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  This book is dedicated to James Garner, friend, number one Raider fan, and the “original” Maverick.

  And to those Oakland Raiders who have departed this world far too soon, but who left an indelible imprint on professional football.
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  The Autumn Wind is a Pirate

  Blustering in from sea

  With a rollicking song

  He sweeps along

  Swaggering voicelessly

  His face is weather-beaten

  He wears a hooded sash

  With a silver hat about his head

  And a bristling, black mustache.

  He growls as he storms the country

  A villain big and bold and the trees all shake and quiver and quake as he robs them of their gold.

  The autumn wind is a raider pyre raging just for fun.

  He’ll knock you round and upside down and laugh when he’s conquered and won.

  Born and bred by the Bay in Oakland, California, the Raiders played their own special brand of football. While the defense struck with the hammer of Thor, the offense flew on the wings of Mercury with a succession of rough-and-tumble running backs.

  The Oakland Raiders were warriors cut from a different cloth . . . renegades with faces only a mother could love. The banner they fly—the skull and crossbones—is a clue to their personality. Show no mercy, take no prisoners. This is a team that revels in its ominous image.

  For over fifty years the specter of Silver and Black has forged a reputation as gatekeepers of an evil empire—a realm where might makes right.

  —John Facenda, “The Voice” of NFL Films


  PREFACE

  STRAIGHT FROM THE MOUTHS of the legends of the silver and black, a book appropriately entitled Cheating Is Encouraged captures the many famous—as well as infamous—stories from the last team to play “outlaw” football. Regardless if you loved them or hated them, the Oakland Raiders of the ’70s were an amusing cast of outlaws, misfits, and other anomalies that made up one of the greatest pro football teams of their era.

  For the Raiders, it was a time when professional team sports such as football, baseball, and basketball were considered blue-collar forms of entertainment—the NFL leading the pack. It was the Raiders—and Oakland alone—who personified a blue-collar town with their aggressive style of play.

  Gridiron characters such as Kenny (Snake) Stabler, Willie Brown, Phil “Foo” Villapiano, Jim “Pops” Otto, Jack “The Assassin” Tatum, Jim Otto, Art Shell, George “The Hit Man” Atkinson, Skip “Dr. Death” Thomas, Fred Biletnikoff, Ted “The Stork” Hendricks, Bob “Boomer” Brown, Daryle “The Mad Bomber” Lamonica, head coaches John Madden and Tom Flores, and many others chronicle the infamous barroom explosions, on- and off-the-field exploits, away game adventures, and party-hard attitudes that are reflected within the team’s intimidating and glorified mix of rebels, renegades, and masterminds of the game.

  The Raiders roster consisted of a collection of misfits and rebels—some with behavioral issues such as Ben Davidson and John “Tooz” Matuszak, and castoffs like the aging George Blanda and semi-pro player Otis Sistrunk, who were passed over or disregarded by other NFL teams.

  To say that this group of degenerates had attitude would be considered a gross understatement. They were the Oakland Raiders, the silver and black, and Al Davis’s dream of “Just Win, Baby.”

  The legacy of the Oakland Raiders has always been “Commitment to Excellence,” but the legacy of the team’s behavior has always been on the cutting edge. For example:

  •   When receivers were allowed to use Stickum, Fred Biletnikoff used so much of it that he had to have the other players in the huddle pry his fingers apart.

  •   Bob Brown got his point across to Willie Brown when he pulled out his gun and riddled his mattress with bullets . . . while Willie was still on it!

  Cheating Is Encouraged defines an era that can only be considered as the last glory days of “real football played by real men”; a game where hurt players kept playing and the injury known as turf toe had yet to be defined.

  So belly up to the bar, gents, and read about the good ol’ days of Raiders football. It is as close as most of us will ever get to sitting in the locker room, opening a few cool ones, and listening to these gridiron greats talk about the famous and infamous legendary wars and warriors of Oakland’s glory years.


  FIRST HALF: 1970–1974


  AL DAVIS

  THE DEFIANT OWNER

  AL DAVIS WAS ONCE asked how he would like to be remembered. Without hesitation he responded, “If there was anything we’ve ever done that I am particularly proud of, I would have to say it is the greatness of the Raiders—to take a professional football team and give it a distinct characteristic that is different from all others.

  “Commitment to excellence—the greatest players and coaches—the great games we played in—the flame that would burn brightest here is the will to win.”

  Even as a young boy, Davis had dreams of greatness.

  “I had a dream that I someday I would build the finest organization in professional sports. I had a lot of thoughts on how I would do it. I had the inspiration of two great organizations when I was growing up. The Yankees personified to me the size of the players, power, the home run and intimidation and fear. The Dodgers under Branch Rickey were completely different in my mind. They represented speed, they represented development of players, the Dodgers way of playing the game. I always thought that someone intelligent could take all the great qualities of both, put them together, and use them.

  As everyone is well aware, Al Davis was known for his creative slogans. We are all familiar with his “Commitment to Excellence” and “Just Win, Baby!” Raiders safety George Atkinson had this to say about Davis.

  “Al had more slogans than an ad agency. That was just his thing. He didn’t have a marketing group. Those were his phrases that he came up with and believed in.”

  Davis may have been a walking ad agency, but Matt Millen says that it went way beyond just words. Davis’s wardrobe was, in itself, a “marketing opportunity.”

  “His whole world was pretty black and white when it came to fashion. It was silver and black or white and black and that was it. We were told he was colorblind and that’s what we always understood it to be.”

  Raider executive Mike Lombardi (now with the New England Patriots) once said of Al’s strategy, “They were really an advertisement for the Raiders and he really felt like that when they saw him, they needed to see the colors. I think he was so far ahead of his time that he branded a team and he built the framework for the league to understand what branding was all about.”

  Quarterback Ken Stabler and the rest of the Raiders all knew that Al padded his jackets so he would look bigger, but Al would never admit to it.

  “Someone once asked him if he didn’t think those padded jackets were out of style.

  “‘What padded jackets?’ Al said. ‘I don’t wear padded shoulders. Don’t need them.’

  “We saw him pumping iron in the weight room and eyeing himself in the mirror, trying to build up his deltoid muscles so he could stop wearing those padded jackets that he denied wearing.”

  Davis also wore baggy pants—which was something he could do nothing about.

  “One thing that Al could do nothing about in the weight room was the fact that his pants bagged in the seat,” said running back Pete Banaszak. “There was enough fabric hanging there to clothe a midget. But even Al wouldn’t wear cheek pads. He looked like a man who had gone to the track and literally lost his ass.”

  Pete Banaszak used to do a great impersonation of Al Davis. According to Kenny Stabler, he had Davis down to the letter.

  “Pete did the greatest imitation of Al Davis, who had a habit of sucking his teeth and admiring his diamond ring. He would stand at practice cupping an elbow at his waist with his other hand at his chin. Then he would suck his teeth, roll his wrist sleeves up, cock his pinkie finger, and admire the ring he had on it bearing a diamond about the size of a shot glass. He was always bareheaded, proud of his pompadour hair that he greased and combed straight back on the sides like Bowzer of Sha Na Na.

  “In the locker room, Banaszak would lower his pants around the cheeks of his ass, stuff towels in the shoulders of his jacket, slip the tab from a beer can on his pinkie, soak his hair and comb it straight back on the sides. He never could fashion a pompadour. Then Pete would walk around sucking his teeth, rolling his wrist sleeves, and admiring his ring, he’d say, ‘Anybody know who this is?’ and guys would crack up.

  “One day at practice Pete walked up about five feet behind Al and stood there in the same pose, elbow cupped at is waist, his other hand on his chin. Freddy noticed the scene as those of us on the field huddled up. ‘Sneak a peek at Pete standing back of Al,’ he said. We all started laughing.

  “Al yelled, ‘What the hell’s wrong with you guys?’

  “Then he looked behind him, but Pete quickly turned his back.

  “‘Nothing, Al,’ someone said as we got control of ourselves.

  “I called a play and ended it with tooth sucking sounds, and everyone broke the huddle holding their stomach in laughter.”

  * * *

  Davis had met Los Angeles Rams coach Sid Gillman in Atlantic City at a coaching clinic. Gillman had this to say about the future coach.

  “I had known Al for quite some time. As a matter of fact, when I used to speak at coaching schools, Al would sit in the front row taking pages and pages of notes and, at the end of the lecture, he would be the first one up to talk to me. At that time Al was looking for a job. I thought he would be a splendid guy for the staff. I hired Al as a backfield coach on a coaching staff that included Chuck Noll. I hired Al for his success both as a coach and as a recruiter, and because he had the knack of telling people what they wanted to hear. He was very persuasive.”

  Former Chargers quarterback John Hadl remembers the respect that was given Al.

  “I think he was a coach that Sid had a lot of respect for. He listened to Al when he had something to say as far as game plans at that time. You knew he was going somewhere. He was a bright guy with his own plan.”

  “Even though I had the advantage of working with Sid Gillman in San Diego, I still had philosophies of my own that had to be a part of what I was going to do,” said Davis.

  “We were going to stretch the field vertically. When we came out of the huddle, we weren’t looking for first downs. We didn’t want to move the chains—we wanted touchdowns. We wanted the big play—the quick strike. It’s number one to say that you want to do that, it’s number two to say that you have the players to do it, but it’s number three to do it—to do it on first down against any football defense that you are playing against. For those cornerbacks who play out there on the corners to know that the Raiders are coming at you on top and they have the speed to do it and they will do it. It’s like having the bomb and being willing to drop it. The adage that goes around in professional football is, ‘Take what they give you.’ That all sounds good to everybody but I always went the other way, ‘We’re going to take what we want!’

  “Next we would have a full defensive makeover complete with a combative nature.

  “The defensive theory evolved early on in the ’60s.

  “1: Put pressure on the pocket. This is a psychological game of intimidation and fear. Not cowardly fear—but fear. I think that somewhere within the first five to ten plays in the game that the other team’s quarterback must go down and he must go down hard. That alone sets the tempo for a game, and diversification of defense and the utilization of your corners in a bump and run principle. We used to call it ‘the press.’ We got the idea from John Wooden when he had his great zone press with his basketball teams. They picked you up as soon as you took the ball out and they pressured you. I think it was Don Shula who began to call it the ‘bump and run.’ So we changed it to the ‘bump and run.’”

  In January 1963, Al Davis became the youngest coach in AFL history. Raiders then-owner F. Wayne Valley later stated, “We needed someone who wanted to win so badly, he would do anything. Everywhere I went, people told me what a son of a bitch Al Davis was, so I figured he must be doing something right.”

  Davis immediately began to try to build the Raiders into a championship team—both on the field and in the front office. Many Raiders players and front-office employees were quickly dismissed. Davis was impressed by the black uniforms of the football players at West Point, which he felt made them look larger. He changed the look of the Raiders from black and gold to black and silver to resemble those great Army teams he idolized in the 1940s.

  “The coaching staff the year before was 1–13, and we went 10–4; so that was the greatest turnaround. I was the Coach of the Year in professional football.

  “The precision of the Black Knights of West Point really impressed me. Their quickness and the explosion with Blanchard and Davis always left an indelible impression with me.”

  In 1966, the American Football League turned to Davis for leadership. AFL owners, while liking the existing league commissioner, Joe Foxx, had no confidence in his abilities at a time for struggle between the AFL and the NFL. So in early 1966, the leagued voted Davis in as league commissioner. Davis took the job with Valley’s agreement, and was hired as a fighter who would win the war against the NFL.

  The owners, led by Chiefs owner Lamar Hunt, felt that Davis could put pressure on the NFL and force a favorable settlement.

  “We felt that the League had probably gotten to a point where we needed a different level of participation by our leader, and in 1966 a decision was made and Al Davis became the Commissioner of the American Football League.”

  Michael MacCambridge, author of America’s Game, saw Davis as a “military mind.”

  “Davis was somebody who had perhaps read The Art of War one too many times, but he was somebody who had a very military mind-set. His idea was that this was a guerilla war.”

  When AFL star Pete Gogolak jumped to the NFL, it gave Davis the opening to launch a counter attack. Pro Football Hall of Fame Vice President Joe Horrigan talks about Davis’s response.

  “The NFL fired a shot with a revolver and Al Davis responded with a machine gun. That’s exactly what he did. All bets were now off. He began signing NFL players to future contracts with the AFL.”

  “Al wasted no time,” said Michael MacCambridge.

  MacCambridge continued: “All the AFL needed to do was sign a few stars and they were going to, as Davis put it, ‘bring the NFL to its knees.’” And he did.

  John Madden describes Al’s strategic plan.

  “Al’s exit strategy was not a merger. Al’s exit strategy was, take them on, become their equals, then become better than them.

  “We had about four or five quarterbacks already lined up.” said Davis. “Three or four of their other great players had signed and it was a preliminary strike to let them know what is going to happen if they continued this.”

  “Davis felt that he was undercut because Hunt and Tex Schramm from the Cowboys cut a merger deal behind his back,” said David Harris, author of The League.

  “The last guy they told about the merger was Davis, and when he found out he was really pissed off. Davis said, ‘There was no reason that we had to settle for any of the things did. We had them whipped.’”

  Davis always said that the generals win the war, but the politicians make the peace.

  With that, Davis resigned as AFL commissioner—his interest in being commissioner ceased once there was no war to fight. He wanted to go back to football and he was quite happy to do that and go back to competing with the Raiders and try to win a Super Bowl.

  Al was now under the thumb of the NFL and its commissioner, Pete Rozelle.

  “Al never talked to us about his differences with Rozelle,” said the late John Matuszak. “He might have said something vague once or twice, like ‘this guy in New York is giving us a hard time.’ But he never mentioned Rozelle by name, and he never bad-mouthed him. But we all knew perfectly well how the league office felt about the Raiders. And we were all affected by the consequences.”

  Upon returning to the front office, Oakland dominated—posting the most wins in the final three years of the AFL’s existence.

  In 1969, John Madden became the team’s sixth head coach and, under him, the Raiders became one of the most successful franchises in the NFL, winning seven division titles during the 1970s.

  “1967 was my first year (as an assistant coach) and it was George Blanda’s and Willie Brown’s first year as well. Gene Upshaw was our number-one draft choice. We were a really good team and we won the AFL that year and went to Super Bowl II,” said Madden.

  Scotty Stirling, a Raiders executive from 1964 through 1967, had this to say about those Raiders teams. “I thought that was the beginning of a real dynasty for us. That that team was going to get better and better and we drafted well. I thought the Raiders were going to be in a lot of Super Bowls.”

  Al Davis had already served as an assistant coach, head coach, general manager, and commissioner of the AFL. In 1972, Davis became the managing general partner in Oakland. Until his death, he was the embodiment of the Raiders. He thrived at being the boss, and always made his presence known.

  According to former Raiders front-office exec Mike Lombardi, the organization chart flowed—Al, and then everybody below him. You knew he was there. You could smell him. He wore very distinctive cologne, so you knew he was in the building. He was not shy about what he wanted. Sometimes there was frustration in his expectations of what he wanted, but they were unrealistic at times.

  Right from the start you knew that it wasn’t just the coaches who were looking at things. It was Al, himself.

  George Atkinson, a Raiders safety from 1968 through 1977, talks about Al’s presence.

  “During the time I played there, Al was on the practice field every Wednesday and Thursday, and his presence was felt.”

  Daryle Lamonica, the Raiders quarterback from 1967 to 1974, remembers coming to “attention” when Davis walked on the football field.

  “We could be sitting on our helmet or maybe not paying attention on the sidelines but as soon as Al Davis walked on to the football field, everyone would come to attention. Al had that ability, and I call that fear and respect. He carried that to every player who has ever played for him.”

  Al Davis rewarded respect with loyalty. He coined the phrase, “Once a Raider, Always a Raider.”

  “You look around this organization,” said George Atkinson, “and you will see a lot of guys who are still with this organization—who were here in the ’60s like myself and Willie Brown.”

  Willie Brown, cornerback from 1967 through 1978, agreed with Atkinson.

  “I think right now we have fifteen to twenty guys who played for him still in the organization.”

  Al Davis explains his devotion to his team and his organization.

  “In 1961, I got a call [at] about five in the morning. It was my brother telling me that my father had died. To this day that is the one thing that stands out in my life that I come back and focus on, because quite frankly I had never really gotten the chance to thank him for all the things he did for me and all the opportunities that he gave me. So I made a vivid memory of that but I also made a promise that I would not hold back to the people that I really do love and let them know while they are living about my respect and appreciation for them.”

  Willie Brown expresses one way that Davis showed respect for his players and their families.

  “When someone passed, he would tell me to go to the service and take this check to the family. This happened many, many, many times. That’s just the way he was. He would do things like that.”

  Former linebacker Matt Millen was selected by the Raiders in the 1980 draft. Matt shares his first hand experience in dealing with the kindness of Al Davis.

  “When my dad was eighty he was going to have bypass and how Al found out, I have no idea. He told me to get him on a plane because everything had been set up for him at the Mayo Clinic, and they were going to take care of him. I told him ‘Coach, he’s eighty. I can’t do that. He won’t even get into the car with me to go to the doctor.’ Al said, ‘I’m going to have that doctor fly into your place.’

  “Every day after that surgery, he would call me to see how my dad was doing.”

  “I will also say this,” Millen continued. “If, for some reason, he thought that you crossed the line, and you could have been there for thirty-five to forty years, but if you crossed the line on him, it was over.”

  It’s no secret that Al Davis was known for his feuds. Davis had a major feud with Hall of Fame member Marcus Allen, but nine other Hall of Famers requested that Al introduce them for induction into Canton, making Al Davis, by far, the most frequent presenter at the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

  When John Madden got the call from the Pro Football Hall of Fame that he had been selected as a member of the Class of 2006, the first person he thought of was Al. In his Hall of Fame speech, he touched on the kind of person Al Davis was. Below is an excerpt from that speech.

  “Talking about loyalty and what a guy Al Davis was, I said if I had one phone call to make, it would be to Al Davis. I got voted into the Hall of Fame and I had a phone call to make for a presenter, and I called Al Davis.”

  In 1969, the thirty-two-year-old Madden was named the coach of the Oakland Raiders. Al knew from the start that he had the right guy for the job.

  “He is someone who helped me build this organization into the greatness that it was. We were like kids. We had our dreams. He had a big ego and I had a big ego but we were smart enough to know that we wanted the same thing.

  “There was no one between Al and I,” said Madden, “so anything that I wanted I didn’t have to go to any general manager or anyone. There was just the two of us, and Al Davis never once turned down anything I wanted.”

  Madden reached 100 wins third-fastest (behind only George Halas and Curly Lambeau) of any coach in NFL history, while leading Oakland to eight playoff berths in ten seasons. Under Madden, the Raiders played in some of the most famous and controversial games of all time: the Immaculate Reception (1972), Sea of Hands (1974), Ghost to the Post (1977), Holy Roller (1978), and Super Bowl XI.

  Al Davis loved the underdog. He enjoyed creating opportunities of overlooked players—even at the expense of his own team . . .

  In Week 3 of the 1974 season, the Raiders faced the Steelers in Pittsburgh. Al Davis tells the story of how Terry Bradshaw became the first string quarterback—a kindness that would haunt him forever.

  “Pittsburgh started Joe Gilliam in the game and we beat them something like 17–0. After the game. Terry Bradshaw came into the Raiders locker room and said to me, ‘Can you get me out of here? Can you trade for me?’ I told him, ‘I love you but I have enough problems. I’ve got Stabler, I got Blanda, and I still have Lamonica and I can’t get you, but let me put in a good word for you.

  “Chuck Noll had been a close friend, and one of the dumbest things I had ever done was to tell him, ‘Why the hell don’t you play Bradshaw and stop playing Gilliam? Bradshaw can win for you.’

  “He put Bradshaw back in the lineup and they beat us in the championship game in ’74, they beat us in the championship game in ’75, and we had our hands full with the Steelers from then on because good me raised his hand and suggested that they ought to start Bradshaw.”

  Unlike other franchises, Davis believed in giving players a fresh start.

  “We may take a player in who doesn’t have good social habits or has been a failure somewhere else. But it’s predicated on bringing them into an environment that can inspire in them the will to do great—and they have done great.”

  Ted Hendricks, linebacker for the Raiders from 1975–1983, recalls, “There were a lot of retreads with the Raiders and he would get great use out of them.

  “Al Davis’s always had a plan,” said Willie Brown. “How can I use a guy like Billy Cannon? How can I use a guy like Willie Brown? How can I use a guy like John Matuszak? All down the line, he had a plan when he brought those guys in there. Even the bad guys that nobody else wanted ended up coming to the Raiders and becoming great ball players. You can attribute that to Al Davis and how he dealt with people.”

  Al Davis once said, “When you have to lead men you don’t do unto others as you would have others do unto you. You do unto them, in a para-military situation, as they want to be done unto. You have to treat them the way they want to be treated.”

  Davis was active in civil rights, refusing to allow the Raiders to play in any city where black and white players had to stay in separate living arrangements. He was the first NFL owner to hire a black coach (Art Shell) and a female chief executive (Amy Trask). He was also the second NFL owner to hire a Hispanic coach (Tom Flores).

  Al Davis’s legacy of equity and fairness has spanned a lifetime where he opened a field of dreams for countless others. It first surfaced when he was a football player at Syracuse over half a century ago. There Davis showed his support for teammate Bernie Custis (1948–1950), a black quarterback in a white man’s game.

  “As our relationship grew,” said Custis, “I came to know Al as someone who lived by a certain code, and this code was to judge every individual by the content of their character and their capabilities, and nothing else. I think that was the code that I detected at that time and had stayed with him throughout the years.”

  In the 1960s and 1970s, minority players and white players were not always treated equally.

  “In certain positions you saw no black players,” said George Atkinson. “Most offensive lines had white players. At the quarterback position, there were none.”

  Guard Gene Upshaw came into the league in 1967.

  “We used to say that we could have a convention of black offensive lineman in a phone booth. There just weren’t that many of us doing it.”

  Al Davis took a different approach to drafting players that other clubs overlooked.

  “We went into many of the predominant black schools to take a lot of their players. We called it ‘an untapped reservoir.’ We wanted to win—we wanted the best players. We weren’t interested in who they were or where they came from.”

  Eldridge Dickey was the first black quarterback to be drafted in the first round in 1968 by the Raiders.

  “Gosh. That was a huge step for Al Davis. There was so much against him for that. They had gotten tackles and receivers but here you are talking about a position that has orientated that ‘a black man cannot lead.’ I could see where he was seeing. I could see him see beyond complexion. Al was saying, ‘Let it go! You’re stifling the growth of the game!’”

  By 1989, two thirds of the players in professional football were black, but there had yet to be a black head coach.

  Former Steelers defensive back, Steelers assistant coach, and Tampa Bay and Indianapolis Colts head coach Tony Dungy said, “At that time, I just didn’t know if owners had looked at black coaches as people they could be comfortable with.

  “Al Davis was a legacy of equity and fairness. The visionary efforts of Al Davis were not just in how the game was played but also who would play it.”

  Brad Pye was a former AFL administrative assistant. He remembers Al Davis as a civil rights maverick.

  “A lot of people think of Al Davis as a maverick. He’s also been a maverick in opening opportunities for minorities. He was a trailblazer for justice as far as I’m concerned, because he had no color barrier.”

  Former Vikings head coach Dennis Green had this to say about Al Davis.

  “Al opened the game up for the African American athlete.”

  Consistency wasn’t that important to Al Davis. “I’ve always said it’s not important to be consistent. It’s important to be right.”

  In 1989, Davis made Art Shell the first black NFL coach of the modern era.

  “I want you to know one thing,” said Davis. “I’m not hiring you because you’re black. I’m hiring you because I feel you are the best possible candidate for this job at this time.”

  When the press asked Shell how if felt to be the first minority coach, he responded with, “I wasn’t the first minority coach, Tom Flores was.”

  Ten years earlier, Davis had hired Flores, who was already a part of the Raiders family. As a player he was the first quarterback of the Raiders; as a coach his roster included Jim Plunkett—a number one pick and Heisman Trophy winner who failed in both New England and San Francisco.

  Eldridge Dickey felt that only the Raider organization could pump life into Jim Plunkett.

  “He was a guy that I watched with New England getting beat to a pulp and all of a sudden he was Super Bowl MVP.”

  Al Davis called the Super Bowl XV victory “the finest hour in the history of the Oakland Raiders organization.” He told the press, “Tom Flores is not just one of the great coaches in our league—he is one of the great coaches of all time. When you have great coaches you get great players and when you have a great organization you tell them just one thing, ‘Just Win.’”

  The Raiders late announcer, Bill King, had this to say to the Raiders fans.

  “The prince, Pete Rozelle, came calling. He had a silver slipper. He tried it on and the only man it fit was Al Davis.”

  * * *

  Raider Rule #1: Cheating Is Encouraged. Rule #2: See Rule #1.

  Davis’s plan was to ‘dominate.’ “I’m going to dominate if I can, other than maybe life or death, the things that I want. I’m going to dominate them.”

  Linebacker Phil Villapiano describes the arm pads that were made exclusively for Raiders players.

  “We had a guy named George Anderson who was our trainer.* George was an expert in pads—probably most of them illegal. He would take stuff that you make casts from and mold it for me. What I sensed I had was two casts so when I hit somebody like Boom! That was my first shot—right to the eye. I could take them down if I hit them just perfect.”

  Coach Madden didn’t know if the pads were illegal or not.

  “I’m not sure. Anything that you are wearing has to be checked by the umpire during the pregame warm-ups. Of course, you could not wear it in the pregame warm-up and then put it on for the game. I know that.”

  “If they were to use the word devious, just by itself, it would be annoying for the moment, but when you throw it in there with, brilliant, genius, winner, devious, ruthless, cunning . . . no, I’ll take it.”

  —Al Davis

  David Harris, author of The League, said, “This was Al Davis’s character. Clearly this guy was a carnivore from the get-go.”

  The Raiders lived to fight—especially Villapiano.

  “I just liked to fight. I went to Bowling Green and if I threw a punch they would send me back to New Jersey. When I was with the Raiders and I threw a punch, that was good—as long as it was at the right guy.”

  San Francisco 49ers head coach, Bill Walsh (1979–1988), saw the Raiders as a group of “misguided” youths.

  “One thing they’ll do is take a swing at you. If you hit them good, they’ll take a swing. There are four or five guys who are demented on that team.”

  The Raiders were a team of misfits with short fuses and held open season on supposed stars of opposing teams. In the 1975 AFC Conference Championship, George Atkinson knocked Pittsburgh wide receiver Lynn Swann out of the game with a concussion. In a regular season Steelers–Raiders game in 1976, Atkinson hit Swann with a forearm to the head, knocking him out of the opening game of the season and again causing another concussion.

  Swann had this to say about Atkinson.

  “Both blows were illegally delivered and delivered with malice.”

  The media and Pittsburgh coach Chuck Noll called Oakland “the criminal element of the NFL.”

  * * *

  Al Davis himself was not liked by the other owners, and his move to Los Angeles was not granted by the NFL.

  “The thing that disturbed me most of all was the bad faith in fair dealing. For three years I waited to hear Commissioner Rozelle finally tell us the reason that he wanted to split up this territory amongst the owners. They wanted it for themselves. As far as good faith, there is no question in my mind that I have never got the same treatment that anyone else got in their respective cities from the very beginning.”

  Tex Schramm was the Cowboys General Manager from 1960 to 1989, but he wasn’t exactly a fan of Davis.

  “I feel very strongly that he is wrong and that he’s doing something treacherous to this league.”

  Author David Harris described Davis as “never a popular figure,” because he was “an abrasive kind of guy.” And his insistence on dominating and winning everything tended to rub a lot of people the wrong way.

  During game day warm-ups, Al would visit the players of the opposing team. Mike Garrett, Kansas City Chiefs and San Diego Chargers running back (1966–1973) remembers Al’s method of operation.

  “During warm-ups before the game, Al would come around and walk around our team and say things like ‘How are you doing today?’ ‘You’re looking sharp.’ And you knew that he really didn’t mean it. He was coming over to get an edge, and I thought that was pretty crappy.”

  Mike Shanahan, former head coach of the Los Angeles Raiders from 1988–1989 and then head coach of the Denver Broncos and Washington Redskins, knew how to handle his former boss’s escapades.

  “During pregame warm-ups, we’re on the 10-yard line and going out of the end zone and Al was at the 25-yard line out on the numbers with his hands folded watching our team. The players are complaining that they can’t run anything with him out there, and to tell him to get out of the way. I told our quarterback Elvis Grbac to throw a go route and if you happen to get the ball close to that guy in the white outfit over there you won’t bother me.

  “Elvis throws the ball as hard as he can at Davis’s head and at the last second he ducks out of the way and it almost hits him. He looks over at me and sees me waving at him and he flips me off. But after that I never saw Al again on that side of the fifty.”

  A classic Al Davis story has to do with Harland Svare, who was the coach of the San Diego Chargers. In the old days, one of the rumors you heard about Al was that he would bug the other team’s locker room when they came to the Oakland Coliseum. Svare was so spooked by this that he talked himself into believing it. Before a game in Oakland, as his players looked on in disbelief, Svare stared cursing out the light fixture.

  “Damn you, Al Davis.” Svare screamed at the fixture. “I know you’re up there. Damn you.”

  When the incident was related to Al, he wouldn’t even deny it.

  “I can tell you one thing.” Al said with a shrug. “The damn thing wasn’t in the fixture.”

  Another so-called rumor had to do with the air in the football. Sound familiar? No, it’s not “Deflate Gate,” but it’s similar.

  “As players, we used to hear all kinds of things about Al,” said Stabler. “Two that stand out the most were that Al used to pump the football up with added helium for our punter Ray Guy, and that he’d water our field extra heavily the night before games against high-powered offenses.”

  * * *

  Most players would know not to challenge Al Davis, but there was one player who thought he could get away with it. Matuszak described the unfortunate incident.

  “The only time I ever saw a player challenge Al was in 1980, the year we beat the Eagles in the Super Bowl. Late in the season one our starters on offense went down with an injury. When he was just about healed, he told Al he wanted to get back into the starting lineup. Al said no. We had been winning with the lineup we had, and Al had no desire to break up the combination.

  “A few days later, we were boarding a plane for a road game. The Raiders had a rule that you couldn’t drink on flights to games. This guy was in no mood for rules, not even one of Al’s. He had smuggled a bottle of tequila onto the plane and was knocking it off like it was tap water.

  “When the plane landed, he staggered up to Al and said something to the effect of ‘play me or trade me.’ When Al didn’t reply, the player started cursing him out—right in front of Mrs. Davis. Everyone was horrified. We’d never seen Al confronted that way. At first we tried dragging our teammate away, but once he started cursing, everyone just backed off. No one wanted to even be near him when he was talking to Al like that. Al never said a word. Not one. He just shot the guy this look I call the ‘look of goodbye.’ We knew that guy was through as a Raider. He never played another down for us that season. The next year he was released.”

  During practice, Al Davis always worried about NFL “spies.” Fred Biletnikoff remembers one day in particular.

  “I remember when Al threw a rock at a plane that flew low over the practice field. He thought it was a spy plane.”

  * * *

  Marie Lombardi, the wife of the great Green Bay Packers coach Vince Lombardi, wrote to Carol Davis, Al’s wife after the Raiders’ first Super Bowl win.

  “Enjoy it now because fame is fleeting. Enjoy it while you can.”

  Marie’s prophecy came to be.

  The flame began to flicker. The firing of coaches was approximately once a year. The so-called good and high-priced players that Davis had drafted went bust. Davis began to lose his touch.

  Al’s health had greatly deteriorated by the time he reached his eighties. He always wanted to be the strength of the organization, but time was not on his side.

  In 2011, Davis passed the torch for the final time by hiring Hue Jackson, who called Al Davis “Coach.”

  “When you can have talks with your boss about the actual x’s and o’s, that was a first for me. I’ve never been able to do that with anyone else. That’s why I call him Coach, because he can still talk football with me.”

  On October 8, 2011, Al Davis passed away at the age of eighty-two. The next day Hue Jackson and his Raiders beat the Houston Texans 25–20 in pure Raiders style on the final play with an Oakland interception in the end zone. At that time, with only ten men on the field, it is said that Al Davis was on the field during that play, and was the eleventh man.

  * Anderson passed away in 2012.


  JOHN MADDEN

  THE CREATIVE COACH

  WHEN JOHN MADDEN WAS asked what he considered to be his greatest team, he responded without hesitation.

  “To me, the Raiders of the ’70s were the greatest team ever. When I went into the Hall of Fame, I had a party and showed old highlight films. I told the players that I’d started believing that thing about how players are bigger, better, faster, stronger now, and the game is better now, but when I look back at how we played it, and the guys who played, I realize that’s not true.

  “We were better. Football is great now, but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t great then. The stars then would be stars now. Freddy would be. Stabler would be. Bob Brown would be. Upshaw, Willie Brown, Shell, Otto, Ted Hendricks—they all would be.”

  Raider’s linebacker Monte Johnson described Madden’s unique style of dress.

  “John kind of looked like an oaf when he would dress. In practice he would wear the same polyester stretch pants, the shoes not tied, no whistle, and a towel hung around the neck. He would chew on the towel, not as a pacifier but as a habit, just because it was there.”

  Tight end Ted Kwalick said, “I was glad to play for a coach that treated you like a man, not like a kid.”

  Willie Brown though of Madden as one of the guys—not necessarily as one of the coaches.

  Madden liked all his players.

  “I didn’t like just a few of my players. I liked them all. I made a point of talking to every player every day. I’d walk up and down the locker room and talk to them as they’d come in, going into the training room, because I liked them. They were my friends. They’re people. When you start thinking, ‘How do you treat them?’ you’re thinking about it too much. You just do what’s normal.”

  Defensive end Pat Toomay was traded to the Raiders via the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, after previously playing for the Dallas Cowboys and Buffalo Bills.

  “In the morning he’d be sitting in your locker with a cup of coffee and the paper. ‘Hey, did you see this?’ This is a coach interested in your opinion about something in the newspaper? Can you imagine that happening with Landry? In the Cowboy environment you always felt like a freak or a piece of meat or some objectified kind of exotic hybrid. And here’s a coach interested in what you think about something other than football? This is a guy I can play for. This is a guy where our interests are aligned. He cares about people who aren’t replaceable parts.

  “There was a huge amount of respect. You could feel it. Madden wasn’t going to bullshit us on any level. He’d stand there on the sideline, sort of helplessly, waving his arms, getting pink, but he gave us control, and it was great for the players.”

  Madden had to convince Davis that he was the right man for the job.

  “I went into Al’s office and told him, ‘I know this team, I know these players. I know what they can do and I know how to get them to do it.’

  “I told him, ‘Age is a number. If you’re made to be a head coach, you’ll be successful whether you’re thirty-two, forty-two, or fifty-two. I don’t have to wait ten years. I know I can be a head coach now.’

  “I had a plan. I had been thinking about this basically all my coaching life. Even as an assistant I’d thought as a head coach. Not second guessing, first guessing.”

  Former front-office executive John Herrera talked about the foot races that he and John had.

  “As a linebacker coach, he was one of the boys. He was just a guy. We’d have foot races out in the driveway up at training camp. Between the cars parked outside the rooms and the boundary of the motel, there wasn’t any room to run. He’d put his big, fat butt in front of me with the first step and beat me in a 40. We’d mark it off and he’d always win. He reminds me of it to this day.

  “But I wasn’t surprised when Al made him the head coach. He had a certain presence about him that stood out from the other assistants. It’s hard to describe it in tangible terms, but he had it.

  “Al told me that the players needed someone who would lead them but not demean them. And he knew both offensive and defensive football. He also had a feel for the passing game. He was on the staff. He was there. And I also liked the idea that he was younger than me.”

  Davis thought he would be a great coach.

  “Anyone can see what a player is doing or not doing at the time; it was what you see in the future that matters. Can he coach? Can you develop him? I’ve seen it in a lot of young coaches. That doesn’t mean they’ll be successful with me. It’s about the relationship. It’s about keeping me informed and vice versa. It’s like a marriage. Believing in each other. Anyone can get married. But can you make it work? At first my role was one of direction, and then it became one of assistance.”

  Tight end Bob Moore felt it was Madden’s personality that drove the team.

  “It was said that Al Davis was directing the team, calling the plays, doing all the stuff and John was just a hatchet man for him. That was absolutely not true! John was the one doing all the work. His attitude, disposition, and personality are what drove the team to greatness.”

  “It seemed to me that Al left John and his staff alone,” said Kenny Stabler. “I think he let John make the decisions. Davis had a lot to do with the draft, but as far as who played? It was John.”

  According to Madden, Al may have been in charge of finding personnel, but it was John’s team.

  “That was never a question. Those things came up later. People had him calling plays and shit. But in those days players called the plays. I was never a headset coach anyway.

  “I had a good situation. I always said that the fewer guys you have between you and the owner, the better. The best job would be [George] Halas or Paul Brown, who coached and owned. The next best thing would be where you have an owner and you’re the next guy. And that’s what I had. It was a working partnership. He was a team player.

  “Al was a friend. We used to have a box at the Coliseum during A’s games in the off season, and we’d work during the day, and at night the coaches would leave and Al and I would go to the baseball game, watch three or four innings, talk, and go have dinner. We did a lot of talking at A’s games. All football.

  “I don’t know anyone like him. He was total football.”

  Pat Toomay gives his perspective on the Davis/Madden relationship.

  “However he negotiated the space with Al, whatever compromises Madden had to make, he made because it put him in the place he wanted to be. He was no dummy.”

  Linebacker Monte Johnson recalls his first day at training camp.

  “At training camp, when we were all together for the first time, John would give his opening speech, and it was always the same: ‘Our goal is to win the Super Bowl. Not make the playoffs. Win it all!’”

  “John has a great mind,” said punter Ray Guy, “but very few great minds make great head coaches. John’s strength was that he had a way of making it simple. Whatever he was teaching us wasn’t complex, something you couldn’t understand. We wouldn’t alter the game plan for this or that team. It would boil down to when the first ball is kicked; it’s me against them. Line up and play.”

  “Teaching is repetition,” said Madden. “Coaching is the same way. Some of the players couldn’t understand why I’d repeat everything. Dave Casper and Ted Hendricks, for instance, got it the first time. But there were others whom you had to show film of the play, and then diagram it. And someone else who’d have to practice it and walk through it for two or three days.”

  Madden had three rules for his players. They were: be on time, pay attention, and play like hell when I tell you to.

  “I always knew that the more rules you have, the easier they are to break,” said, Madden. “And once you break one, you may as well break them all. It’s easier to have fewer rules but be a stickler on those rules. Things that aren’t important, that have nothing to do with winning or losing, don’t have to be a rule.”

  According to offensive tackle John Vella, dress codes were non-existent for the Raiders.

  “I remember one time before a trip. Madden goes, ‘Hey, guys, there’s a few too many holes in the Levi’s. Can we get the Levi’s cleaned up a little bit? And you know, I don’t know about the sandals. Maybe you should wear some shoes. Can you wear some shoes?’ That was the end of the speech about dress codes.”

  Madden’s philosophy regarding dress codes was different than that of other coaches in the NFL.

  “I was coaching at a time when you had to wear white shirts and ties. Well, you don’t have to wear white shirts and ties. Facial hair? That has nothing to do with winning or losing. Those things weren’t important to me. I didn’t give a damn. Some teams were making their decisions based on stuff like that. ‘I got to get rid of that guy because he has a mustache.’ I always thought that was dumb.”

  The only Raider rule was to win.

  “Any rule or regulation regarding the Raiders had to do with nothing but winning, said Raiders running back Mark van Eeghen. “Otherwise it was not a regulation.”

  Kenny Stabler referred to the key word as play.

  “On the field it was ‘Go play,’ off the field it was ‘Go play.’”

  Madden was also known for accepting the whole person; meaning accepting them for who they were and refusing to try and change them.

  “The thing is you have a person, and he’s made up of a total package. And you take all of that package. You don’t just cherry-pick what you get. I remember one day I was walking off the field, and I was talking to our team doctor. I said, ‘You know, we have doctors for everything now. Orthopedics, internal doctors, eye doctors, maybe we ought to get, like, a psychiatrist, a mind psychologist.’

  “I’ll never forget what he told me: ‘You can do that, but you don’t know what really makes a guy the person he is, and what trait it is that makes him a great player. You may remove that trait in bringing in psychology. And if you start messing with them, you may improve part of them, but the part that’s improved might make them not play as well as they play.’

  “I said, ‘Oh, shit, forget I said that. There’s no damned way I want to do it.’

  “You have to accept the whole person and whatever they’re going to do. If I give Marv Hubbard a card that says, ‘If you ever get in a fight again, I’m gonna cut you,’ what’s that going to do? Nothing! I’m not gonna do anything.”

  Lineman Mike McCoy recalls his first pregame meeting as a Raider.

  “During Madden’s chalkboard talk, four or five players got up, walked out of the room, and caught a cab to the stadium. I was stunned! Madden didn’t even mind. He knew they knew what they needed to know. And I don’t think that’s something you can teach or coach; I think it was just something he sensed. Basically, he was a laid-back coach, which was just right for this team. If he’d pushed and pushed and pushed, I don’t think the Raiders would have won.”

  Like the players on his team, John Madden was also given nicknames.

  “Our nickname for him was Fox, because he was so smart,” said Stabler. “The other, more affectionate nickname we called him was Pinky.

  “John received the name Pinky because his face would turn pink—sometimes even beet red when his temper would flare—or pretend to flare.

  “I saw him come into dozens of meetings when he’d turn over a chair, raise hell, walk out, come back in, and wink. Like it was no big deal. That was his style.”

  Guard George Buehler tells how Madden’s blow-ups were planned.

  “I was sitting on the sidelines watching kickoffs when Madden walked up to me and said, ‘I’ll bet you that within five minutes, I’ll blow my top.’ I said, ‘You plan that stuff?’ He said, ‘Oh, yeah. I don’t do anything haphazardly or emotionally. I take a critical look and I see whether the team needs praising or being yelled at. I watch all the bad stuff and I ignore all the good, until I naturally blow up.’

  “Less than five minutes later, sure enough, Madden was screaming, ‘Goddammit! Get your asses . . .’ And everybody straightens up. That’s the way he coached.”

  Mark van Eeghen remembers one blow up in particular.

  “It didn’t matter if you were heralded or you were an unknown. He was a master of that. He knew everyone’s hot spot. Knowing that everybody has to be treated equally, but maybe not all the time.

  “During a game against the Broncos I missed a crucial block. During the film review session Madden kept clicking the play over and over and over. Fucking thirty times. Then he gets up, rips the reel off the projector, throws it in the trash can, and says, ‘Get out on the field!’

  “Once on the field Madden caught up with me and said, ‘Mark, I got to let you know—that was one of the better games you had for me, and I thank you for your effort. I took advantage of you because I wanted to make a point to the team and I knew you wouldn’t take it personally.’”

  Madden reacted to his so-called premeditated—or not—outbursts.

  “Whether it was premeditated or not, it would go away quickly. Sometimes you’d raise your voice, and then it would just go away, and I’d just say, ‘I had to do that.’ Sometime you felt you had to yell and scream. I tried not to do it to a player. I tried to do it collectively. There were some guys it didn’t affect. They’d say, ‘That’s just Madden being Madden.’”

  Nose tackle Dave Rowe recalls how Madden reacted to a fist fight between two players during practice.

  “They’re having this punch-up and he’s going in between them and he slips. Everyone sees him fall, and the fight stops, and they all help him up. Then he says, ‘We ain’t having fighting.’ I thought Madden would call practice. Instead he said, ‘That was a damn sissy fight! I’ll show you how to fight!’ Madden started swinging his fists, comically, and that defused the whole situation. And we go back to practice.”
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