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FOREWORD

I have seen it all.

In 37 years of chronicling Saints football, there’s not much left to experience.

Name it in Saints football, and I was there. Ernie Pyle and Bob Woodward have nothing on me.

I was there for John Gilliam’s return and Randy Mueller’s exit.

I covered Tom Dempsey’s kick and John Carney’s miss.

I witnessed the Bag Heads and the Benson Boogie.

In almost four decades of chronicling the lovable Fleur de Lis, I’ve traversed the country to training camps in Point Loma, California, Vero Beach, Florida, Hammond, Louisiana, Thibodaux, Louisiana, Ruston, Louisiana, and LaCrosse, Wisconsin, endured horrible songs like “Big Bad Bum” and “Take It to the Top” and survived the world premiere of “Number One.”

I’ve raced an ostrich at halftime and watched Fetch Monster work on kickoffs.

I have seen greats like Archie Manning, Tommy Myers, Rickey Jackson, Sam Mills, Willie Roaf and Deuce McAllister.

I have typed the names Jubilee Dunbar, D’Artagnan Martin, Cephus Weatherspoon, Bivian Lee, Happy Feller, Guido Merkens, and Ink Aleaga into my typewriter and laptop.

I buckled at Big Ben, revered at The River City Relay and called 9-1-1 on Joe Horn’s “Cellebration.”

I’ve hummed to “Who Dat?” and chuckled at “Cha-ching.”

And throughout it all, I’ve marveled at every madcap minute of it.

Tales from the Saints Sideline relives the greatest stories in franchise history—and reveals dozens of never before heard ones. It’s a comprehensive compilation of one of the most colorful and compelling franchises in sports.

Sure, the 49ers and Cowboys have the championships. The Packers and the Bears have the tradition. But has Ben Hur ever portrayed one of their quarterbacks in a movie? The Saints have the stories. Read on and see what I mean.

Enjoy.

Peter Finney

The Times-Picayune
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CHAPTER 1

The Inaugural Season

Dave Dixon

There wouldn’t be a New Orleans Saints if it weren’t for Dave Dixon.

It was Dixon who came up with the nickname “Saints.”

It was Dixon who organized the preseason and all-star games that allowed New Orleans to showcase its fanatical following of professional football.

It was Dixon who campaigned around the state for the construction of a new stadium to help lure the team.

It was Dixon who later named that building The Superdome.

Dixon’s dreams, and those of New Orleans sports fans far and wide, were realized on All Saints Day, November 1, 1966.

Before an overflow crowd at the Pontchartrain Hotel, NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle officially announced the decision to award the city of New Orleans the league’s 16th franchise.

The New Orleans team would be an expansion club, following the path of recent additions in Atlanta (1966), Minnesota (1961) and Dallas (1960).

“It all started some five years ago when David Dixon started hounding our league meetings,” Rozelle said of the man known as “The father of New Orleans’ professional football dream.”

Dinner at Antoine’s

In 1965, New Orleans was a very different place. Especially for a black man. The passage of the Civil Rights Act had occurred only a few months earlier. Before that, 21 black players boycotted an AFL All-Star game in New Orleans because of the way they were treated in the city before the game.

The boycott concerned Pete Rozelle. The NFL commissioner was intent on expanding into the deep South. He had awarded the league’s 15th franchise to Atlanta and was considering locating a franchise in New Orleans.

“It was just unfortunate to have occurred in New Orleans,” Dixon said. “New Orleans is a melting pot of ethnic cultures, a city renowned for its predominantly live-and-let-live attitudes.”

Rozelle sent Buddy Young, a former running back at Illinois and the Baltimore Colts, to visit the city as a representative. Rozelle asked Dixon to take Young to one of the city’s finest restaurants. Dixon called Antoine’s, one of the most famous and historic restaurants in the French Quarter.

“I called the proprietor at Antoine’s and told him what I wanted to do,” Dixon said. “He said, ‘It’s time. Let’s get it done.’”

Dixon and Young sat at a table in the main dining room, where Young was the only ethnic face in the crowd.

Dixon could feel the steely stares of his fellow diners. Across the way, he spied an acquaintance he knew privately harbored racist views. The man was staring at their table. Dixon could sense an impending altercation.

“The man finally got up, walked over to our table and went straight to Buddy,” Dixon said. “My heart was pounding. I was sure he was going to make a scene that would cost us any chance of getting an NFL team.”

Instead of an insult, the interloper offered a question.

“He said, ‘Aren’t you Buddy Young?’” Dixon said.

Young said he was.

“I’m an Illini man,” the man said. “I watched you all the time when you played for us. You’re the greatest running back I have ever seen. I’m a big fan.”

The man and Young enjoyed each other’s company as if they were long, lost pals.

“I could have half-died right there,” Dixon said.

Young returned to New York and gave Rozelle a glowing report on the city.

Twenty-two months later, New Orleans was awarded the NFL’s 16th franchise.

Name Game

Dave Dixon never had a doubt as to what New Orleans’ new professional football team should be named.

“It was Saints all the way,” Dixon said.

Indeed, Dixon had championed the name since he began his campaign for a pro team in 1963. He even ordered boxes of “New Orleans Saints” pencils and handed them out to anyone who’d take them.

Despite Dixon’s efforts, The States-Item started a “name the team” contest shortly after Pete Rozelle officially awarded a team to the city in 1966. The paper was swamped with dozens of entries. Deltas. Jazz Kings. Tarpons. Jazzers. Tigers. Nolas. Blues. Domes. Crescents. Ramparts. Crawfish. Skippers. Stevedores. Mudbugs.

Each had earned mention in the States-Item’s “name the team” contest. But Dixon said the contract was strictly window dressing.

“It was a boat race all along,” Dixon said.

Dixon came up with the name after the song “When the Saints Go Marchin’ In,” made famous by jazz great Louis Armstrong.

“How can you pass up the opportunity to have free advertising 365 days a year?” Dixon said. “It’s as simple as that. Once I zeroed in on that, I said there can’t be any other name.”

Still, new owner John Mecom was leery. He was concerned that some fans would take offense to the religious reference. He sent one of his public relations executives to New Orleans to try to talk Dixon out of the name. Dixon refused to budge.

His fears were quelled a short time later during a chance meeting at a local restaurant with Archbishop Philip M. Hannan.

“I was horrified for what I’d done, so I stopped him and got up and apologized,” Dixon said. “I told him some gentlemen think somehow or another the name ‘Saints’ for our football team might be a little sacrilegious. The archbishop replied, ‘Oh, my God, no! It’s certainly not sacrilegious. Besides, I have a terrible instinct that we’re going to need all the help we can get.’ That sealed the name Saints forever. Little did he know how right he was!”

John Mecom

John Mecom Jr. was the Mark Cuban of his day, a dashing 27-year-old Texan who inherited millions from his father’s oil empire.

On December 15, 1966, NFL commissioner Pete Rozelle awarded ownership of the Saints to Mecom and his 18-man investment group in a bidding war that involved four other groups. Mecom paid $8.5 million for the club.

One of Mecom’s first orders of business was to select the team colors. He favored blue and yellow, while local newspaper columnists tried to sway him toward red, white and blue. He eventually settled on black and gold, appropriately, considering the fortune his family made in the “black gold” business.

Mecom came to the Saints with a reputation as a deep-pocketed playboy. He was accustomed to luxury and its accoutrements. Among his largesse were 12 airplanes, two helicopters, three ocean-going vessels, two Colorado ranches, another spread in Laredo, Texas, with its own landing strip, several mansions in Houston and a personal suite in the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York City.

John’s Island

At 27, John Mecom Jr. was the youngest owner in the league, younger than many of his players. The husky 6-4, 200-pounder played middle guard as a freshman at the University of Oklahoma and was often mistaken for a player by fans at early Saints practices. Off the field, Mecom mixed in just as smoothly.

Stars Paul Hornung and Jim Taylor were counted among his running mates who regularly attended parties on Mecom’s luxurious yacht or at his posh condo.

“There was a man named Bill Smyth who had been involved with the Mecoms,” former public relations director Don Smith said. “He was on the Saints executive committee, but his real job was to be a watchdog for John Jr. He was always around.

“If he oversaw everything John did,” Smith added, “he was a busy man.”

Saints running back Chuck Muncie recalls attending parties on Mecom’s yacht, endearingly referred to as “John’s Island” by players and coaches.

“He would have movie stars and actresses and players and coaches on that boat,” Muncie said. “He knew how to have a good time.”

Mecom was not afraid to mix it up, either. His competitive streak reared its head in the fourth game of the inaugural season.

Saints linebacker Steve Stonebreaker instigated a now-famous bench-clearing brawl at the end of an emotional 27-21 loss to the Giants at Yankee Stadium.

Mecom threw a couple of haymakers in the direction of a pair of Giants players. His arm was thrown out of place during the scuffle.

“I know I shouldn’t have been there,” Mecom told The New York Times afterward. “Somebody took a punch at me. I think it was No. 81 (Freeman White). I got emotional and lost my cool. I threw a punch at No. 81. I missed and hurt my arm.”

Front Office Shuffle

Mecom was equally freewheeling with his checkbook. He made a quick splash by signing Jim Taylor away from Green Bay. Taylor was the biggest star in football at the time, and Mecom lured him with a four-year, $400,000 contract to be paid over 20 years. The deal was one of the largest in pro football. Mecom also unloaded a wad of cash to take the team to San Diego for training camp at Cal Western University.

“He could spend some money,” said then-Saints quarterback Billy Kilmer. “He had a suite down in San Diego at the Yacht Harbor and they would have some big parties down there. He always had something going on.”

Unfortunately, Mecom wasn’t as proficient at running a football team. The Saints went though two general managers and three business managers before their first season began. He later hired Richard F. Gordon Jr., a former astronaut with no football experience, as general manager.

Is it any wonder the Saints never had a winning season in Mecom’s 19-year tenure?

“Ownership didn’t know what they were doing,” Kilmer said. “John was a nice guy, but he was just inexperienced, and he didn’t hire good people. He kept going through general managers and he never could settle on anyone that was a football man.”

“I never had any problem with John Jr., but (director of player personnel) Vic Schwenk, he was out of his mind,” Saints defensive end Doug Atkins said. “Vic Schwenk didn’t know anything about football. John Jr. hired friends. He got a good one in Coach (Tom) Fears, but a lot of those other people didn’t know anything about football or how to run a front office.”

Under Mecom, the Saints would go 83-187-3 in 19 seasons before he finally sold the team to Tom Benson on May 31, 1986.

Tom Fears

Shortly after being named owner, John Mecom narrowed his list of head coaching candidates to three men: Tom Fears, Dallas Cowboys defensive coordinator Dick Nolan and UCLA head coach Tommy Prothro. Nolan was considered the favorite because Mecom had already hired former Cowboys secretary-treasurer Bedford Wynn as a vice president.

But Fears won out in part because he wanted the job more than anyone else and also because of his association with legendary Green Bay Packers coach Vince Lombardi. Fears coached on Lombardi’s first Packers staff and was credited with implementing the short passing attack that made Bart Starr a star.

Fears was hired on December 27, 1966 and signed a five-year contract that paid him $35,000 a season.

“Fears was a disciple of Lombardi’s but he wasn’t as gifted as Lombardi,” former Times-Picayune sports editor Bob Roesler said. “And everyone figured he must be smart if he worked under Lombardi. And that hurt. He was on a pedestal.”

Thomas Jesse Fears was the son of a mining engineer father and a Mexican mother. In 1951, he married Luella Wintheiser, a pretty woman of German decent who hailed from Minneapolis. They raised six children, three boys and three girls, who in turn bore six grandchildren.

Fears was a fit and handsome man. During his playing days at UCLA, he worked as a stand-in for Clark Gable in the 1951 western Across the Wide Missouri.

On the sideline, Fears was intense and demanding. Ed Staton of The Times-Picayune once wrote that Fears was “a guy who could sell elevator shoes to Doug Atkins.”

Rebuilding Plan Goes Awry

Having spent the 1966 season on the staff of the expansion Atlanta Falcons, Fears knew the challenge that awaited the Saints.

At his introductory press conference, Fears told reporters he hoped to construct his expansion team the same way the Cowboys and Falcons were molded—by building for the future and not squandering future draft choices for marginal players in the autumn of their careers.

“Although many feel the common draft now makes trading more important, I still maintain you have to build your club by developing your draft choices,” Fears said.

The statement proved ominous.

The Saints frivolously traded away three of their four first-round draft picks during his first three seasons. They also dealt away two second-round picks, including one to Los Angeles for draft information.

The first-round picks the Saints dealt in 1967, 1968 and 1969 were used to draft defensive tackle Bubba Smith (Colts), linebacker Fred Carr (Packers) and tight end Ted Kwalick (49ers). Those players combined to earn eight Pro Bowl selections.

And what largesse did Fears reap? An unproven back-up quarterback named Gary Cuozzo, an aging Packers fullback in Jim Taylor and 49ers receiver Dave Parks.

“It was a joke,” said Jack Faulkner, Fears’ top defensive assistant. “Everybody was involved, from ownership on down. Too many people put their nose in there. You hire a guy, you let him do the job. We had too many advisors.”

No Regrets

They say bad things come in threes. Tom Fears would agree.

On the Saints’ fourth birthday, All Saints Day, November 1, 1970, they lost to the Rams, 30-17, to fall to 1-5-1. During the halftime show, a re-enactment of the Battle of New Orleans, a cannon misfired, costing one of the participants three fingers. A day later Fears was fired. His final record was 14-34-2.

Trainer Warren Ariail called the dismissal “the greatest injustice since the rape of Nanking.”

“I liked Fears and thought he was a good coach,” said defensive end Doug Atkins, who played previously in his career for Cleveland’s Paul Brown and Chicago’s George Halas. “They had a lot of people who thought they were coaches. He had a lot of people cutting his throat.”

Fears was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Disease in 1994 and died January 4, 2000. He went to his grave as the only Saints head coach who improved his win total in each of his first three seasons.

“I used to try to figure out what I could have changed in those early days to have made things better,” Fears told The Times-Picayune in 1997. “But I’ve never had any luck.”

Mecom’s Misfits

They might have been the most loved three-win team in NFL history.

The first Saints team went just 3-11, but it will go down in club history as one of the most memorable seasons.

The roster was stocked through an expansion draft in January.

In the expansion draft, the Saints selected one player from each of the 11-man lists submitted by 14 teams (Atlanta was exempt because it had just joined the league a year earlier). Each team was allowed to pull two players back before the Saints made their remaining two picks. They were not allowed to select more than three players from any team.
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The 1967 Saints, also known as “Mecom’s Misfits.” Photo courtesy of Bob Remy

The players available to the Saints were a collection of aging veterans, injury suspects and questionable characters. Each prospect came with a scarlet letter.

The cast of characters included Mike “Tilly” Tilleman, Steve “Stoney” Stonebreaker, Roy “Captain Weirdo” Schmidt, Monty “Doctor Strangebrain” Stickles, Billy “Furnace Face” Kilmer and Louie “The Lip” Cordileone.

Stickles, a tight end from Notre Dame, once was banned for life from the South Bend campus because of improper conduct.

Kilmer earned his nickname because of his ruddy complexion, which many say was due to his fondness for a postgame beer or three.

Doug Atkins was a towering 6-8, 270-pound giant who liked to shoot guns and martinis from a Hurricane glass.

“We were often referred to as ‘Boystown on Cleats,’” Stonebreaker once said.

Athletic trainer Warren Ariail had a better moniker: “Mecom’s Misfits.”

“That team was a bunch of tough guys,” Ariail said. “They didn’t win a lot of games, but the Saints never lost a fight.”

French Quarter Regulars

Director of player personnel Vic Schwenk oversaw the draft. It was a chaotic time for the organization. The front office had three general managers in the 11-month span between the franchise’s inauguration in November 1966 and its opening game in September, 1967. Schwenk selected 42 veterans in the expansion draft and added 36 rookies from the common college draft.

“In the 1967 expansion draft, the other teams put every ‘dog’ that they could on that list,” said Jack Faulkner, the defensive coordinator on the first Saints coaching staff. “A lot of those guys didn’t stay around very long, and most of them didn’t contribute anything. That’s the reason all those old guys were out there.”

The group was more famous for its work off the field than on it. Many of the players, led by the free-spirited Atkins, Kilmer, Cordileone and Danny Abramowicz, spent their nights and early mornings in French Quarter bars run by Al Hirt and Pete Fountain.

“New Orleans was known as a swinging city in those days, even more than it is now.” Former Times-Picayune sports editor Bob Roesler said. “The guys liked going down to Bourbon Street and other places. Some of it rubbed off on the players and perhaps on some of the coaches, and winning didn’t seem to matter as much as having fun.”

False Hope

Surprisingly, the Saints managed to enjoy early success. After dropping their exhibition opener to the Los Angeles Rams, the Saints reeled off five consecutive preseason victories. The success stirred the expectations and passion of New Orleans’ football-starved fans.

The preseason win total was the most ever by an expansion team and caused respected Rams coach George Allen to remark, “The Saints are the best expansion I’ve ever seen at this stage.”

Then reality hit. The Saints lost their first seven games and finished at 3-11. But over the course of the season, they fought and scrapped their way into the hearts of Saints fans everywhere and managed to provide some of the most unforgettable memories in club history.

“We had a cast of characters on that team,” said Ray Rissmiller, the starting left tackle. “We all were sort of cast off, hurt or injured and needed a new chance. We were all fighting like heck to make it, and we all hung pretty close to each other.”

“We had some pretty good players,” Atkins said. “We just didn’t have enough of ’em.”

The First Showtime

Off the field, Mecom’s Misfits were a huge hit. The club finished second in the league in attendance with an average of 75,463 for seven dates. The figure was the sixth highest in the history of the NFL. The Saints led the NFL in the sale of pennants, souvenir radios, T-shirts, jewelry, sweaters, plaques and watches.

Thanks to the creative mind of entertainment director Tommy Walker, Saints games were events more than athletic contests.

Legendary trumpeter Al Hirt, who also was a part owner of the team, blared hot jazz from a special stand behind the Saints bench. He would lead cheers with a microphone, barking “Go, Saints, Go” or “Hold That Line,” depending who had the ball.

“Gumbo,” the team’s 200-pound Saint Bernard mascot worked the sidelines bearing a blanket with a huge fleur de lis logo. Traditional New Orleans marching bands —the Olympia, Eureka and Excelsior—accompanied by a second line of costumed merry-goers played during the pregame shows.

Halftime shows featured hot-air balloons, ostrich chariot races and pigeon releases. The elaborate shows ended when a re-enactment of the Battle of New Orleans resulted in a cannon blast that blew off a participant’s hand. At one halftime show, a specialist zipped across the stadium wearing a jetpack on his back like Buck Rogers.

Before the first ever game against the Rams, Walker scheduled a balloon take-off to launch the festivities. Hirt accompanied the show by playing “Up, Up and Away” on his trusty trumpet.

Unfortunately, the balloon never took flight. “I went through 10 choruses and that son of a gun still hadn’t been pumped up,” Hirt later told The Times-Picayune. “I almost got a hernia.”

An attendant had mistakenly pulled the wrong cord causing a tear to the balloon’s red-and-white canopy. The show was quickly aborted.

The comment from the press box: “I hope that’s not an omen.”

Unfortunately, it was.
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Jazz great Al Hirt, right, was one of the 1967 expansion team’s top cheerleaders. Photo courtesy of Bob Remy

Danny Abramowicz

It was the third week of training camp in 1967, when a brash rookie out of Xavier (Ohio) University was told to turn in his playbook.

Seventh-round draft picks are lucky to make it past the first week of training camp, so coach Tom Fears wasn’t concerned about cutting Abramowicz.

The headstrong Abramowicz had other plans.

“I hurried downstairs and walked into Coach Fears’s office,” Abramowicz said. “Before he could say anything, I said, ‘Coach, you’re not cutting me. I didn’t get a fair chance and I’m not leaving.’”

Stunned by Abramowicz’s courage and brashness, Fears relented and gave him another week to make something happen.

The next week, the Saints played a preseason game at Portland, Oregon, against San Francisco. Word of Abramowicz’s status had leaked to the team.

“I was starting because it was against my ex-team,” quarterback Billy Kilmer said. “I told Danny, ‘I’m going to throw you the ball. You better catch it, and you better play your heart out.’ He caught all five balls I threw to him and made some big plays on special teams. And that’s how he made the team.”

Abramowicz eventually won a permanent spot in the starting lineup by catching 12 passes for 156 yards in his first start. He went on to lead the NFL in receiving in 1969 with 73 catches.

Abramowicz was a classic overachiever story. The frail 6-1, 197-pounder was considered too small and too slow by NFL standards.

But Abramowicz quickly won over his teammates with his heart and grit. During an early training camp scrimmage, Abramowicz caught an elbow from Obert Logan. The force of the blow knocked four of Abramowcz’s bottom teeth at right angles to his throat. He played most of the rest of the season with his teeth wired in place.

“Danny was a competitor,” Kilmer said. “He wasn’t the fastest guy in the world and not the biggest guy in the world. But boy, he had a lot of heart and he had great hands.”

Those hands helped Abramowicz become the second player in pro football history to catch at least 50 balls a season for each of the first four years of his career. Mike Ditka was the first.

Coach Tom Fears compared Abramowicz to Colts Pro Bowler Ray Berry.

Of Abramowicz, Ed Staton of The Times-Picayune once wrote: “You could drop a football full of money down from an airplane into a Canal St. crowd on Mardi Gras and Abramowicz would be the one to catch it.”

Abramowicz made 309 catches in five seasons before being traded to San Francisco after a falling out with owner John Mecom Jr. His receiving total still ranks third behind Eric Martin and Joe Horn in club history.

“You don’t see receivers like Danny any more,” Kilmer said. “He was tough, he ran great patterns and he had a great enthusiasm for the game. You couldn’t lose a guy like that. They made the right choice. It was one of the few right choices they made.”

Doug Atkins

It’s safe to say no one had ever seen anything quite like Doug Atkins when he arrived at Saints camp in the summer of 1967. A mountain of a man, he towered over his teammates and intimidated everyone who crossed his path.

The Saints acquired the 37-year-old Atkins in a trade with Chicago. He had starred the previous 14 seasons in Cleveland and Chicago, earning eight Pro Bowl trips in 12 seasons with the Bears. But in 1967 he was on the downside of his career and had worn out his welcome with “Papa Bear” George Halas, who dealt the disgruntled giant to New Orleans in mid-July.

Ed Staton, who covered the first Saints team for The Times-Picayune, wrote after seeing Atkins for the first time, “You said to yourself, this man wasn’t born. The Arctic ice cracked, an explosion following, and this awesome 6-8, 270-pounder came out.”

Colleague Will Peneguy concurred: “If ever a man was typecast to walk around the beach kicking sand at everyone, Atkins is that man. From his viewpoint the world has been inflicted with an epidemic of anemia.”

Atkins was a great player in his heyday, and unlike many of his cast-off teammates, he still had some gas left in the tank when he came to New Orleans. He developed a strong following amongst fans, who called themselves “Atkins’ Army.”

“When Doug wanted to play, you couldn’t block him,” Rissmiller said. “He had these huge forearms and he’d pop you with them and just really knock you around. I’ve seen him jump over tackles and I’ve seen him go right through them.”
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Defensive end Doug Atkins was a larger-than-life character on the Saints’ first team. The Times-Picayune

The Day the Music Died

It was 11 p.m. on a warm August night in San Diego, California. The first-year New Orleans Saints were a couple of weeks into their first training camp at California-Western University.

The coaches had just finished bed check a few minutes earlier when Billy Kilmer settled down for a much-needed rest.

The rookies on the upper floor of the two-story dormitory had other ideas. Their stereo blasted late-night tunes into the sweet California night.

After about 10 minutes of ruckus, Kilmer heard a booming voice roar from one of the first floor windows.

“It was Atkins,” Kilmer said. “He said, ‘Shut that music off!’”

Nothing happened.

Another protest. It, too, fell on deaf ears.

“I’m almost falling asleep,” Kilmer said, “And I hear, ‘Pow! Pow! Pow!’”

Kilmer bolted out of bed and raced into the room next door, where Atkins had a shotgun aimed skyward out the window.

“They were up there raising cain, and Coach Fears was pretty good to us, so I just decided it was a little too late for all that noise,” Atkins said. “I hollered up there and didn’t get a response. I had a screen on the window and couldn’t get it off, so I just angled an old .38 (shotgun) out there. We were on that water so those shots echoed like a cannon.”

Thankfully no one died. But the music did.

“You could have heard a pin drop,” Kilmer said.

Atkins added: “It got just quiet as a mouse. I don’t know who was up there, but they shouldn’t have been doing all that stuff. It was after curfew.”

The next day all the rookies moved down the hall. No one roomed above Atkins for the rest of training camp.

Not-So-Gentle Giant

Before facing Atkins as a member of the 1966 Philadelphia Eagles, Ray Rissmiller remembers the advice center Jim Ringo offered him.

“Ray, when you go against Atkins, whatever you do, don’t hold him,” Ringo said. “Because if you hold him he’s going to hurt me.”

A confused Rissmiller asked Ringo why Atkins would hurt him if Rissmiller was the culprit?

“Because,” Ringo said, “he’s going to pick you up and throw you on me.”

Fears wanted to conserve Atkins’s energy for game days, so he limited his participation in practices and exhibition games.

When Atkins did practice he usually made an impact.

Tackle Ray Rissmiller was the unlucky soul who had to battle Atkins during drills. He remembers one practice in particular during the Saints’ first training camp in San Diego.

“I was blocking Doug in a one-on-one drill, and he caught me good,” said Rissmiller, a 6-5, 258-pound tackle. “He squeezed me at the elbows, picked me off the ground, then caught me again. I saw stars. Later that day, Doug told me, ‘I’m sorry Ray, but I came out today to throw two licks. You just happened to catch both of ’em.’”

Billy Kilmer

William Orland Kilmer reported to his first mini-camp with the New Orleans Saints in June of 1967. Months earlier, the Saints had rescued him from purgatory as a back-up running back in San Francisco by selecting him in the expansion draft.

Where some saw a dead end, Kilmer saw opportunity.

His career was going nowhere in San Francisco. Of course, he was lucky to be playing football at all. In December of 1962, Kilmer lost control of his car on an off-ramp of a California highway and crashed into a drainage ditch. He sustained a compound fracture in his ankle and developed an infection in the joint after lying unconscious in the stagnant water. Doctors told him he would probably lose his lower left leg.

But Kilmer—and his leg—survived. He missed all of the 1963 season and played only sparingly in the next three seasons.

“I wanted to play quarterback but they needed running backs in San Francisco,” Kilmer said. “When I went to New Orleans, I said I’m going to make the most of it. I didn’t care who they got as quarterback.”

So there was Kilmer on that sweltering June day, reporting to player personnel director George Owen’s office.

“I said, ‘Here, just give me the contract,’” Kilmer said. “I signed it and threw it back to him. Honest to God I didn’t know what I made. All I want is just give me a chance to play. If I can’t play, this doesn’t mean anything. Money will come later if I can play.”

Gary Cuozzo was the anti-Kilmer. A prototype drop-back passer, he was tall, handsome and blessed with picture-perfect form. He also was a bit of a prima donna. With Mecom’s Misfits, he might as well have been a leper.

Cuozzo came to the Saints in a March 6 trade with Baltimore. The Saints traded the No. 1 overall pick in the 1967 draft and two players for the former University of Virginia signal caller who rarely played as Johnny Unitas’s back-up.

Fears gave Cuozzo every chance to win the job, but he couldn’t keep the hungry Kilmer off the field. When the Saints opened the regular season, Kilmer was the starting quarterback. On the bus ride to Tulane Stadium for the season opener, Kilmer called to Owen.

“George, how much money was that contract for?” said Kilmer, who was told it was for $27,500 annually.

Cuozzo was traded to Minnesota a year later. And Kilmer would become a fixture before being traded to Washington after the 1970 season. In Washington, he eventually beat out Sonny Jurgenson for the starting spot and led the Redskins to five playoff appearances in seven seasons.

“Billy was a strong and very emotional leader,” guard Jake Kupp said. “They criticized him that he couldn’t throw a spiral, but he really got the job done. Gary had great technique. Billy had that emotional leadership. And with the type of team we had, we needed that emotion and that toughness that he brought to the team.”

Known as “Furnace Face” for his ruddy cheeks and fondness for bottle-tipping, Kilmer had a knack for making plays, but his numbers never took off until he was dealt to Washington.

“You knew when Kilmer was in the game something was going to happen,” said Ray Rissmiller, a starting tackle in ’67. “And it wasn’t always good.

“Kilmer threw what we called an option pass. You had an option to catch it at either end. He couldn’t throw a spiral at all. But he was our guy. He was a heck of a leader.”

Steve Stonebreaker

Before there was Kyle Turley, there was Steve Stonebreaker, perhaps the most aptly named Saint ever.

Stonebreaker was a hulk of a man, a rock-solid 6-3, 230. He was a surprise addition through the expansion draft in 1967. Stonebreaker had suffered a severe knee injury in 1966, and the Colts assumed the Saints would see him as damaged goods and pass over him in the draft.

In fact, Stonebreaker was so shocked and upset when the Saints selected him that he threatened to retire. He had started a bustling insurance business in Baltimore and his five kids were rooted in school there. Eventually though, Stonebreaker relented and joined the Saints.

“Stoney” made his presence felt at the first practice. A rookie cornerback made the critical error of failing to alert Stonebreaker of an on-coming “crack-back” block which blind-sided the veteran linebacker.

“Come here, rookie!” Stonebreaker barked on his way back to the huddle. “You see these legs? Well, they’re supporting five kids. The next time that flanker’s in position to block, I expect a signal!”

The cornerback sheepishly replied, “Yes, sir, Mr. Stonebreaker.”

In that moment, a team enforcer had emerged.

Play Brawl

In the fourth game of the 1967 season, Stonebreaker let the entire National Football League know that while the Saints were an expansion team they would not be pushovers.

On the penultimate play of a 27-21 loss to the New York Giants at Yankee Stadium, Tom Hall snared a 17-yard pass from Gary Cuozzo near midfield and ran out of bounds in front of the Giants bench with five seconds to play. Hall collided with Giants center Gregg Larson, who was standing five yards deep on the sideline.

Thinking his teammate had suffered a cheap shot, Stonebreaker sprinted across the field and threatened Larson. The officials sent Stonebreaker to the bench so they could run the game’s final play.

Atkins sat next to Stonebreaker on the bench.

“He said, ‘I’m going to get that guy after the game. You with me?’” Atkins said. “I was worn out, but I couldn’t say, no. I said, ‘Yeah.’

“After the game was over with [Stonebreaker] said, ‘Doug, just follow me.’ Nobody else knew what we were doing. We were on our own. And, buddy, he took off over there and he found [Larson].”

Stonebreaker blind-sided the unsuspecting Larson and the melee ensued.

“Stoney and I were the only ones over there for a while and they were just working on us,” Atkins said. “We were in the hornets’ nest.

“I swatted one (Giants player) this way, and one that way. I think we fought all the way from the 20-yard line down to the 30. At the end of it, I was so tired I didn’t know what happened to Stonebreaker. About three or four of them had a hold of me. I was so weak I couldn’t hold them up. I couldn’t pick my arms up. I was at their mercy. Some old defensive halfback for them was standing about five or six feet from me and was just hitting me with his headgear like he was beating on a drum.”

Out of the corner of Atkins’s headgear he saw fellow lineman Dave Rowe racing to the rescue.

“His arms were a turning, and he hit that whole pile and knocked them all off of me,” Atkins said. “I was never so glad to see a man in all my life.”

The brawl spilled into the stadium exits and into the stands before police restored order. Saints color analyst Norman Van Brocklin called it “the best fight in Yankee Stadium in years.”

“It was something I had to do,” Stonebreaker told Pete Finney of The States-Item that day. “You got to figure it this way: let those guys keep taking cheap shots—and getting away with it—and there’s no end to it.”

Fans were so taken by Stonebreaker’s courage that dozens sent him checks to help offset the fine levied to him by the NFL for starting the incident.

Stonebreaker became an instant hit in New Orleans.

A pack of loyal fans draped a huge banner over the rail in the upper deck of the south end zone bearing the title of his unofficial fan club: “Stoney’s Sinners.”

“Hell, I think the NFL should have awarded me a bonus for pointing out the deficiencies in sideline security,” Stonebreaker later told The Times-Picayune.

Stonebreaker was named a public relations officer at Maison Blanche after his first season and eventually became a successful financial packager in the city. His life ended tragically in 1995 when he died from an apparent suicide at the age of 56.
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