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To Ella, the best daughter in the universe.

The future is bright because you will help change the world.


Preface

TOLL

There are many heroes in this story. Some of the names, like Colin Kaepernick and Eric Reid, you may know. There are others you may not. One of those is Kenny Stills. Of all the heroes in this inspiring, sad, tumultuous tale, he is one of the most unique.

When Kaepernick began protesting in 2016, changing the sports world and attracting the attention of US presidents, world leaders, civil rights activists, NFL leadership, and white nationalists, Stills seemed like an unlikely candidate to join Kaepernick and other NFL players taking a knee. He grew up near a military base in San Diego, California, a staunch military town. His mentor, like a father to Stills, was a marine for over twenty years. The protests were often portrayed by right-wing media as anti-cop and anti-military. This was far from the truth, yet the narrative was set.

“I don’t think you should do this,” the former marine told him. “They seem like they’re against the military.”

“They’re not,” Stills told him. “They just want change. They just want the police to stop killing us.”

“I felt that if I did nothing,” Stills says now, “I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. I didn’t want to look back at my life and say, ‘You could have done something. But you didn’t. You were a coward.’”

Stills prepared for what he knew would be an arduous trip, from a relatively unknown wide receiver for the Miami Dolphins to a well-known and revered freedom fighter to some, and ungrateful anti-cop, anti-military, anti-American troublemaker to others. Like other NFL players, like Kaepernick, he didn’t care. The league needed player voices to counter what was a plague of police violence against people of color, and he was going to be part of the chorus—even if it cost him.

Stills began reading extensively about the civil rights movement and any lessons that could be gleamed and utilized for this fight. He listened to Malcolm X’s biography on audiobook. He traveled to various places in the South that were epicenters of the fights for civil rights in the 1960s. He went to the Lorraine Motel where Martin Luther King Jr. was killed. He walked across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, where protesters were assaulted by police. He read the biography of Congressman John Lewis, one of the men attacked that day in Selma.

Stills looked inward too. In a mini documentary he made in 2018 titled Kenny Stills, he spoke of the impact police brutality, and to a larger degree racism, had on people of color: “I don’t think people really understand what it’s like to look in the mirror and feel like you’re not important, nobody gives a shit,” said Stills. “If you didn’t play football, you’re irrelevant, because of your skin tone. I didn’t choose this [skin]. I was born [like] this. This is me. Did I do something wrong? Or I was just born, so I’m wrong?”

He also listened to the opinions of not just teammates and friends but family as well. All while continuing to work with kids, at the time, in the Miami community. No Dolphins player had donated more time working with the community than Stills. It was a normal scene for Stills to leave practice and drive directly to a charity or community event.

It’s in this space, and in this time, where heroes are birthed, though not always recognized, and where sacrifices are made, though not always seen. Kaepernick and Reid’s bravery were the ignition source, but a handful of players—maybe five to seven total out of the approximately 1,700 active NFL players—kept protesting for several years after Kaepernick first took a knee to protest an unjust criminal justice system and the shootings of unarmed people of color by the police. Stills was one of those players.

He refused to lose his sense of independence and wanted to do what he believed was right, even after it was revealed that Miami Dolphins owner Stephen Ross, a Donald Trump supporter, once hosted a fundraiser for Trump’s campaign. Not long after the protests began, the NFL invested almost $90 million into a newly formed social justice partnership called the Players Coalition. Kaepernick, Reid, Stills, and several other players left the Coalition not long after its creation believing the money—a pittance to billionaire NFL owners—was being used to buy off players and stop them from protesting. The original $90 million was divided by all 32 franchises, or about $2.8 million a team. The NFL is a private entity, so knowing exactly how much the NFL makes in totality is impossible. Bloomberg estimated its profits, mainly from television revenue, were $13 billion in 2016, $14 billion in 2017, and $15 billion in 2018. Commissioner Roger Goodell has targeted $25 billion in revenue by 2027.

Part of Stills’s story, as well as that of a handful of other players, is the impact protesting had on their physical and mental health. Kaepernick, of course, after the 49ers, was unable to get another job. As of late 2020, he remains unsigned. Other players suffered in different ways. One player who protested briefly said the ensuing death threats—several dozen over a three-month period in 2018—caused him to contemplate suicide.

Some players lost lifelong friends. There were teammates who stopped speaking to them. Relationships with loved ones suffered.

This was just part of the toll that some protesting players, who took a knee or raised a fist, endured for years while we all watched from afar, having no clue they were paying this price.

Stills said once he began protesting, he began receiving racist and threatening notes and horrific messages on social media. “People told me to kill myself,” Stills explained. “To hang myself.”

At one point, during a game at Carolina, a persistent heckler kept verbally attacking Stills all game. “Carolina was awful,” Stills told Natalie Weiner of Bleacher Report. “This guy was pretty liquored up in the front row right behind the bench. Sometimes it’s pretty sad, honestly—the fact that people really don’t understand and they’re not trying to understand. It kind of breaks your heart.”

Brandon Marshall, a linebacker with the Denver Broncos, also protested. He was sent a letter that contained a violent threat, and others that were full of racial slurs. One person came to the team facility and burned one of his jerseys. As he told the website Complex, which detailed everything that happened to Marshall, he also lost two endorsements.

Stills in another instance, on social media, was told by one person to “go jump off a bridge, you ungrateful nigger.”

* * *

“At the beginning,” Stills said, “it was pretty nerve-racking. Not going to lie, it was at times terrifying.”

Why?

“You knew you could lose everything,” Stills said. “You could lose your job. There were some guys who worried they could lose more than that.”

Some players were concerned that an extremist might sneak a gun into a stadium and kill protesting players as they took a knee.

In other cases, players were simply worried about their safety and the well-being of their children. In 2017, Dolphins safety Michael Thomas stood before cameras when explaining why he was protesting, and when speaking about the future of his daughter, began crying. “It was the craziest thing—emotions were already running high because of the Trump comments, and we’d lost, so I was pissed,” Thomas told Weiner. “But once I got to talking about my daughter, I couldn’t even control it. After that, people who didn’t necessarily agree with the protest hit me up because they saw a father trying to be protective of his daughter and her future. People changed their tone, because it became real to them.”

For Stills, the moment that changed everything for him was the summer of 2016 when a spate of unarmed men of color were killed by police. On consecutive days in July, Alton Sterling and Philando Castile were killed. Two months later, Terence Crutcher was killed, only five days after Stills began protesting. No police officer was ever charged in the Sterling killing, and the police officers involved in the other two killings were acquitted by juries.

“I looked at friends and family, who looked like me,” Stills said, “and I thought that to some police, and to the court system, my life doesn’t matter. The color of my skin to some people means I’m inferior and don’t deserve certain rights. I wanted to fight this, and while I understood what could happen to my career, I didn’t care. I wanted to make change, and this was the way to do it.”

The toll was known, but Stills was going to pay it no matter the cost.

After a public spat with Ross, he was traded on August 31, 2019—along with former first-round pick Laremy Tunsil, a fourth-round pick (2020), and a sixth-round pick (2021)—to the Houston Texans for two first-round picks (2020 and 2021), a second-round pick (2021), Johnson Bademosi, and Julie’n Davenport. Those are all just names and datapoints, and they don’t address what his trade actually meant. No, Stills wasn’t effectively banned from the NFL, like Kaepernick, but he had to leave Miami, a place he loved. He was like the other players who took a knee. All of the owners should have cherished him, but instead, many of them feared him.

In Houston, he became a valuable part of one of the best offenses in the game. More important, he is one of the most respected men inside the Texans’ locker room. Off the field, as he did in Miami, he works extensively with kids and also helps to bridge the gap between African Americans and the police by helping to keep lines of communication open between the two entities. He began partnering with the Houston Police Department almost immediately after arriving in the city.

“He’s not out to condemn the police, he’s not out to condemn good policing,” Houston Police Chief Art Acevedo told the Houston Chronicle. “He’s out to lift good policing, lift up good police officers, help bridge any gap between the community, and especially young people, but he also wants to make sure we have a culture of accountability.”

One of the most important things Stills and the protesters did was force the nation to reexamine its relationship with the military and law enforcement. Many Americans are comfortable with that deference. The protesting players showed many others were not and agreed that the relationship needed further examination. Award-winning documentarian Ken Burns told author Howard Bryant in the book The Heritage: Black Athletes, a Divided America, and the Politics of Patriotism the difference between our views now about war and the military and, say, the Vietnam Era, is the draft. The draft allows the country to (mostly) share some of the responsibilities of fighting wars (unless your rich daddy can say you have bone spurs and buy your way out of the war). Now, the volunteer Army has created a small and separate military class that many people never see or experience. This leads to a built-in reverence, since military members are doing things most Americans aren’t willing to. (I remember flying home from Army basic training and people stopping me in the airport to thank me for my service and I thought, Why are you thanking me? I volunteered to do this shit!)

I wasn’t a super soldier. I wasn’t in special forces. I was just a grunt, joining out of high school out of a sense of duty and patriotism, serving initially on active duty, and then in the National Guard. I didn’t need the money for college; I grew up solidly middle class. I just thought this is what Americans should do, and I wasn’t alone. I met many other soldiers who felt the same way.

That anyone would say Stills was anti-military was remarkably offensive to me. I joined to protect everything America stood for, and one of the biggest things it represents is freedom of speech. Beyond that, the protests were never anti-military nor anti-police. Not once did I think he’s disrespecting me or the men and women I served with.

The protests were extremely personal for me in another way that went beyond my military service. In March 2012, my best friend was shot and killed by a New Jersey state trooper on the side of the highway. The officer said my friend attacked him with a flashlight. He shot him three times.

I will never believe that my friend attacked a police officer. Or, hell, anyone. I’m like a number of African Americans who lost a friend or loved one to a police shooting and don’t believe the version given by the cops. I will always believe my friend was unjustly killed.

Before I headed to basic training in Oklahoma, my friend came to my house, punched me, and said, “Good luck, bro. Love you, and we’ll party when you get back.”

* * *

In February 2020, a teacher at a Houston-area high school reached out to Stills to have him speak to their class during Black History Month. Stills not only responded, he FaceTime’d with the class. The teacher thanked Stills on Twitter:


“I want to give Kenny Stills a huge shout out. . . . I reached out to him a couple of weeks ago. . . . We started our Civil Rights unit this morning and I always use NFL players kneeling as a current example ever since the movement started. Well he took time out of his vacation to audio record some questions I sent him pertaining to our unit and then FaceTime’d my class encouraging them to be the change they want to see. . . . Words cannot express how thankful I am to . . . Kenny Stills for setting this up and doing this for my students. He could’ve politely declined but he knew how important this history is and that there’s still change that needs to be made.”



Throughout the 2020 season, there were, by the author’s count, just four kneelers. Three were players, and then Kayla Morris, a cheerleader for the San Francisco 49ers, bravely kneeled for most of the movement.

Now is the time to chronicle what happened, and now is the time to look at the players who fueled it, like Stills.

Stills is the best of what the NFL has to offer. In many ways, he is the best of what human beings have to offer.

He is, most of all, one of the heroes.


Introduction

THREAT ASSESSMENT

One thing we know for certain, all these years later, is that Colin Kaepernick was right.

When he spoke of the crisis that was police brutality against black and brown people . . . he was right. When he took a knee in protest because he knew, like others, just how awful things really were for people of color in the judicial system . . . he was right. When he’d name the victims, like Alton Sterling, and some Americans didn’t care they were dead because they were black men . . . he was right. When Ahmaud Arbery was gunned down by two white men while jogging in Brunswick, Georgia, in February 2020, and news of the horrific event erupted across the country, several NFL players started texting each other about the incident, remembering the protests, and one player said he thought . . . yeah, Colin was right. When a Minneapolis police officer was recorded putting his knee on the neck of George Floyd, who uttered multiple times he couldn’t breathe, and then later died, you couldn’t help but think . . . he was right.

Most of all, Colin Kaepernick lost everything because . . . he was right.

Now, you may say, “Of course he was right,” but large swaths of the country didn’t believe him. They thought he was selfish, unpatriotic, and a cop-hater. They thought the notion that people of color being killed by police was because, well, if only they had followed the cop’s orders, they would still be alive. Everything crystalized in the fall of 2016. It was a short time after Kaepernick’s protest had started, and one that had morphed into a rare NFL story that jumped out of the football ecosystem and into the mainstream. Kaepernick and fellow San Francisco 49ers teammate Eric Reid were unrelenting in their stance. They were called brave and smart by some, while others called them anti-police and claimed they hated the military. None of that mattered to Kaepernick. To him, this moment was a matter of life and death for Americans of color, and nothing was going to prevent him from bringing attention to the issue.

“People were telling him to stop,” remembers Reid. “People were threatening him. They were saying they were going to kill him. Kill his family. The NFL wanted him to stop. He was feeling pressure from everywhere. But he is one of the strongest people I’ve ever known. He wasn’t going to stop.”

Teammates could tell the story was shifting from one that sparked curiosity and outrage into something different, something more potent that could mushroom into something larger. At the time, no one knew what that thing could be, but it was morphing into a different shape. Everyone on the 49ers knew it—even the younger players.

Being a rookie in the NFL is like walking in a fierce storm. The footing is loose, and teams purposefully throw everything at them to see if they crumble. And off the field, many rookies try to keep an extremely low profile. Making news in the wrong way can lead to fines or even getting cut by the team. That’s why what happened next was so remarkable.

A few weeks after Kaepernick’s protest began, while standing at his locker, a group of offensive and defensive rookies approached him with an unusual request. They wanted to join Kaepernick and Reid’s protests.

It was a fiercely supportive gesture, and while Kaepernick was appreciative, he knew he couldn’t accept it. He knew, without question, that if the rookies joined him, it would negatively impact their careers. If they protested, they could actually end them before they’d begun.

“Focus on your careers,” Kaepernick told them. “I love you guys, but I don’t want you to do this.”

This remains perhaps the least discussed, yet most important, aspect of Kaepernick’s protest. He knew that by protesting there was a good chance—if not a total lock—that it would lead to him never playing in the NFL again. He didn’t want anyone else to suffer that same potential fate.

There are many different types of sacrifices. There are soldiers who lose their lives protecting their country. One of those people was former Arizona Cardinals safety Pat Tillman, who soon after the September 11 attacks quit the NFL to join the Army Rangers. The Army initially lied about how Tillman died while fighting in Afghanistan but eventually admitted it was due to friendly fire.

Several years before that, when I was interviewing Tillman, he once told me how NFL players needed to use their power and visibility more “for the benefit of working class people, and I mean working class people of all races.” He looked at me. “You could do more too.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you,” he said.

“You’re a white guy, telling a black guy he needs to do more for poor people,” I responded.

“I do my part,” he said. “What do you do?”

“I walk around as a black guy,” I said.

There are only a handful of athletes who consistently backed up their words with actions. The NFL protesters were some of those people. Tillman obviously was as well. He backed up his words about sacrifice by giving his life to defend his country.

There are other types of sacrifices, however. There are single parents who are selfless in raising their children. Or Jim Crow era civil rights leaders who were murdered fighting for the rights of African Americans. Or football players who sacrifice their bodies catching a pass across the middle of the field. Sacrifices come in many different shapes and sizes. Kaepernick didn’t give up his life, but in an act of selflessness, he knew, he definitely knew, he was sacrificing his career. There are few people who would do that—for anything.

“I think what’s sometimes forgotten, or ignored, about Colin, is that he’s someone with high character,” says defensive lineman Martellus Bennett. “It was never a shock that Colin did what he did by starting the protests because, to me, that’s what someone of high character does.”

* * *

If you want to truly begin to understand why the NFL reacted with such fury, and fear, to Colin Kaepernick’s protest movement and later targeted that anger toward Kaepernick alone, the answer partly begins here, in this book, with three moments of honesty. The first one is from an NFL owner, who had a conversation with me and requested to remain anonymous:


There were one or two owners who liked what Colin was doing. They thought his cause was honorable. Most of the other owners were terrified of him. The way some of them spoke about him, it was like they were doing threat assessments. [The owner was asked to clarify.]

Some owners think of things in terms of solely, or mostly, about their money. What threatens their income? Will a new tax code lessen how much money they will take in? Will a domestic violence case cause fans to tune out? They looked at Colin and the protests, some owners did, as a threat to their revenue model. That’s what I mean by threat assessment. Then add to all of that Donald Trump was trashing us, some owners genuinely believed the whole thing could come crashing down.



“You mean some owners believed the protest movement was a threat to the NFL’s existence?” I asked.


Yes, some owners believed that. Yes, that’s accurate. Not that they thought there’d be no NFL but that the revenue would crash and the Fox News of the world, and Trump, could cause mass boycotts. That was always greatly exaggerated, but that was the fear.

There were also owners that just hated him. Race played a part in that. The inherent belief some hold that cops can do no wrong was also part of it. When things really got hot, and the whole country was talking about this, I had an owner tell me, “If the blacks just listen to cops, they won’t get shot.” Yes, he said, “the blacks.” Keep in mind the league is about 65 percent African American. So that’s what you’re dealing with. Not to mention most of the owners, by far, are Trump supporters.

The other concern was Colin’s movement would spread to every locker room. The thought was that Colin would cause large number of players to really examine how business was done in the NFL. Some owners thought Colin would get players to push for more rights, like guaranteed salaries. One owner said, “He’ll get them to strike.”

When I look back at the time, what I mainly see is fear. Owners were afraid of Colin, and there was no reason to be.



When asked why he didn’t publicly back Kaepernick if he agreed with the protests, the owner said, “Because I was scared too.”

* * *

Now, here’s a moment of honesty from an NFL general manager, who also requested to remain anonymous:


When Colin was a free agent, I took a hard look at him and thought about signing him. I watched a lot of his tape, and the year the 49ers went to the Super Bowl [XLVII in 2012 season] he was brilliant. I thought hard about signing him or, at least, talking to him. But I knew what the answer from our owner would be. I asked my [assistant general manager], and he confirmed what I thought. I remember his face when I brought up the idea of signing Colin, and he looked at me like, “Are you fucking crazy? He’ll [the owner] never let you do it.” So I dropped the whole thing. I suspect that’s how conversations went inside a number of different buildings.

He could have really helped us. He could have helped a lot of teams, but no one wanted to touch him. When I asked other GMs and personnel guys about him, the response was usually similar. I had one guy tell me, “If I go to my owner about signing Colin, he’ll burn my house down.”

I don’t believe there was an official edict from owners, or the league office, saying not to sign him. I think a lot of general managers just understood it wasn’t going to happen. No one wants to rock the boat. If you do, if you’re not viewed as a team player, you’ll be ostracized. An owner might think you’re not worth the trouble. Your ass will get fired, and you’ll never work in the league again.



* * *

Finally, here’s a moment of honesty from an NFL head coach:


I never believed that Kaepernick was a great player. I thought he was okay. Not bad. Not great. Okay.

None of that changes how I thought what happened to him was one of the worst things I’ve seen in all my years [over two decades] of coaching football. We should all be ashamed of ourselves, as a league, including me for not speaking up. He was more than good enough to be in the NFL and be a starter. He’s not my kind of player, but he’s a player in this league. To pretend otherwise is just a lie.

He was better than at least 25 percent of the starting quarterbacks in the NFL. That’s a low estimate.



I asked, “Why didn’t more coaches push to sign Kaepernick if he was that much better?”

“Coaches hate distractions.”

“What about when teams sign players who commit crimes like sexual assault or are drug users?”


To most coaches, those aren’t distractions. Those things are a part of football. I think from top of the league on down to the coaches, we were all afraid. We were afraid of protests. We were afraid of Trump. We were afraid of losing money or our jobs. You hear people in the NFL talk about principles and family. I’m not a Colin fan, but we betrayed everything we say we stand for.



* * *

The main story of the protests is about the opposite of fear. It’s about the fearlessness of these men who ignited a movement and stood up to the most powerful league in the history of American sports; a Fox News empire, which combined with other conservative media to become dedicated to destroying them; and a POTUS using them as a racial wedge.

“I don’t think that people understand how much some black players were worried about Trump all along,” says Kenny Stills. “I saw some of the things he said as a candidate, like Mexicans are rapists, and I was really worried. When he became president and continued to say other ugly things, and not just about us as players, a lot of players started talking about how he wasn’t just a danger to all people of color, but he was threat to our entire country and democracy. Even now, there are white players who supported him, who’ve stopped because they don’t trust him either.”

All significant movements start with this kind of foresight but also with raw fearlessness, and Kaepernick’s was no different. Yet what makes this situation so unique in sports history is how a twenty-nine-year-old didn’t just fight the NFL or the entirety of the American judicial system, he took on a president. Never before in this country’s history has a president attacked a sports figure. Not Jackie Robinson, who broke the color barrier. Not Cleveland Browns running back Jim Brown, who spoke frequently and passionately about the evils of racism. Not Tommie Smith or John Carlos, who famously raised black-gloved fists during the 1968 Summer Olympics. No one. Kaepernick was the first sports civil rights leader who had a president trying to destroy him.

In an article that appeared in The Nation—a progressive magazine and website that covers politics and culture—former New York Times journalist Robert Lipsyte wrote on this notion in a July 2018 story called “Donald Trump’s War on Black Athletes”:


Snatching immigrant babies may have scored some points for President Trump with his base, but it was never going to light up the scoreboard like tackling black jocks. That one really played to the grandstands. The complicated combination of adoration and resentment so many white males feel for those rich, accomplished über-men is a significant but rarely discussed aspect of fandom, especially in relation to football, that magna cum macho of American sports. . . . When the commander in chief of toxic masculinity dubbed any football player who didn’t stand during the playing of the national anthem a “son of a bitch,” the war on black men took a spectacular pop-cultural surge. And unlike white cops who shoot unarmed black men, President Trump didn’t even have to claim that he had been afraid.



“For white players it’s about the fear of losing their jobs,” David Meggyesy, a white former NFL linebacker who, in the 1960s, set a standard for racial outspokenness, told Lipsyte. “But too many white fans share Trump’s tribalism that includes seeing white players as the brains and black players as the bodies, not too smart, who should just ‘shut up and play.’

“Trump, once a pro football owner himself, clearly understands a white male mindset in which black football players exist only to provide on-field thrills, never to be humanized, much less allowed to protest inequality and racism.1 Meanwhile, the players, most of whom know that they are easily replaceable, often lacking guaranteed contracts, exist at the sufferance of their white billionaire team owners, a number of whom were early Trump donors.”

It would be a mistake, however, to think this was only about race relations between blacks and whites. African American athletes were simply convenient targets. Since announcing his run for office, Trump has pushed to ban Muslims from entering the country and trafficked in ugly stereotypes of Jewish people. He infamously kicked off his campaign by casting Mexicans as rapists and killers. “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best,” he said. “They’re not sending you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”

Two New York Times reporters, Julie Hirschfeld Davis and Michael D. Shear, described a meeting Trump was holding with some staff about a border wall in their book on the Trump administration Border Wars: Inside Trump’s Assault on Immigration. “Privately, the president had often talked about fortifying a border wall with a water-filled trench, stocked with snakes or alligators, prompting aides to seek a cost estimate,” the book states. “He wanted the wall electrified, with spikes on top that could pierce human flesh. After publicly suggesting that soldiers shoot migrants if they threw rocks, the president backed off when his staff told him that was illegal. But later in a meeting, aides recalled, he suggested that they shoot migrants in the legs to slow them down. That’s not allowed either, they told him.”
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