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Our dreams were born when we were kids. We lived those dreams. We dedicate this account to our own kids and pray they will have a chance to live a dream like we did.

We also dedicate it to the memory of Tom Landry in hopes that his life priorities (faith, family and football) will survive the test of time. When asked what he’d like on his tombstone, Landry replied, “At some point in time, I’d like my players to say, ‘The coach was right.’”

He was, you know.


Foreword

By Roger Staubach

It was no coincidence that as soon as Cliff Harris and Charlie Waters joined the Dallas Cowboys in 1970, we competed in five Super Bowls in the next eight years. Charlie and Cliff anchored our secondary as twin safeties during those championship seasons.

Harris and Waters might as well have been actual brothers or even twins. They were so inseparable on and off the field that you almost thought of them as a single entity. Cliff and Charlie could have co-starred in the movie Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.

Great players often spring from humble origins. So it was with this rare pair who both ultimately became known for their propensity for big plays in big games. They both made All-Pro and were respected throughout the league for their many Pro Bowl appearances. However, in the beginning, neither was a sure-shot future star.

Harris was a free agent from tiny Ouachita Baptist University in Arkansas. When overlooked in the NFL draft, Cliff ultimately proved them all wrong by becoming one of the best free safeties ever. Waters came as a third-round choice—a quarterback-turned-receiver—at Clemson. Nor was he finished changing positions in the NFL. Charlie started out as a cornerback before he found comfort and stardom at strong safety.

Cliff changed the way free safeties play the position. I think he’s Hall of Fame material because of it. He gave us more flexibility on defense because he could play the run. He made lots of tackles near the line of scrimmage. He was not one-dimensional, like old-school, deep-center safeties. That allowed coach Tom Landry to design our defenses a bit differently because he had run support from Cliff along with pass defense.

Harris showed that safeties didn’t have to just hang back to prevent long passes and make interceptions. A safety could mix it up and become an intimidating factor physically along with being a ball hawk. Cliff showed how to do it, which is how he got his nickname of Captain Crash. We knew he’d rather put a big hit on someone than intercept a pass.

I remember Cliff saying, “If you step in front of a receiver and intercept a pass, he’ll be a little upset. But if you blast him, turn his helmet around, then he’ll be looking for you. A good hit just makes my job easier. After a hit, I ask, ‘Was it worth it?’”

Charlie was an Xs and Os student. Charlie should be a coach today because he was like a coach when he played. He understood the game, and not only from strong safety. He knew the other 10 positions on defense. And they were as important to him as his own place in the overall scheme.

“The most important thing,” Waters once said, “is not my individual performance, but to make sure everybody plays the right defense.”

Waters was like Bob Lilly and Randy White—misplaced in his original position. Lilly flowered after moving from defensive end to tackle, and White moved from linebacker to tackle. Before settling as a gifted strong safety, Charlie knew tough times at cornerback.

He once put the cornerback experience in wry terms by saying: “If you learn by mistakes, I ought to be a genius.”

At crunch time, Cliff and Charlie were there and always seemed to make the critical plays. Cliff’s calling card was the big hit, while Charlie’s became the interception. Waters made 50 career interceptions, including an NFL-record nine during playoffs. He turned many games with a stolen pass, fumble recovery or blocked punt.

Both of these guys were as competitive as I was. Cliff and I used to compete just jogging around the field to get warmed up. We both wanted to win the jog. I knew Cliff was faster, so I’d take off when he wasn’t ready and listen to him complain later.

Passing drills were just as competitive. I think that was healthy. It always helped me in practice to throw against people who went full out in the secondary. Cliff and Charlie played the way they practiced—at top speed. They were the best safeties I ever played against. They made me better.

They supported each other on the field, knew exactly where the other would be and how he’d react. They had an uncommon, often unspoken communion that allowed each to adjust instinctively. Cliff and Charlie knew the scheme so well, that they even made up some new coverages during a game.

Their tales share an inside look at the complex personality of the great Tom Landry and offer a unique angle of our (America’s) team. It includes stories that have never been told, yarns about teammates and rival players, big games and Super Bowls, and humorous replays of incidents from an era when we were all a lot younger. But none are better than the tale of the twin safeties—Cliff and Charlie.
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Introduction

By Cliff Harris

The Game Today

The wintry holiday season is the crescendo to a fall football season with all the exciting college bowl games and the NFL playoff games taking place. They all seem to be at different tempos than the games played the rest of the year, finally climaxing with the Super Bowl now held in early February.

The game of football is thriving with loaded stadiums, and there are bowl games and playoff games all over the TV, with coverage on 10 or 12 stations. With the recent change to a national college playoff system, there seems to be even more interest in the game. Hopefully the changes to the rules in response to concerns over the prevalence of concussions will enable players to be healthier and the popularity of the game to remain strong.

To me, the NFC and AFC Championship games are the most entertaining games to watch all year. There is a certain intensity that cannot be matched in any other game, including the Super Bowl. During my era we won 5 NFC championship games and I played in 7. I think back about those games and remember how exciting they all were.

The Super Bowl is a game that defines many players’ lives. Your play in a Super Bowl is often a reflection of your career. The press is there every day to visit with you about who you are and what you are going to do in the big game. Your predictions, statements, and play are certainly scrutinized and magnified for many years to come.

At this year’s Super Bowl many interesting feelings flowed through my body and mind. I thought about how fortunate I was to play for the Dallas Cowboys and to play in five Super Bowls.

The Cliff Harris Award … What “IT” Takes

Today, I realize I have been blessed. To be as healthy as I am considering my style of play with the intensity and my reckless nature and lack of fear, I must be. I certainly could have been seriously injured so many times.

I realize that I know more now than I did then about the odds that were stacked against me to even have a chance to get a tryout to play pro football.

Since the previous iteration of our book, the Cliff Harris Award has been created, which allows me and my committee to determine the best defensive player in small colleges across the nation. A trophy is presented to the best defensive small college player of the year in Division II, Division III, and NAIA. There are approximately 500 small colleges in all of these divisions. At the end of every year athletic directors and sports information directors from coast to coast all across the United States from every division send to us their choices regarding their top players. There are generally around 125 nominees. The nominees are incredible players. After hours of poring over the stats we find in our final group, there are many All-Conference and Division Players of the Year, two-year All-Americans, and several times Players of the Week. The process has become very difficult and there has been much exhausting time spent to fairly determine a winner. Several of my famous former teammates, as well as some of my fierce competitors, now friends from other teams, study all the choices so that we can pick a winner at the end of the season, by Christmas Eve every year.

Going through the qualifications while looking at all these great players makes me realize the talent that is available all over the nation and yet, most of these young men do not even get a chance to try out or even go to a training camp. Bringing recognition to these small colleges and these young men is the main reason that I give the Award. I also find it humorous to think that I did not even have enough honors when I played in college to even be considered to win my own award.

At the packed dedication ceremony dinner the room was full of athletes of all levels receiving awards—high school, college and others aspiring for a chance at pro football. Before giving my Award, I spoke about having “IT,” something special that winners have. Is “IT” heart, passion, and intensity? I believe yes, and that there is something else involved in the making of these players that take them to the highest levels of achievement in anything.

In my many years at the Cowboys training camp I’d seen a great number of tremendous athletes competing to make the team. They have great ability, but very few have “IT.” I knew during my time with the Cowboys who on my team and which opponents had that special something that made them stand out, “IT.”

I told these young athletes how difficult it was to make a pro team and that very few would even have a chance to try out. If they had “IT,” they would certainly make the team.

Making the roster of a pro football team does certainly take “IT,” but there are also many other factors involved. First, an athlete must have the size, strength, and speed, plus most importantly, durability. Football is a game of tolerating pain and performing at top levels even when you are hurting. There is an old saying in football, “You must know the difference between pain and injury.” Many thought there is no such thing as “injury.”

Fortunately, I was blessed with a very durable body, and though I made it through most of my years with only relatively minor injuries—broken hand, broken ribs, sprained knee, a few concussions—in my last years I had a worsening neck injury that could have left me permanently paralyzed and actually ended my career. It is as simple as, you must be able to play and perform to make the team.

Another factor is having a spot for you available; either a team has a specific need in a certain position that fits your skill set or that you are good enough to beat out an existing player or that the coaches see a spot for you in the future after some years of development.

A “Thinking” Process

Having a system that fit your characteristics and style was critical. In my case, the Landry “Flex” system was designed perfectly to fit my strengths and nature. One of the options open in the Cowboys’ defensive scheme was the free safety position or another possibility was to move an existing player into a new role.

When I came to training camp my rookie year, there was a spot open, free safety. The Cowboys coaches were considering moving Mel Renfro to safety from his stellar play at corner. That is a typical coach’s move for players, to go from corner to safety. The Hall of Famer was one of the best athletes that has ever played for the Cowboys. He was a supreme cover corner, though he was not a physical type of player. If they had moved him, he probably would have been an All-Pro safety but, thank goodness for me, he made an even better cornerback.

Tom Landry’s “Flex” defense was a very coordinated, well-oiled machine; at every position one had a clearly defined role and quickly moved to a specific spot when the ball was snapped that perfectly meshed with all the other players. There was no weak spot, theoretically. Sometimes we felt that we were all just cogs in the “Flex” wheel, just replaceable parts in a clock. Knowing that we were “cogs” and could be replaced was an insecurity that drove and enhanced our performance.

Tom Landry was a defensive back who played for the New York Giants in the ’50s. I believe he saw something of himself in me and that I helped complete the puzzle of his “Flex” coordinated defense. I got it, the “Flex,” and understood very well how it worked. I was a player that filled the gaps or holes that were created when a player made a mistake and could not make it to his defined “spot” or play his role after the snap of the ball. Human error or one of our guys getting beaten, was something that did not happen when the defense was drawn up on the chalk board, something the “Flex” did not account for. Being beaten by an opponent or mistakes where players went the wrong way were not calculated in the synchronized perfect “Flex” system.

I was given an innate ability, maybe a primal instinct, when the ball was snapped and as the blur of a play was developing I could quickly diagnose where it was going and where to go to stop it and then make an impact when I got there. When a linebacker or one of the defensive linemen was cut off and could not make it to his spot, I would be there to fill in the “gap” in his “perfect” system.

The “Flex” fit me in many other ways as well. Disguise was a key component to the Flex’s success. From a free safety’s standpoint keeping a quarterback guessing as to where you were going and the role you were playing, costing the QB the extra milliseconds trying to figure out what you were doing, meant more time for our very talented defensive linemen and linebackers to get to and sack the QB.

The “Flex” had so many different looks and complicated defenses a QB never really knew where to attack its weakness. When the ball was snapped and I would make a move by running in one direction, this would give the QB an impression that we were in a certain pass defense that maybe looked as if I was helping one cornerback on inside routes, when in fact, my responsibility was on the other side of the field. I would turn, spin around, and help Charlie Waters on a deep route of the tight end. Then, because of the uncertainty of what I was doing, the QB might momentarily freeze, which would give time for Bob Lilly, Lee Roy, Randy White, or others in our group of talented guys to pull a confused QB down. Of course, having an incredible pass rush and pressure on the QB worked in my favor and allowed me to take these risks.

It was truly a game of “cat and mouse” between me and the QB and the offensive coordinator upstairs in the booth. I could almost hear them saying “dang” or worse. After the QB was trapped after a hesitation, I could hear them saying “wow, just when I thought Cliff was going to the strongside to help Mel, he spun around and helped Charlie on the weakside.” … It was so much fun.

Around the league, because my competition with the QB was not a physical as much as it was a mental game, anticipating every play was, in fact, more like a chess match between me and the QB. This is one reason that I became friends with many of the QBs around the league. However, not so with the wide receivers. They required an entirely different mentality … it was a more physical approach, so they would be no longer be anxious to venture into my territory.
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Receivers required a more physical approach. AP Photo

A Dynamic Duo

Charlie Waters came in my rookie year and replaced me in my spot as free safety while I was fulfilling my military obligation, and later we teamed up, with him playing at corner. Ultimately though, we became a very effective safety duo when he moved over and became an All-Pro strong safety. By us working together in his many different positions made for a perfect scenario when we became safeties. We had much fun and success working up many schemes to confuse opposing QBs.

Another subtle element to performing well was the ability to “take coaching.” Many people in life have a hard time taking criticism. For me, I knew that pointing out my mistakes and not making the same mistakes again certainly made me a better player. My performance was a constant improvement process of eliminating mistakes and refining positive skills.

I had a very strong-willed and forceful coach in Gene Stallings. He was not only an unquestionably great teacher and coach but also an honorable man and my mentor, who is a good friend today. We did, however, have a few moments of disagreement, generally about running certain defenses one way or another, the way I wanted to do it and the way he wanted me to do it … When he wanted me to move one way in a certain defense and I wanted to move another, or I wanted to run one defense and he wanted another, he would always have a quiet reply—“Go talk to Tom about it.” Sometimes when he really wanted us to do something, he would tell Charlie and me, “Now pay attention. It’s just a little thang but …” He was great fun during those years and even more now today.

The Landry Approach

As for Coach Landry, he would have a much more subtle and less direct, but forceful approach. He wanted to let me know in his own way not to be too aggressive on one of my favorite defenses to run, which was a Flex Weak 34. That specific defensive was designed for me to take away the deep routes on the strong side of a “Brown” formation. Simply, when the ball was snapped, from my position, I would run laterally across the field from the weak side to the strong side of the offensive formation and give support to the inside routes, like the post route, to the strong side corner and at the same time, help the strong safety with any deep routes of the tight end.

This was the type of defense that gave me the latitude to make my movements look like another defense. The goal, therefore, was to confuse the opponent for those few split seconds. That would give our crushing defensive linemen the opportunity to trap the QB or cause him to potentially throw the ball up for grabs.

We would run this defense typically on “Brown,” because it primarily was a running formation but had a very challenging play action pass associated with it. The “34” was signaled on the field by holding up one hand with 4 fingers extended. The “Brown” look was where the FB lined up directly behind the QB and the halfback was lined up on the weakside behind the weakside tackle.

We knew, dictated from our computerized printouts, the most often run play from “Brown” was the fullback running “off tackle” to the weak side. That was a play that I loved to come up and make the tackle on. When I would see the play developing I hit it fast and would quickly come up and try to make the tackle on the FB right at the line of scrimmage.

Coach Landry’s issue was not my making the tackle on the run but the fake run with a play action, it was the deep pass to the post on the strong side exactly where I was supposed to be covering. The play was called a “Fake” Slant 34, Wing Post. Therefore, if it wasn’t the run play I expected and I was faked out I would turn and see a deep pass over my head; where I was supposed to be helping, the corner would most certainly end up a TD pass.

In trying to help me understand the significance of making sure I made the play on the deep pass and minor insignificance of making the tackle at the line of scrimmage, Coach Landry in his subtle and quiet but firm way, told me, “Cliff, you know you have deep responsibility to help the corner on the deep post route when we play Flex Weak 34.” He was trying to point out to me that I had to make the post route or I was in trouble if it was a pass and not a run. I knew what he was saying and merely answered, “Yes sir.” He was telling me you can be aggressive as you want but … don’t make a mistake! I got it!

There was always a fine line in my style of play. I took chances based on my ability to quickly analyze the plays. If I had been wrong, as Coach Landry was telling me, I would have been on the bench, not the field. I would not say that I was right every time, but I guess I was right more times than I was wrong.

A Moment to Remember

When I look back on my life and think about my incredible time with the Cowboys, what first comes to my mind is a vision of the very end of Super Bowl XII. I was in the new Superdome in New Orleans in 1978, after the 1977 season. We were beating the Denver Broncos 24-10 in the 4th quarter with only a few minutes left and the clock ticking down.

The atmosphere seemed mystic with the fans all going crazy, and there was a palpable electricity. I remember we were huddled on the field; it was between plays when I took a moment to look around and see the bright field but dimly lit stands of the Superdome. It was filled with screaming, berserk fans dressed in completely contrasting colors, either Cowboys Blue or Orange Crush. Craig Morton, Broncos QB, poked his head up and looked at me before they broke their huddle. As I looked around, suddenly time slowed down, I glanced up, and I saw the clock with the seconds slowly ticking away. At that moment, I thought about my life. This is such a great time! Even with victory in our hands, I said to myself, I wish we could just play one more quarter. As crazy as that may sound, I truly wanted that to happen. I didn’t want the game to end and was enjoying playing and performing under the pressure it created, knowing that this was my seventh year in the league and my time as a Dallas Cowboy was coming to an end. I had lived the timeframe of a whole life yet in only a few years as a professional football player. In ordinary life, I had come in as a fearless young man, a rookie, with no experience, and all I had to rely on was my innate talent and skill. Then, as the years passed and I matured and gained more experience, I began to better figure out the “system” and make it work for me by using more cunning thinking and less energy to win my “strategic” game on the field.

“A Gift”

Such is the way of life. In every occupation, you come in eager and ready to go but inexperienced, wasting time and energy; eventually, you learn from your mistakes and become more savvy, efficient, and effective.

I truly had the chance to live completely another lifetime, and now I am very happy in another phase of still another life not in football. I will be eternally grateful for my now seemingly unreal years in my “lifetime” spent with the Dallas Cowboys and all of the incredible opportunities and wonderful life it has given me in “today’s” life.

I do not and will not ever take any of it for granted. My time with the Dallas Cowboys has given me the experience to know how to live and how to manage this second stage of my life. Accepting and knowing how to learn from your mistakes, making the most of your opportunity, and growing is the key to success and happiness. I am not saying that life does not have disappointments; it does, and you just have to fight through them and make the best of any situation and say your prayers.


CHAPTER 1

The Early Years

[image: images] Bob Lilly and the Rookie

Bob Lilly was the foundation from which Tom Landry built his famous Doomsday Defense—a “thinking man’s” defense. Bob was not only a very talented athlete, but he was also an inspiring leader. When Bob said something in a meeting, everyone listened and really took what he said to heart. He was one of the few who would stand up and vocalize his opinion about our game plan. He was there from the very beginning of the team and was frustrated with the can’t-make-it-to-the-big-one criticism. He was the driving force and was very focused on making the Cowboys a championship team.

Lilly was a legend even before I came to the Cowboys. I will never forget the first time I saw him. I don’t really know what I expected him to look like, but Bob was not built like a muscleman. He was a redheaded, ruggedly handsome guy with a long barrel chest that was the same size from his neck to his waist. He was fair-skinned and freckled. In training camp, Bob cut squares out of his pants in a checkerboard fashion to keep cool. I don’t know if it worked, but it looked pretty funny when he took his pants off and his white legs had red, sunburned checkerboard squares all over them.

One of the most exciting moments of my Cowboy career—I’ll never forget it—was finding out I made the team and getting to start my first game at the same time.

After several weeks of a really tough training camp, the time came to make the final cut. There were three defensive safeties who were in the running to make the team: Charlie Waters, Richmond Flowers (an Olympic hurdler from the University of Tennessee) and me. Richmond was a second-year player, which meant he knew the system. Charlie and I relied on Richmond’s experience, insight and wisdom anticipating the coaches’ next moves. Authoritatively, he told us what was going to happen: They (the coaches) are going to cut one of us, one is going to the taxi squad, and the other has a chance to make the starting lineup. Hearing this from Richmond, I will never forget my anxiety in the meeting when Landry began to announce the team. The room was filled with nervous players wondering about their futures and whether they might be going back home. Landry stood up and began to announce the starting lineup. He named me as the starting free safety for the Dallas Cowboys. I wanted to stand up and yell, but I kept my cool.

My first home game of the 1970 regular season as a Dallas Cowboy was against the New York Giants in the Cotton Bowl. Though I was a starter, I still played on the specialty teams. I went down on the first kickoff and made the tackle. Then I ran off the field. I was standing next to Coach Landry on the sidelines looking at the defensive huddle at the 20-yard line. Coach Landry looked over at me and very calmly said, “Cliff, don’t you think you need to go in?” I was so excited that I forgot to stay in on defense.

[image: images]

Cliff’s roommate, Pat Toomay, steady Larry Cole, and the great Bob Lilly. Photo courtesy of Cowboys Weekly

I sprinted onto the field and broke into the huddle just as Lee Roy Jordan was calling the defensive signals. That moment will forever be frozen in my mind. When I took my position in the circle with the Cowboys’ defensive stars, I was bent over at the waist with my hands on my knees. I was looking right into Bob Lilly’s face. He looked over at me very seriously and said, “Rookie, we’re going to the Super Bowl this year, and I don’t want you to screw it up. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

We did, in fact, go to the Super Bowl that year, but were beaten by the Baltimore Colts. At the end of the game, Lilly threw his helmet a record 40 yards in disgust, but we were on our way. We had beaten the Cowboy no-Super Bowl curse.

[image: images] Starr Struck

My first preseason game as a pro athlete was against the Green Bay Packers—the same Green Bay Packers that were coached by the legendary Vince Lombardi. We all grew up watching Bart Starr, Paul Hornung, Fuzzy Thurston, Boyd Dowler, Jim Taylor—household names. Because I was a quarterback in college, it was natural for me to idolize Bart Starr, the Packers’ Hall of Fame quarterback. I was just 20 years old, and Starr had to be 34 when we played them.

I was sent into the game halfway through the first quarter. Bart Starr was scheduled to play only the first half. When we broke the huddle and I dropped back to my safety position, the rush of excitement overwhelmed me as I realized that I was actually on the field with the greatest quarterback in the NFL. I gathered myself and settled into the job at hand, careful about being blinded by awe.

The first two plays were running plays—the famous Green Bay sweep. We stopped them clean. The two failed runs left Starr’s Packers with a third-and-nine situation. He dropped back and looked downfield for an open receiver. Four seconds into the play, Starr was still in the pocket. He raised the ball to throw, but changed his mind and tucked it under his arm, simultaneously stepping up. After two steps, the pocket was closing and nobody was open, so Bart Starr elected to make a rare scramble in an attempt to gain the first down.

[image: images]

Bart Starr—my hero. Photo © Vernon J. Biever

When he crossed the line of scrimmage he started veering toward the sideline. I closed in on him, hemming him in.

He and I both saw the first-down marker, so the collision occurred about two yards short of the stick. He was lunging for that marker, and I was exploding to keep him from it. We collided, and I drove him toward the row of photographers bordering the playing field. We slid a good four to five yards on the slick artificial turf, with me on top of him.

When we came to a halt, we were facing each other, helmet to helmet, and Bart said, “Nice hit!”

The kid inside me took over and I replied, “Thanks! Could I have your autograph?”

He chuckled and answered, “Maybe after the game.”

[image: images] Signing Bonus

The management of the Dallas Cowboys, and in particular Gil Brandt, vice-president of personnel development, did some things that looked pretty bizarre to their competition, such as drafting a quarterback when he was locked into a four-year wartime commission as a naval officer. When you do such things and they don’t work out, people think you’re crazy or stupid. But if they do work, you’re a visionary—you’re thinking outside the box. The success that the Cowboys had with the likes of Roger Staubach speaks for itself. I don’t know if we can classify Gil Brandt as a visionary or not, but I do know he was a good negotiator who flirted with being just a little slimy.

The Cowboy players had a saying: “Gil Brandt knew we loved the game so much that we would play for nothing…so that’s what he paid us, nothing.” After I was drafted in the third round out of Clemson, it was Gil’s job to try to sign me. Only the first-round picks used agents, so he was dealing directly with me. The entire package Brandt offered amounted to $12,000—not bad money for those days.

Brandt was a smooth operator, at least compared to kids 20 years his junior—the ones he was negotiating with. His smoothness bordered on slick. But make no mistake; he was really good at what he did. He hailed from the Big D, a high-profile city, considered to be a “happening place.”
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