forever.




      No AFL teams folded, and only two teams changed cities during the league’s 10-year existence.




      A far cry from other leagues that had challenged the NFL, which had been in existence since 1920, when it was known as the American Professional Football Association.




      In three different decades—the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s—a league calling itself the AFL tried to make a go of it against the entrenched NFL. All failed.




      The All America Football Conference was another pretender and would last only four years before it had three teams absorbed by the NFL.




      In later years, the United States Football League and the World Football League would add their names to leagues that had failed to successfully challenge the NFL.




      But none had the staying power of the 1960s version of the AFL, which had the resources, talent, and drive to challenge the lordly NFL.




      Same game of football, more flair.




      “That was the ID of the AFL, that it was wide-open football, throw it any place, anywhere, and any time,” said defensive back Willie West, who played for St. Louis in the NFL before hooking up with Buffalo, Denver, New York, and Miami in the AFL.




      “Offenses were geared to scoring bunches of points, so they did lots of passing. And it was almost all medium-range to deep passes. The deep pass at that time was really the most relied-upon offensive play in the AFL.”




      The fourth AFL had flash and dash.




      With gunslinging quarterbacks such as John Hadl, Joe Namath, George Blanda, Len Dawson, Jack Kemp, Babe Parilli, and Daryle Lamonica throwing their “bombs,” high-scoring games were the norm.




      Sid Gillman, who coached the high-powered Hadl–to–Lance Alworth combination at San Diego, was largely responsible for moving the passing game to soaring new heights.




      A telling statistic: In every season of the AFL’s 10-year history, the league posted a higher average than the NFL of passes thrown per team, and it wasn’t even close.




      In 1968, the NFL seemed to be living up to its image as a conservative running league when its teams averaged but 192 passes for the season. By comparison, AFL teams averaged a staggering 404.




      The AFL’s image as a high-powered offensive league wasn’t a myth. Comparing the two leagues, AFL teams had the three highest point totals in any of the 10 seasons: Houston in 1961 with 513 points and the Oakland Raiders with 468 in 1967 and 453 in 1968.




      Another telling stat: In seven of the 10 seasons that the two leagues existed simultaneously, the AFL averaged more touchdown passes per season. And in nine seasons, the AFL outdistanced the NFL in total passing yardage per team.




      Not that the NFL was totally inefficient in the passing game. In fact, NFL quarterbacks posted a higher completion percentage than their AFL counterparts every season of the 10-year period. Another startling stat: NFL passers completed better than 50 percent of their pass attempts every year, while AFL quarterbacks never had a season with more than 50 percent pass completions.




      The AFL, though, continued to draw attention to itself with its flashy, pass-oriented attacks.




      The league made sure that millions of fans across the country saw them fill the air with footballs. They put all of their regular-season games on network TV, another football first. With 14 season games, two more than the NFL, the AFL had plenty of action to show.




      What were Sunday afternoons without the professional tones of Curt Gowdy calling plays of an AFL game on national television? Gowdy’s presence brought legitimacy to the AFL and brought new fans to the league.




      Growing out of this was yet another innovation: shared television and gate receipts among the teams. AFL franchises were truly in the money now.




      And because the AFL was looking for talent wherever it could find it, the door was opened wider for athletes from historically black small colleges. Certainly the NFL had some blacks on rosters but was generally a conservative, white-dominated league.




      By the mid-1960s, blacks could boast a total of 22 representatives in the 1964 AFL All-Star Game. And they made their presence felt in other ways, boycotting the All-Star Game in New Orleans that year because of what they considered unfair treatment of blacks in the Crescent City. The game was shifted to Houston, where the West team beat the East 38–14.




      By the time the AFL had finished its tenth season in 1969, it had a firm grip on America’s consciousness and a place in the NFL. And by 1970, the leagues were divided into the National Conference and American Conference and started to play an interleague schedule.




      By then, the Super Bowl had become a fixture in American sports, a virtual American holiday. And the light of television was showing the way.




      Hunt had an inkling television would be a big-league partner with football, particularly after watching the exciting 1958 New York Giants–Baltimore Colts playoff game to decide the NFL title. Hunt was one of some 45 million fans across the nation to do so.




      “Lamar was convinced from watching that game that football was the best sport for television, and he just envisioned that football would become very big because of television,” Steadman said.




      When Hunt’s Kansas City Chiefs played the Green Bay Packers in the first championship game between the AFL and NFL, it wasn’t called the Super Bowl—just the “AFL-NFL World Championship Game.”




      “Then it was that spring that Lamar had the vision that it’s the ‘Super Bowl,’” Steadman said. “[NFL commissioner Pete] Rozelle really fought it. He just didn’t think it was right at all, and he continued to call it the World Championship Game. But the press had picked up the ‘Super Bowl,’ and from then on, the media just referred to it as the ‘Super Bowl.’”




      Apropos, the AFL’s impact on football came in a time of great change in America.




      From the man in the White House to the man on the moon, the 1960s were one of the most dramatic decades in American history and also one of its most tragic, with the assassinations of President Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr.




      A cry for civil rights echoed in the black communities across the country. President Johnson, who replaced Kennedy in the White House, answered these cries by signing the Civil Rights Act. But the African Americans’ battle for civil rights was just beginning, as riots, sit-ins, and Black Power movements raged across the country and blacks marched on Washington.




      While doors were still being closed to blacks in many parts of American society, the AFL was opening them—at least to a larger degree than the NFL.




      “The truth is, organized athletics has done more to bring races and religions together than just about any other activity or organizations in the United States,” notes Ron Mix, an all-star lineman with the Chargers. “The participants, even if they hadn’t been exposed to other races and religions, once they see everyone is the same, their minds change. Fans suddenly find themselves rooting for black players, and whether they know it or not, slowly over time their minds change.”




      Other movements were prominent in America.




      With the escalation of the Vietnam War, peaceniks put out a call to bring U.S. soldiers home. Once again, Americans marched on Washington.




      The feminists, meanwhile, were involved in their own revolution for women’s rights that eventually made its own kind of history.




      Nearing the end of the 1960s, America had something to be proud of by landing a man on the moon.




      Neil Armstrong’s “one giant leap for mankind” not only was that, but it also put America back on top in the space race.




      And, by the way, during the same decade a renegade sports league managed to change the face of football. The AFL became the first pro football league to successfully challenge the NFL.




      Here, then, is the story of a long uphill fight by a football league that was impossible to bring down and the fascinating people, places, and events that were part of that story.
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      Challenging Goliath




      Lamar Hunt was frustrated.




      For most of his life, the Texas oil millionaire dreamed of bringing a football team to Dallas. But Hunt was stopped at the goal line—the NFL said, “No!”




      What does a Texas oil millionaire do when he is rejected?




      Easy. He starts a league of his own.




      Welcome, American Football League.




      Welcome, “Foolish Club.”




      Foolish Club. Why foolish?




      That’s what the owners of the new league called themselves. The name was attributed to Wayne Valley, one of the owners of the Oakland franchise.




      “He felt that anybody was foolish if he wanted to be with the AFL and invest in a new franchise,” said Barron Hilton, owner of the Los Angeles Chargers and scion of the royal hotel family. “And then Wayne joined.”




      Hunt was determined to make the new league work. He counted on his team in Dallas to be one of the linchpins of the operation.




      Hunt had zealous faith in his idea. Two years before, he had watched the NFL’s championship game between the New York Giants and Baltimore Colts on television. He was transfixed by the compelling back and forth action on his TV screen. He was convinced that pro football would become very popular because of television.




      But not even the visionary Hunt could know how big.




      “He was the key to putting the deal together, putting the group together, and holding it together,” said Jack Steadman, Hunt’s longtime top executive.




      One of 15 children of Texas oil baron H. L. Hunt, one of the richest men in the world, Lamar Hunt earned the nickname “Games” because of his love of sports. He captained the football team at a private boys’ prep school in Pennsylvania. When he went off to college at Southern Methodist University (SMU), Lamar hoped to play football. He did, but just barely, riding the pines as a third-stringer.




      His athletic skills soon took a backseat to his prowess as a student and, eventually, his entrepreneurial skills.




      It took a while.




      “When Lamar graduated from SMU, they were looking for something for him to do in the oil business,” Steadman said. “He had no interest in it, but they made him the managing partner of a drilling company.”




      It would seem Steadman and Hunt were destined to meet and collaborate. Like Hunt, Steadman had gone to SMU. Hunt studied geology, while Steadman graduated with a BA in business administration.




      Steadman was working for the Hunt Oil Company when Lamar took over the drilling division. That’s when the two first met, unaware that their association would take them to historic heights in the world of sports.




      “I would have to get him to sign some legal documents on occasion,” Steadman remembered. “I basically got to know him, but not too well. It was just a quick business relationship.”




      Hunt wasn’t interested as much in oil as he was in football. In the late 1950s, Hunt had been thinking about getting into professional football as an owner. Two options came to mind: buying a current NFL team or starting an expansion team.




      Hunt went after both options.




      He met with NFL commissioner Bert Bell to inquire about a possible expansion franchise for Dallas. Bell told him that the NFL was not going to expand. There was word, though, about the possibility that the Chicago Cardinals might be available for the right buyer. The Cardinals were in a tug-of-war with the Chicago Bears for city supremacy,




      Hunt wasted no time getting to Chicago to negotiate with Cardinals owner Violet Wolfner. She was the widow of Charles Bidwill, the Cardinals’ original owner, now married to Walter Wolfner.




      Hunt wasn’t the only moneyed Texas oilman interested in buying the Cardinals. Houston’s Bud Adams was, too.




      “Violet Wolfner didn’t want to sell more than 49 percent and the deal fell through,” Adams told Sports Illustrated in a 1960 interview.




      Hunt, meanwhile, had spent a lot of hours negotiating with Wolfner, with the same result.




      “At one time he was pretty close to buying the Cardinals,” Steadman said.




      The Wolfners finally decided to move the Cardinals to St. Louis instead of selling the team.




      Shut out twice. What to do?




      At some point during his travels, a frustrated Hunt gave weight to a crazy, long-shot idea. On his way through Houston, he stopped by to see Adams.




      “I didn’t know him but we had dinner together, and in the course of the conversation we reminisced about buying the Cardinals,” Adams said. “Just before he left for the airport I told Lamar, ‘Maybe we ought to start our own league.’”




      That’s just what Hunt was thinking.




      “The next time I saw him, maybe three months later, he had lined up four other franchises besides his hometown Dallas club and asked me if I wanted in,” Adams said. “I said, ‘Hell, yes.’”




      Hunt brought Steadman in as his top business associate. Steadman was surprised when Hunt told him he had big plans for a new football league and asked him to set up the league office in Dallas.




      “For some reason I’ll never know, he was impressed with me,” Steadman said. “It was the first time I had done anything like that. I did the research and set up the league offices of the American Football League.




      “Then I set up the business operation for the Dallas Texans for Lamar, and I did all this while I was with the drilling company. And then after that, he asked me to come on full-time. So I was kind of there with him from the beginning.”




      Hunt’s first four city choices along with his own were Houston, Denver, Minneapolis, and Seattle. He especially wanted Houston because of the potential of a Texas rivalry. Hunt also felt that it wouldn’t be a major league without Los Angeles and New York.




      Welcome Hilton in Los Angeles and Harry Wismer, a well-known sports broadcaster, in the Big Apple.




      Hilton was at his office on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood when Hunt called and asked for a meeting.




      “Lamar came out,” Hilton recalled. “I had never met him before. He told me about his efforts to get an NFL club and also that Bud Adams was trying to get one. They decided they would start their own league. They asked if I’d be interested in having the Los Angeles franchise.”




      Hilton jumped at the opportunity.




      “One of the reasons I became involved was that my mother’s second husband was a coach at the College of Mines in El Paso,” Hilton said.




      “I used to sit on the sideline every once in a while when he was coaching. It kind of excited me, pro football especially. [Los Angeles Rams owners] Dan Reeves and Ed Pauley were good friends of mine. I don’t think they liked the idea of my starting a team for the AFL in LA. Their desire was for us to go away. We had some interesting interviews back and forth with each other. I was telling them the AFL was here to stay, and I don’t think they wanted to hear that.”




      While Hunt was dedicated to the success of the new league, there were reasons for concern, especially with the NFL’s sudden reversal of field.




      “As soon as Lamar announced the start of the league, then the NFL expanded,” Steadman said. “They decided they were going to put a team on top of the AFL’s Dallas franchise. They were going to take on Lamar.”




      So the NFL awarded the Cowboys to Clint Murchison, a business rival of Hunt’s. The Hunts and Murchisons were the two prominent families in Dallas at the time, both in oil. So that not only started a war between the AFL and NFL but also started a business war in Dallas. Lamar was trying to line up the business people whom he dealt with to support the Texans, and Murchison was doing the same with the Cowboys.




      The NFL had taken off the gloves and delivered a body blow to the upstart league. For the time being, Hunt and his pals had to shrug off the blindside hit by the NFL and take care of their own business.




      It was war, football style. And like all wars, there was intrigue, subterfuge, and a battle plan.




      The NFL had fired the first shot and made a direct hit on its target by placing a team in Dallas. No question, the NFL wished to sink the new league that had been originally formed with teams in New York, Dallas, Denver, Houston, Los Angeles, and Minneapolis–St. Paul.




      In making the announcement of the league to the media in the summer of 1959, Hunt mentioned the possibility of adding two more teams.




      The New York Times reported that Hunt “foresees a possible expansion to eight teams, with the additional two coming from Seattle, Buffalo, San Francisco, Miami, Kansas City, or New Orleans.” Seattle was soon ruled out because it didn’t have a stadium. In another story, San Diego, Louisville, and the Canadian city of Vancouver were also reportedly in the hunt for a franchise.




      The AFL plan was to play 14 games with four exhibition games. At the time, NFL teams played 12 league games and six exhibitions.




      The AFL planned to one-up the NFL not only in regular-season games but also in salaries: the minimum salary for players in the new league would be 10 percent higher than the NFL, which paid $6,500 per season. The AFL would also pay officials “substantially more than in the NFL, which was said to have $3,000 per season as the highest salary,” the New York Times reported.




      Going into the fall of 1959, the AFL still sought to add two teams to make it an eight-team league before its draft to stock rosters in November. First Buffalo came on board, owned by a group headed by Ralph Wilson. Then Billy Sullivan’s Boston team a month later, on the eve of the draft, was the last piece of the puzzle.




      So the eight-team league was all set to pick players for its rosters, many of them from the college ranks. Or was it?




      There were rumors that the Minneapolis–St. Paul club, spearheaded by Max Winter, was going to pull out and join the NFL at the final hour.




      Hilton got Winter on the phone.




      “I called Max the night before the draft and said, ‘Max, there is a rumor you are going into the NFL.’ He said, ‘Oh, no, I am with you guys 100 percent.’ The next day, he defected.”




      Hilton didn’t hold any resentment against Winter because “there were a lot of owners of other franchises in the AFL who would have preferred a franchise in the NFL.”




      Hilton felt more resentment against the NFL, particularly Bears owner George Halas, chairman of the older league’s expansion committee. Halas had tried his best to sabotage the new league. He made a deal with Winter: pull out of the AFL at the last minute before the draft, and the NFL would reward him with a franchise.




      “[Halas] wanted the college grads to get the feeling our league was falling apart and that they would be better off signing with the more established NFL,” Hilton said.




      On the very eve of the draft, the AFL was scrambling for a replacement team. At an emergency meeting, Hilton made a pitch for a team in Oakland.




      “All you guys have rivalries except me,” Hilton told the other owners. “You have to get me the opposition of a West Coast rivalry by putting a team in the Bay Area.”




      The problem was solved after a quick meeting with representatives of the hopeful Oakland team.




      “We met at the San Francisco Hilton Airport hotel,” Hilton said, remembering the meeting with Valley and a senator friend. “I made a pitch to them and that is how that franchise was put in Oakland.”




      Hunt’s team in Dallas, Adams’s in Houston, and Hilton’s in Los Angeles were the “big three” of the AFL with virtually unlimited resources, more than even many teams in the NFL.




      Those three teams were not only in good financial shape—they were lucky. They landed some of the best college talent available, outbidding the NFL for many star-quality players.




      Hunt’s Texans signed Abner Haynes, a running back from North Texas State who would lead the league in rushing and was the AFL’s first Player of the Year and Rookie of the Year.




      The Chargers signed Charlie Flowers, an all-American fullback from Mississippi, and Don Norton, a fleet, all-American receiver from Iowa, among many other great young players.




      And the Oilers signed high-profile running back Billy Cannon from Louisiana State University along with other college all-Americans.




      Not to mention some NFL players who turned out to be stars in the AFL, among them quarterback Jack Kemp, who was signed by the Chargers before his eventual trade to Buffalo, and Len Dawson, another outstanding quarterback who signed with the Dallas Texans after a brief fling with Pittsburgh and Cleveland.




      It was not surprising that all three teams fared well on the gridiron in the early years of the AFL. The Oilers won league championships in 1960 and 1961, the Texans in 1962, and the Chargers (now based in San Diego) in 1963. The Texans, of course, would change addresses to Kansas City after the 1962 season and make appearances in two Super Bowls before the AFL and NFL officially completed their merger.




      Other AFL franchises were not in the same class financially.




      “There were some franchises that were trying to do it with mirrors and a shoestring,” noted Chargers lineman Ron Mix, referring specifically to the New York Titans led by Wismer, the Denver Broncos spearheaded by Bob Howsam, and the Raiders featuring Valley. They weren’t the only ones.




      Nevertheless, all systems were “go” for the first season in 1960.




      “Once we had eight teams, the number of teams necessary, we concentrated on the players,” Hilton said. “We concentrated on the teams building themselves.”




      Hilton knew that it would take time to build a profit-making business—not only with his new football team but also with his credit-card business.




      Both lost a lot of money at the start. His father couldn’t help but notice.




      “I have been looking at the financial results of Carte Blanche and the Chargers,” Hilton’s father said disapprovingly one day. “I noticed both of these lost a million dollars. What kind of record are you trying to set?”




      Of course, things eventually got turned around in both businesses for Hilton, but not without a struggle—especially with the Los Angeles Chargers, who eventually moved to San Diego after one season in Los Angeles.




      “I wasn’t happy about [financial problems], but we felt we were going to be in the football business for a long period of time,” Hilton recalled, “so it didn’t discourage me. I think some of the other owners might have been more discouraged.”




      Chargers receiver Lance Alworth, one of the AFL’s brightest stars, remembered Hilton as “a very personable man.”




      “He was a young guy at the time he owned the team,” said Alworth, an all-American receiver from the University of Arkansas who was drafted by the Raiders in 1962 and traded to the Chargers.




      “He was very available to the players and just had a smile on his face, a bubbly guy. I think he was happy most of the time because we were winning, and he was the reason why it happened.”




      Meanwhile, the people who ran teams in Denver, New York, and Oakland weren’t always so happy.




      Struggling with poor attendance, Howsam’s Denver team was on the verge of folding at one point, the Titans were being sadly mismanaged by Wismer, and the Raiders were having front-office infighting among their many owners and problems gaining an identity in Oakland.




      Remembered Patrick Sullivan, son of the Patriots’ original owner, Billy Sullivan, “One little-known fact that is interesting: after the first year, the Titans were a mess. Harry Wismer was really struggling, and the Titans were on the verge of bankruptcy. Joe Foss, who was the commissioner of the league, put my father in charge of the Titans as well as the Patriots. My father effectively ran the Titans, at least from a financial standpoint, for the first half of the ’61 season until it got stabilized, and then eventually the Phil Iselin–Leon Hess–Sonny Werblin group ended up buying them.”




      Meanwhile, there were rumors that Hunt himself was helping to finance some of the league’s other teams just to keep the AFL afloat—a fact disputed by Hunt.




      “The NFL people used to claim that I owned every team in the league,” Hunt said.




      However, Hunt did contribute his share when the AFL took over Wismer’s failing New York franchise.




      Wismer, a respected sports announcer, was a part owner of the Washington Redskins in the NFL before taking over the New York Titans in the AFL. It was an absolute necessity for the AFL to have a franchise in New York. But Wismer had trouble filling the seats at the Polo Grounds. He had a habit of reporting overblown crowd figures to the media, making his franchise look more successful than it actually was.




      Following a Titans game against the visiting Boston Patriots, sportswriter Red Smith wrote that Wismer announced that the game was witnessed by 25,000 fans. If that was the case, Smith said in so many words, 24,500 came disguised as empty seats, and the other 500 were Patriots owner Billy Sullivan’s relatives.




      Wismer was also slow in resolving debts.




      “He didn’t have the resources to really fight the NFL,” Steadman recalled. “I can remember going up there [to New York] for a game. I’d have to go and try to get the money at the concessions at the end of the game to pay our airfare back.”




      Ron Hobson, who covered the Boston Patriots for the Quincy (MA) Patriot-Ledger, testified to the hard times in the early going of the AFL’s New York team.




      The Patriots were visiting New York, and Hobson, already in town for the 1962 World Series, went over to the Polo Grounds to gather material on the Boston football team. Hobson also did double duty as a spotter for Bob Murphy, the broadcaster for the Titans, as they were then known.




      “It was my first time in the Polo Grounds,” Hobson recalled. “I was a spotter in the scoreboard on the side of the second level. That’s where the broadcast booth was. And you had to look out through the numbers, the holes where they place the inning numbers. We sat there and did that—Jesus Christ, what a rinky-dink place! Well, at halftime, the players had to walk up stairs to the locker rooms. They were in the end zone, actually in center field.




      “And we’re looking over there and we see both teams standing there in a line for like 10 minutes. Turns out the guy that supplied the oranges for Harry Wismer hadn’t been paid. He had locked the locker room! They had to wait for the guy to get paid to open the door. They eventually got in.”




      Wismer eventually was replaced by the Iselin-Werblin-Hess group. But none could replace Wismer’s charm and boyish sense of fun. He enjoyed the high life and especially enjoyed playing pranks on his fellow owners.




      “Harry liked to have a couple of pops,” Patrick Sullivan remembered. “He and my dad got to be pretty friendly.”




      It wasn’t unusual for Wismer to call Sullivan’s house in the early hours of the morning and play jokes on him. Once, he pretended to be Richard Cushing, the Cardinal of Boston, and another time President John F. Kennedy.




      “My father knew President Kennedy—not well—but knew him enough that a phone call from him would not have been improbable,” Patrick Sullivan said.




      Wismer, the funnyman, was a kick to have around. Wismer, the businessman, didn’t evoke too many smiles.




      Of the teams that struggled most in the early going, Steadman said, “The worst one was the New York team. So the league took the team over at the end of the 1962 season.”




      The Raiders also had financial problems. And Valley, the optimistic owner who had coined the phrase “Foolish Club,” was anything but optimistic after poor attendance at Raiders games in the first few years.




      “It was just a lost cause,” remembered Charlie Zeno, sports editor of the Contra Costa Times. “They were operating on a shoestring. Some guys panicked and bailed out.”




      Zeno said that the Raiders had trouble giving away tickets in the early days. He recalled that Scotty Stirling, the Raiders’ public relations man, would stop by his office with free tickets. But hardly anyone wanted them.




      “I’d have a dozen tickets, and if I could give away two, I felt successful,” Zeno said.




      The Patriots, meanwhile, were also having their money problems.




      “The Patriots were underfinanced from the beginning,” Steadman said. “We all marveled at how Billy Sullivan was able to hang in there. Many times, the other owners helped him out to keep him alive.”




      Sullivan and his wife had saved up $8,300 to buy a summer house on Cape Cod. When the opportunity to buy a football team came up, Sullivan was excited. “He talked my mother into buying the team,” Patrick Sullivan said.




      Of course, the $8,300 was not enough to buy the team alone. It was just a down payment of Sullivan’s portion to meet the $250,000 franchise fee, according to his son.




      There was more involved.




      “Along with the franchise fee, my dad and his partners had to put up $500,000 in operating cash. They didn’t want to put up that kind of money and couldn’t put up the money, so they put up $100,000 and sold stock to raise the other $400,000. My father bought all that stock back in 1976.”




      What made Sullivan think the Patriots were going to make it?




      “My father was the single most optimistic human being,” Patrick Sullivan said. “He always believed that if you had a quality product, then people would come to it, and he had a basis to believe this.”




      Billy Sullivan had worked at Boston College when Frank Leahy was coaching there.




      “He was publicity director dealing only with football. Boston College was the national champion, and they regularly played in front of large crowds at Fenway Park. My father saw with his own eyes that there was a following for football here.”




      That was the general thinking in other places as well when the upstart American Football League was launched in 1960 by Hunt.




      Despite his great wealth, the hardworking Hunt was as down to earth as could be. Patrick Sullivan remembered when his dad came back once from a meeting with the 27-year-old Hunt, quite impressed.




      “I remember my Dad coming back and saying he had just met Lamar Hunt, whose father at that point was the Bill Gates of the time, the wealthiest man in the world. My mother asked, ‘What did you think of him?’




      “My father said, ‘He’s a really nice young man. The problem is that he put his feet up on the desk, and he had holes in the bottom of his shoes.’ But Lamar was fabulous. He was the most measured, most respectful [person], just an amazing guy. There are many true stories of instances where he would actually cast a vote that might have hurt his own team but knew it was better for the long-term benefit of the game.”




      Players remember Hunt as a beloved, respected figure.




      “It was Lamar Hunt’s team, and with Hank Stram as coach, it was a very professional operation,” recalled Tommy Brooker, a placekicker and end on the Texans. “Lamar was one of the guys, although you always knew he was the owner.




      “He would come to practice and take off his coat and tie and put on a Texans T-shirt and would throw the ball to you. I started off as a third-team kicker. When I would kick in practice, he would toss the ball back to me. We always respected him. He was very polished and mild mannered. He had shown his support for us with his money, and he was pretty passionate about the team.”


    




    

      Len Dawson




      Len Dawson was the epitome of cool when chaos was all around him. And there was plenty of chaos in the AFL, where shootouts were the norm and wild endings were surpassed only by wilder finishes the next week.




      Yet Dawson never was shaken, not even when his name surfaced in connection to gamblers before Super Bowl IV. No, Dawson simply went out and did his job, performing so well that he made the Pro Football Hall of Fame in 1987.




      Dawson was one of many players who started careers in the NFL before springing to stardom in the AFL.




      “I was in Cleveland with the Browns when they started in 1960, and I remember Paul Brown saying don’t pay any attention to that new league, it’s operated by sons of rich people, it will never last a year,” Dawson said. “And we were dumb enough to go with it, instead of thinking if it is successful, that’s more jobs for players and coaches and support people.”




      Dawson had spent five years in the NFL—three with Pittsburgh and two with Cleveland—and didn’t play much.




      “I started maybe two games and never started and finished a game, other than holding for extra points and field goals,” Dawson said.




      “I asked Paul Brown for my release [in 1962] because they had drafted a quarterback, and I thought, after five years there is no way I am going to get an opportunity. He was kind enough to give it to me. He gave it to me in June, but some teams didn’t know I was on the waiver wire because everyone was on vacation.”




      Hank Stram was paying attention, though. At the time, Stram was the coach of the AFL’s Dallas Texans. He had been an assistant at Purdue and helped to recruit Dawson for the Boilermakers.




      “Hank Stram mentioned if I ever get free, give him a call,” Dawson said. “He contacted me when I cleared waivers; Buffalo also contacted me. Their general manager worked for Paul with the Browns, and whenever he put someone on waivers, the guy said to let him know and Paul did.




      “Oakland was the other team that contacted me, but I knew Hank, and if I would ever get a good look, he would give it to me. He helped develop me at Purdue.”




      And he helped turn Dawson into one of the all-time greats.




      Dawson was the AFL’s player of the year in 1962, when he also led the league in passing and, by the way, took the Texans to the championship.




      Dawson would lead the AFL in passing three more times and win two more AFL titles. Stram once called him “the perfect quarterback.”




      The perfect quarterback stayed cool under all kinds of trying circumstances, including a national scandal before the 1970 Super Bowl.




      Dawson was one of several players named in connection with a federal gambling investigation. Thankfully, it faded away quickly. And Dawson’s team was anything but distracted en route to a great Super Bowl victory.




      Dawson completed only 12 passes for 142 yards, but his field generalship and his 46-yard scoring pass that clinched the 23–7 upset of heavily favored Minnesota earned him most valuable player honors.




      That anyone considered it a shock was, well, stunning to Dawson and the Chiefs.




      “I think we were the most talented AFL team ever,” Dawson said. “We were a more veteran team. Most of the important guys were there for Super Bowl I and then for Super Bowl IV. Bobby Bell was in the first one, and he was gone, but we now had Willie Lanier and Jim Lynch and James Marsalis, who was a very important addition. But also we had the veteran people who had been there and who knew how to handle it better than the first time.




      “We had Jan Stenerud, too; we didn’t have him in Super Bowl I.”




      After the Chiefs had their Super Bowl victory, Dawson could have thumbed his nose at the league that didn’t recognize his talent. He never did that.




      “For us, it was feelings of relief that you have done it, it happened, all you worked for,” he said.




      It was a tough physical season for Dawson, who suffered a knee injury and was told by several orthopedists that he needed surgery.




      There was one orthopedist, however, who recommended another course of action.




      “He said to not put any weight on it for two weeks and see if it’s just a strain, which worked in my favor,” Dawson said. “Remember, they didn’t have MRIs back then.




      “I also spent five years in the NFL and didn’t get to play, and now I was part of a world championship team. That was very satisfying. All I had wanted was the opportunity to see if I could perform.”




      Well, Len, you sure could.


    




    

      Larry Eisenhauer




      Eisenhauer, a defensive end for the Boston Patriots, was a four-time AFL all-star and named to the Patriots’ 1960s all-decade team. A product of Boston College, Eisenhauer was known by his teammates as “The Wild Man” because of his emotional intensity. Following an early retirement, Eisenhauer opened his own business as a manufacturer’s representative selling semiconductors.




      I was always known as a guy that got himself very emotionally motivated before games. I was always able to get that adrenalin flowing and fired up. I had a reputation of just coming all the time, never stopping. The old-timers remember the “Wild Man.”




      I picked the AFL because I wanted to go where I had the best chance of making a team. And I felt it was with the Patriots because they only had two defensive ends, and one was going to be changed to a guard, so there was a slot there if I could make the team. That coupled with the Boston College connection were the reasons that I went there.




      This was a new league, but I felt it was big time. It was just exciting to be a part of it. Only later on in life do you realize what a history-making part of sports that I happened to be part of. That meant a lot to me. And as I look back on my career, we always had a chip on our shoulders with the NFL because they always tried to downplay our talents in the early years, and I’m sure it was very valid. But it grew old as you got into the fourth and fifth season.




      When they started playing exhibition games between the two leagues, we treated it like a Super Bowl, and we held our own with them.




      When the Jets won the Super Bowl, I was so emotionally involved that there were tears in my eyes. I was so proud of what Joe Namath and the Jets had accomplished.




      That was when it was out there and everyone could see that we could hold our own. We always believed in our hearts that we had a lot of players on each team that were every bit as good as some of the players at the same positions in the NFL. We didn’t really say anything because that was the big mantra of the NFL, that we were inferior all the time. They would play that up. I remember particularly Tex Maule [of Sports Illustrated] and [Dallas Cowboys general manager] Tex Schramm used to do it all the time. It was downright insulting.




      For a lot of right reasons, too, it was maybe true early on. But as we grew and survived, we got to be better. We got better players, better teams.




      Things started to change. I saw more players that had credentials as all-Americans or all-conference players come into the American Football League, say after the third year, when it proved it was economically viable.




      We had the Harry Wismer fiasco in New York, where some guys couldn’t even cash their paychecks. So the league didn’t show that it was going to be staying until it got a TV contract with ABC (and later with NBC). A lot of that money was used to grab these players that formerly wouldn’t sign with the AFL, the big names.




      So what I saw was a better quality of player coming into the league as the league got a little bit older. The players that came were more demanding, more difficult because you were playing against better players.




      I knew when it was time for me to retire, even though I was only 29. I saw too many players hang on and really hurt themselves as they got older. And I had one knee injury. It wasn’t bad, a torn cartilage. It didn’t ruin my efficacy as far as pass rushing was concerned, but I felt it was time to move on.




      I got a call from New Orleans, a dear friend who played with me, Eddie Khayat. He was from the Philadelphia Eagles and played his last couple of years with the Patriots. I believe he was a defensive coach [in New Orleans]. So he called me personally to offer a job. He offered me a two-year, no-cut contract at a 25 percent raise. I’ll never forget him for that. It was over the top, and here I am not making a penny. But I decided at that point that that was it, and I called [Boston coach] Clive Rush back and said, “I’m formally retiring.”




      So I threw a party for myself at Gino Cappelletti’s restaurant and bar called “The Point After” and invited Billy Sullivan and all the press. I think maybe 12 guys showed up. And I moved on, I closed the door, I felt it was time to go. Never looked back, ever. Never went to a Patriots practice, ever.
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