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This book is dedicated to my wife, Vernessia, who has been by my side through all the ups and downs of my career. She always supported me, giving me comfort in bad times and keeping me level headed when things were going great.

— R.C.


FOREWORD

My relationship with Roger Craig has developed over a period of many years after scouting him, drafting him and coaching him with the 49ers. Our rapport has continued to grow in recent years, too. Roger has so many fantastic qualities to like and respect. He is a very genial, open and communicative person, and he is somebody you can trust.

The things we have been through together with the 49ers enabled us to tear down any boundaries that sometimes separate coaches from players. All of this started when we drafted Roger from the University of Nebraska in 1983.

His college career was remarkable because of his willingness to sacrifice for his team. He accepted his role as primary blocker for Mike Rozier, when in reality Roger was superior to Rozier in every respect. But Rozier could not play fullback, so Roger filled that job.

That kind of unselfishness sent him back to the second round in the draft. We were very fortunate to acquire him. The minute you saw Roger on the field, you could tell he had unique athleticism. Roger had the quickness and speed, the explosiveness and agility, the leaping ability and acceleration anybody would want out of a running back. He immediately became a mainstay of our offense.

For a period of time, Roger played fullback for us. But in our offense, the fullback and halfback positions were comparable. With Wendell Tyler and Roger, we had one of the best backfields the game has ever seen. Later, when Roger moved to halfback, he teamed with fullback Tom Rathman to provide another of the great backfields in the history of the game. Roger simply did everything we asked of him during his time with the organization.

Roger’s work ethic was stellar. And his outstanding abilities, combined with his hard work, took him far. A lot of players were just as determined to work hard as Roger, but they simply could not keep up with him. His physical regimen was unbelievable. Roger Craig and Jerry Rice were probably two of the most driven and best conditioned athletes to play the game.

As one of the team’s unquestioned leaders, Roger brought along the whole squad. He was in that mold from the minute he came to the 49ers. He won just about every physical skill and fitness award that we handed out.

The year that we were lucky enough to draft Roger, he was exactly what we were looking for. I could not have projected that he would play as well as he did, just like I couldn’t make that kind of prediction on Jerry Rice. I knew both of those players would be good, but you’re never sure if they’ll end up being great.

But as soon as Roger took the practice field, you could tell that we were talking about a special athlete. He ran with those high knees, making him beautiful to watch and difficult to tackle.

Roger had outstanding speed and elusiveness and great hands as a receiver. When we had workouts with him, he caught everything thrown his way, so we knew his receiving skills weren’t going to be a problem. But NFL personnel people questioned his hands because they had no clue. None of them had ever seen him catch a pass in a game.

Of course, we asked our backs to catch, block and run. During that time, a lot of NFL offenses didn’t have the kind of dimensions that we insisted upon at the 49ers.

There was a period of time when Roger was easily one of the best three or four running backs in all of football. I remember John Madden stating flat out that Roger was the best back in the league. I heard that quite a few times in the mid- to late 1980s.

In another offense, Roger would easily have gained a lot more yards rushing. But we combined rushing and pass receiving. We looked at total yards, not just rushing yards from our backs.

He had an outstanding career, with the highlight perhaps coming in Super Bowl XIX when he scored three touchdowns against the Miami Dolphins. He continued on to be one of the great running backs in NFL history. He is a clear-cut Hall of Famer, and some day he will be honored as such.

Even when our team was not at its best, Roger was still there leading his teammates. In those days, a 10-6 record was considered a bit of a disappointment for us. Roger always stepped up in the toughest games and the fiercest weather conditions to handle the ball and provide a spark to ignite the team.

I’m not sure the days of the 49ers in the 1980s will ever be duplicated because of the circumstances in the NFL today. We had many great athletes on one team. Yet we had competition that you couldn’t believe. The Giants and Redskins had their own dynasties. It was an era of truly great teams in the NFC. We’d have to meet each other along the way just to get to the Super Bowl. And in those important games, Roger was always at his best.

Even to this day, whatever challenges and responsibilities he faces in work and in life, he tackles with the same energy, enthusiasm and insatiably positive attitude. He is a wonderful family man with a beautiful wife and children and he has done extremely well for himself since leaving football.

Roger and I are like son and father—or, I’d prefer to say, brothers. It’s a very, very close relationship. He is a true representative of the game of football and of the San Francisco 49ers during that magical time in the franchise’s history.

BILL WALSH

Editor’s note: Bill Walsh passed away on July 30, 2007, at the age of 75.
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INTRODUCTION

I had just finished my first season covering the 49ers when I began hearing rumblings that one of the most respected players in franchise history was working out in hopes of making a comeback.

It was early in 1996. The 49ers had just suffered a disheartening 27-17 loss to the upstart Green Bay Packers in an NFC divisional playoff game. The 49ers had virtually no running game, forcing quarterback Steve Young to attempt an NFL playoff-record 65 passes. He also led the team in rushing with 77 yards.

It was the story of the season, really. Although the 49ers finished with an 11-5 record, they were one-dimensional on offense.

Derek Loville was the team’s leading rusher, and he averaged 3.3 yards a carry. Fullback William Floyd was lost in the middle of the season with a knee injury. Ricky Ervins, Adam Walker, Jamal Willis, Dexter Carter and Anthony Lynn were also given shots at carrying the ball.

About a month after the season, I saw Roger Craig at a Bay Area restaurant having lunch. I quickly drove home to pick up a notepad and tape recorder and went back to the restaurant and waited for him in the parking lot.

After introducing myself as a reporter, I proceeded to ask him if what I was hearing was correct. Was he really serious about making a return to the NFL to play for the 49ers?

Roger confirmed the whispers I had heard from within the organization. The next day the story was picked up by the wire services and ESPN reported it on SportsCenter.

I’ll admit, at first I was skeptical of Roger’s intentions. Not knowing him personally, I initially figured Roger was another self-absorbed athlete who was out to recapture the glory that was missing from his post-football life. Or perhaps, he was just in it for the big paychecks that come along with a spot in the NFL.

But what I discovered was that Roger was talking about returning to play professional football for only one reason: He wanted to help his team.

Make no mistake, Roger might have played a season with the Los Angeles Raiders and two with the Minnesota Vikings to end his career, but his team was always the San Francisco 49ers.

He played his final season with the Vikings in 1993. In August of the following year, Roger reported to the 49ers’ summer home in Rocklin, California, to sign a contract with the team.

His playing days were over, but the 49ers agreed to sign Roger to a contract to provide symbolic closure to his career. Now he was officially retiring as a member of the 49ers.

“He was a man who, when he played, was the epitome of the San Francisco 49ers,” former owner Eddie DeBartolo said on that day. “He did everything that was asked of him.”

That is why two full NFL seasons later, Roger was ready to don 49ers colors once again. But the only reason he was willing to return to the rigors of the NFL was because he thought he could help a team looking for a running back to replace Ricky Watters, who had left following the 49ers’ Super Bowl season of 1994.

Replace Ricky Watters with Roger Craig? What a great idea.

Roger’s idea was to sign a contract for the NFL minimum and practice twice a day in the searing heat of Rocklin, and if the 49ers thought he could help the team, fine. If they thought he could not contribute, he would return to his successful life outside of football.

Most veteran players would do anything possible to avoid going to training camp. Roger was eager for the opportunity to return for the unglamorous part of playing in the NFL.

“Let me prove myself, and may the best man win,” said Roger, who made a career out of proving himself and re-proving himself during his eight seasons with the 49ers. “I can still catch the ball and do everything the same. I’m available when they call.”

Roger watched the 49ers every week during that 1995 season. It was clear to him that the offense was lacking a running back who could get down the field and catch passes to take the pressure off Jerry Rice.

“That’s what they need,” Roger said in the restaurant parking lot. “When Ricky Watters played, they were zoning him, and that opened up the offense.”

No running back in league history had forced defenses to respect his pass-catching skills like Roger, who felt healthy and explosive after two years of avoiding the week-to-week punishment of playing in the NFL.

That call never came.

Maybe he could have helped the 49ers in 1996. We will never know. The 49ers decided to move in another direction. They traded for Terry Kirby in the offseason, but that never really solved their problems, either. The 49ers’ next reliable back arrived the following year when Garrison Hearst signed as a free agent.

Roger Craig was the ultimate team player during his seasons with the 49ers. Even in retirement he had the organization’s best interests at heart.

That is why when I had the opportunity to work on a book about the 49ers, it was only natural that Roger Craig should be the individual to have his stories chronicled.

After all, Roger Craig is the epitome of the 49ers.

MATT MAIOCCO


Chapter 1

THE PROTOTYPE

When I was coming into the NFL in 1983, the running back position was a lot different from today. Back then, if you were a running back, you ran the ball. That was pretty much all that was asked of you. My versatility was never really put to the test at the University of Nebraska, where we churned out yards on the ground with the help of some of the biggest and most talented offensive lines in college football.

But with Coach Bill Walsh, an offensive mastermind who was acquiring the pieces for his puzzle, the San Francisco 49ers were changing the way football was to be played.

And clearly, this was not just a fad around the NFL.

The running back had to do a little bit of everything in Coach Walsh’s revolutionary system. I am very proud of my role in helping to shape the way the game is now played, with the added emphasis on running backs who can catch the ball out of the backfield.

Look around the NFL today and you’ll see every team using elements of the West Coast Offense. Look around the NFL today and you’ll see running backs doing what I helped make popular back in the 1980s.

I take a lot of pride in leading the way for the great running backs of today. Not only are those players among the league leaders in rushing, they also amass a large number of pass receptions and are invaluable members of their respective offenses.

Coach Walsh has called me the “prototype” running back for his system. Of course, I had the physical gifts, but it also took a lot of hard work to get to the point where Coach Walsh and the 49ers could depend on me year in and year out.

After having an up-and-down college career, during which only a small percentage of my talents were displayed, I knew I was going to have to earn everything on my own at the next level. But until I went to the 49ers and to Coach Walsh, I had no idea what the level of my true potential was.

Disappointing Senior Year

After rushing for 1,060 yards in my junior season at Nebraska, I had high hopes—and Heisman hopes—as a senior. But I was unable to fulfill those dreams because I moved to fullback to begin my senior season. In Nebraska’s offense, the fullback did not have nearly the diversified role as the position I would play with the 49ers. My job was primarily to block for Mike Rozier, with whom I shared time as the featured back the previous season.

Early in my senior year, I sustained an ankle injury, forcing me to miss three games. I did not get my starting job back when I was healthy enough to get back onto the field. Later in the season, Mike got injured in a game at Hawaii and I stepped into my familiar role as the featured halfback. Hawaii was beating us 16-0 to start the second half. I ended up carrying 18 times for 127 yards and a touchdown, and we came back to pull out the big road victory.

Our next game was a few weeks later when we played in the Orange Bowl against LSU. Mike was healthy again, and Coach Tom Osborne decided to play him at halfback. I was disappointed, but I also figured that the campaign for Mike to win the Heisman Trophy the following season had already begun. In fact, he did win the Heisman in 1983. He went on to make two Pro Bowls and rushed for 4,400 yards in eight NFL seasons with Houston and Atlanta.

I was disappointed that I did not have the kind of senior year I had envisioned, but with that one game against Hawaii, I showed a glimpse of what I could do. I began to focus on impressing the NFL scouts.

I was invited to play in the Hula Bowl and the Senior Bowl. I went to the Hula Bowl and played well enough that I did not need to go to the Senior Bowl and risk another injury before the NFL draft in April of 1983.

Preparing to Join 49ers

With my primary job as a blocker in the Nebraska offense, I rushed for only 586 yards as a senior. Instead, I had to make my mark with a couple good workouts at the NFL scouting combines.

I saw some publications that would rank the top running backs, and I was generally No. 3 behind Eric Dickerson and Curt Warner. I continued to work out and run and catch some passes so I’d be ready for the draft.

About three weeks prior the draft, I read in Sports Illustrated that the 49ers thought I was the prototype for the kind of back they wanted—a player who was big, strong, fast and willing to block.

“Wow, the 49ers are interested,” I thought. “Maybe I should start catching more passes.”

I caught only 16 passes in four seasons at Nebraska, but I knew the 49ers liked to throw passes to their running backs. During my daily workouts, I’d catch at least 100 passes a day. Basically, I was preparing to become a member of the San Francisco 49ers.

On draft day, Dickerson and Warner went with the second and third overall picks to the Los Angeles Rams and Seattle Seahawks, respectively. I was hoping to be selected shortly after them, but luckily I had to wait for several more hours.

Waiting for my name to be called was agonizing, but eventually I would be satisfied with what fate had dealt me. Still, it was difficult to see other running backs being drafted ahead of me. Philadelphia selected Michael Haddix at No. 8; Detroit took James Jones five spots later; then Gary Anderson went to San Diego with the 20th overall pick.

The 49ers did not have a pick in the first round. There weren’t any other running backs taken for a while. But before the 49th pick of the draft, which coincidentally happened to belong to the 49ers, the phone rang.

Coach Bill Walsh was on the line. He asked if I wanted to be a 49er. I said, “Hell, yeah!”

Perfect Fit

The 49ers were the perfect team for me. They really did not have any standout running backs in 1982, so I knew there were no superstars like Walter Payton against whom I had to compete for playing time. I had to report to training camp prepared to make an immediate contribution.

The year the 49ers won the Super Bowl in 1981, Ricky Patton was the leading rusher with 543 yards. The next season, when they played just nine games because of the strike, Jeff Moore led the team with 281 yards. Earl Cooper might have been their best back, but he was still trying to get comfortable at one position because he had been used at both fullback and tight end.

There was going to be an opportunity for me to play immediately, but I knew I had to develop my pass-catching skills. After all, the 49ers didn’t know if I had good hands because I was never called upon to catch the ball in college.

Developing Into My Role

Around the time of the draft, the 49ers acquired veteran halfback Wendell Tyler in a trade with the Los Angeles Rams for two draft picks. That meant that I would go to the 49ers as a fullback, and at six feet, 222 pounds, I was ready to do anything Coach Walsh asked of me.

When I reported to training camp with all the other rookies, it was three days before the veterans were scheduled to show up. I wanted to make an impression and feel comfortable before the entire team got there.

Paul Hackett was the 49ers’ offensive coordinator and quarterbacks coach, and he taught me the offense. He also got me ready for what I would experience in my role with this team. He threw me hundreds of passes over three days. I dropped three balls the whole time.

Coach Walsh was right there. He saw that I could catch the football. In his offense, he needed a versatile fullback who could catch the ball when something wasn’t open down the field. Much of the offense’s success in the early 1980s was built around the fullback.

And all those passes I caught in my workouts after my senior year at Nebraska paid off. My rookie season with the 49ers, I was the team’s second leading receiver with 48 catches—three times more passes than I caught in four years at Nebraska.

Voluminous Playbook

I was blown away when I caught my first glimpse of the 49ers’ playbook. At Nebraska, where we had a lot more running plays than passing plays, we really did not have much to learn.

But with the 49ers, it was like I had just completed my work at a university and began pursuing a postgraduate degree in the NFL. Everything with the 49ers was so detail oriented that you really had to pay attention during classroom time. After all, one misstep could destroy the whole play.

I quickly realized that the system was so complex, it forced us to study hard and learn all of our responsibilities. But even that wasn’t enough. We also had to learn everybody else’s responsibilities.

Everybody had to be accountable on every play. If I picked up the wrong guy on a blitz, that could have ended up being the final play of Joe Montana’s career.

Our coaches did a great job of getting us to feel comfortable with the offense. Sherm Lewis, our running backs coach at the time, took the time to tutor me and break down the offense. He stressed the fundamentals of the game. We worked on the basic plays and the basic formations before moving onto the more complex plays and formations. He wanted to emphasize the foundation of the entire offense—the passing routes, different holes to run through, and pass protections—before we started to learn the other stuff, which would become the icing on the cake.

Learning the Intricacies

As a rookie with the 49ers, I found myself thinking about small details of the game that I had always taken for granted at the high school and college levels. Quarterback Joe Montana and Wendell Tyler were especially helpful in getting me to recognize the importance of the little things.

After practice, Joe and I would work on little facets of the game that probably get overlooked by today’s athletes. We used to spend time working on play-action fakes. Coach Walsh made me understand what I had to do as a player and what my role would be. I knew I wasn’t going to carry the ball 30 times a game, so I had to learn to do all the little things.

[image: image]

Joe Montana and I spent a lot of time practicing all the little things, such as taking hand offs and play-action fakes. (Photo by Brad Mangin)

Coach Walsh said he brought me to the 49ers for my toughness and attitude. He had a way of getting guys to fit into his mold for the family, and he clearly had a vision of how he would use my skills to complement the rest of the team.

My primary duty was to be a blocker for Wendell, but I think I shocked a lot of people with my versatility. I proved I could block, catch and run. I had to adapt to the new style of offense, so I spent a lot of time working on all the subtleties of the position.

Wendell was a good guy to follow. Being a veteran running back, he held my hand a little and led by example. I learned a lot from him, especially looking at the way he practiced and how he hit the holes. Because he was coming from the Rams, he was also learning a new system, so we were able to help each other.
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