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Sports are still compelling.

Those of us who write about games can lose sight of the hold they retain on fans, young and old, and the secure place they keep in our lives. Cynicism because of the foolishness of some and the greed of others is forgotten when a grown man or woman spots Joe Namath at an airport. Or when the Jets win a football game. Or—and this does happen, you know—lose a game.

So it was enormous fun to write this book. Not many newspaper reporters actually get the chance to write 100,000 words about a subject they know and that is fun to describe.

Probably every town or major city has its Jets. To me, the Jets are a metaphor for longing, for the desire to recreate a fond memory that is always elusive. Like most of us, the Jets have to be content with small victories; for many, though, those too are elusive. Still, the sun rises and people get up and go to work. The Jets put on their uniforms and take the field. Who knows? Maybe that’s all we should expect out of life.

In looking at this franchise, I had many helpful operatives. Some of them actually played the game, but all had insight into what goes on. One of the most important was Jeff Neuman of Simon & Schuster. Mostly, everyone enjoyed observing. So thanks to:

Joe Namath, leRoy Neiman, Joe Goldstein, Dave Anderson, Frank Ramos, John Schmitt, Bill Mazer, Helen Dillon, Bob Reese, Sammy Baugh, Harold Rosenthal, Walt Michaels, Art Kaminsky, Rich Cimini, Dr. James Nicholas, Steve Serby, Rabbi Myron Fenster, Doug Miller, Ralph Baker, Dan Sekanovich, Barton Silverman, Scott Kerniss, Rick Diamond, Charley Winner, Frank Scatoni, Paul Needell, Bruce Coslet, Pepper Burruss, Joe Klecko, Ron Wolf, Joe Walton, Boomer Esiason, Dick Haley, Janet Pawson, Don Maynard, Curley Johnson, Weeb Ewbank, Mike Kensil, Berj Najarian, Marty Lyons, Richard Todd, Greg Buttle.

This is for—in order of their appearance—Andy Shuster and Anna G. Eskenazi. Each married a child Rosalind and I brought into the world. Then Andy collaborated with Ellen to create Corey, and Anna teamed up with Mark to produce Alexa. As we know in sports, the clock continues.






Contents

1. Why?

2. The Early Days

3. Weeb

4. Joe

5. Super, Once

6. Breakdown

7. Jet Lag

8. Lou

9. It Only Hurts When You Laugh

10. Walt and Revival

11. The Sack Exchange

12. Once You Cross the River …

13. Joe Walton and the Era That Never Was

14. The Nineties and the Football Man

15. The Nineties and the Nice Man

16. Rock Bottom

17. Along Came Bill

Index



[image: Image]







[image: Image]
1 Why?


One summer day in 1997, when the Jets were on the verge of still another new era, Joe Namath reflected on his life since football, since the Super Bowl, since the sixties. Almost 30 years earlier he and his Jets teammates helped define an era, a moment in time that has shone brighter than anything the Jets have done since. He is in his 50s now, a father of two young girls, and he couldn’t wait until tomorrow because every day was a new adventure in living with his wife, Tatiana.

So, Joe, I asked, what are your thoughts on what’s happened to the Jets in the years since that moment of triumph?

Joe hesitated, then replied, “I can’t think of any good reason to discuss my personal reasons why the Jets have done what they do. It’s like being an American. You may not like what the government does, but you support it.”

·   ·   ·

My route to the world of the Jets was different from Joe’s. And I get paid to question.

On a beautiful fall day in Brooklyn, back around 1950, I invented the I formation, which helped transform football. It happened on Schenck Avenue, around the corner from my house on Sutter Avenue in East New York, and it was a brilliant success.

Here was its exquisite, yet simple, premise: Three of us lined up in an “I.” I took the ball, turned around to my friend behind me, and handed it off. He then also turned and handed it to the guy behind him.

The three defenders in front of us were flat-footed. They lost sight of the ball the instant I turned, and never realized what we were doing. We scored the easiest of touchdowns, which consisted of running to the next manhole cover.

This sensational play worked three or four times, and then someone on the other side got smart. They lined up in a defensive I formation themselves. The I formation, as practiced by us that fall, had been neutralized. Clearly, football was a game of adjustments, a lesson I learned as a teenager. Football life had its yin and yang.

Twenty-five years later, in the summer of 1975, The New York Times asked me to become the beat reporter covering the New York Jets. It was an assignment I welcomed enthusiastically. Since that day on the Brooklyn streets where I found my invention smashed, I had taken a casual attitude toward the game; I grew up, loved and lost the Brooklyn Dodgers baseball team, became a sportswriter, and enjoyed success and some small measure of fame writing about the Rangers hockey team. It was an odd sport for me to cover: I had never played hockey on the Brooklyn streets, of course, and the first hockey game I ever saw I wrote about (luckily for me, it had a fight and a gaggle of goals).

But the Rangers had a failing: They could never win a championship. Their last had come in 1940. Every spring, they lost their final playoff game. They were a New York joke. Every year I thought of Sisyphus and Icarus as I summed up the Rangers’ season.

Oh, in the cool, crisp Canadian Septembers I used to follow the Rangers up to Kitchener, Ontario, for the start of their training camp. It was exciting and fun and I learned to respect the game and appreciate the hold it had on an entire country. And in time, I came to see the beauty of hockey. I pulled out all the adjectives I had acquired at City College of New York and in reading those writers I respected.

While the Rangers were flailing annually at their fate, the New York Jets had become a celebrity outfit with a showbiz owner and Joe Namath, whose nickname of Broadway Joe was all one needed to know, at quarterback. He was a rollicking sixties counterpart to those other New York icons, the Babe, the Duke, and the Mick—a long-haired quarterback who won a Super Bowl against a team from The Establishment. The Jets were part of a New Wave in sports, a cinéma vérité of jockdom—players who spoke the truth, not clichés, whose actions mirrored the larger society’s aspirations, and whose followers were younger and hipper than the buttoned-down followers of the NFL’s Giants.

But that was then. The Jets I came to write about were like life as Kafka or George Carlin might have pictured it—only more so. They led an existence based in the everyday reality so many of us faced, one of small victories offset by large losses.

And yet the Jets had stretches of near-stardom: the early 1980s under the oh-so-human Walt Michaels, when the Sack Exchange made everyone bullish on the Jets’ future. There was the emergence of the young and gifted runner Freeman McNeil, the breathtaking fluidity of receiver Wesley Walker hauling in a pass thrown by Richard Todd, Namath’s successor.

And who could forget the mid-1980s when the team, directed by Joe Walton, allowed Jets fans to renew their dreams: the punishing defense in which linebacker Lance Mehl would tackle a dozen enemy players a game, and when the Who’s-He-Turned-Golden-Boy, Ken O’Brien, would rocket the ball to the smooth-as-silk Al Toon.

There were Sundays when the Jets were pro football’s best team.

Indeed, if you were a Jets fan in the 1980s, you had one of the better stretches of NFL success—up to a point. They tantalized, they sent players to the Pro Bowl, and then they went nowhere in the postseason.

My good friend Rabbi Myron Fenster, former head of the New York Board of Rabbis, spoke for the many who remained Jets fans no matter their tribulations.

“It’s good for the soul,” the rabbi explained. “It teaches you about striving and redemption, although I must admit I’m waiting for the redemption a long time.”

The Jets had their great moments, even while I was writing about them. On those best Sundays, they energized their youthful fans, who often celebrated as if they were at a circus, not a football game. Going to a Jets game when they’re winning is very different from being at a Giants game. For the Giants, there is the sense of watching gladiators; the Jets, though, play in a funhouse, cotton-candy atmosphere.

There was a new vision as the millennium approached, with likely expectations that the team could be good, maybe even great, once again. Hope is all Jets fans have ever wanted, and they may have finally gotten it in a realistic manner. The team even went back to the future as 1998 dawned, reviving the uniform of the Super Bowl era.

But as happiness is made sweeter by the memory of affliction, this is a propitious time to remind the freshly optimistic about the failures of the past. We can begin with that moment in the Seattle Kingdome when I asked the tearful punter, Chuck Ramsey, why he was crying after a loss to the Seahawks.

“How would you feel,” he said between sobs, “if the coach told you in front of the entire team, ‘I can fart farther than you can punt’?”

How, indeed?

Every year there is the new start for the Jets and their fans, who constitute the largest season-ticket base in sports—77,000 seats sold every game, year-in, year-out. To its credit, Jets management became the last in pro football to require season-ticket-holders to buy tickets for the exhibition games as well. And traditionally, the Jets’ ticket prices have been the lowest in the NFL.

So when the team slides, it doesn’t hurt fans (in the pocketbook, at any rate) as much to stay away. Every year from the time they moved into Giants Stadium in 1984, 15 percent of Jets ticket-holders never even went to games. By far it was the largest number of bail-outs in sports: 90,000 no-shows who no-show every year; $3 million worth of tickets annually down the drain. That dearth of live fans reached its high (that is to say, low) in the dismal year of 1996, when the 1-15 team chased away more than 200,000 fans who had actually paid for their seats.

With 1997’s stunning surprise of a 9-7 team, fans not only turned out in record numbers, they actually stayed until the end, cheering themselves hoarse.

They did that in the final moments of a pre-Thanksgiving victory over the Vikings, and it brought tears to the eyes of the octogenarian owner, Leon Hess. So what if they would be stuck for 90 minutes in the parking lot afterward? This was something many of them had never seen—a winning Jets season (the first in nine years, actually) and a team that didn’t fall apart.

Yet, how difficult it must have been almost every other year, when there was the hope in springtime as the college draft took place and the new fresh faces were paraded on the sports pages. Then there was the anticipation and sweat of the summer, when the team was hammered together on the grounds of Hofstra University in Hempstead, Long Island, where the Jets enjoy a fenced-in enclave that includes three football fields, an enclosed bubble in their upbeat new world, and the two-story Weeb Ewbank Hall.

There, a glass case houses the Vince Lombardi Super Bowl trophy, gleaming silver by Tiffany’s. It sits there looking like the United States Constitution in its protected case in Washington, Airless, it is preserved against the ravages of time. You know it was once really touched by humanity, but is now so old it is like regarding the bones of an ancient civilization. It is hard to relate to in modern terms.

For close to 30 years, Jets summers have given way to the realities of fall, when the games count and during which time, usually, the first hint of failed promises surfaces. Finally, there is the bleak winter as, locked in failure, hopes wither and die.

I believe the Jets are the most famous bad franchise in sports. But that doesn’t mean they are a team that cannot be enjoyed, even loved. The sports world has its lovable losers, teams with a tradition of not getting it right. But none has the cachet of the Jets, who have become famous for being bad.

Let us count the ways:


	Through their first 37 seasons, since their creation in 1960, they were the only team in professional sports without a coach who produced a winning career record during his tenure there.

	Not one player drafted since Joe Namath in 1964 has even been a finalist for the Football Hall of Fame based on a Jets career.

	The Jets are the only football team since the merger of 1970 that has failed to win a division title.

	The Jets are the only team playing in a stadium named for another team.



But these are facts, cold and obvious. What distinguishes the Jets has been the way the club has gloried in the ineffable, the inane, and even the inscrutable:


	Can’t find a place to practice? How about the side of the road on the Belt Parkway in Queens, New York? Or even Rikers Island prison, where the fans were frisked.

	How about that wonderful moment during a scrimmage in Easton, Pennsylvania, when Brigitte Nielsen, the six-foot-two-inch blonde actress and ex-wife of Sylvester Stallone, hopped out of her limousine on the sidelines to see her inamorata, Mark Gastineau, practice?

	Even if you have a place to play, why not have the honor of being the first team ever to perform in a game suspended by lightning?

	You say your quarterback Richard Todd has a broken little toe? He got it while watching television at home.

	Johnny Johnson became the first NFL player to run 90 yards from scrimmage—and not score a touchdown. He was hauled down from behind inches from the goal line. It remains the longest play in Jets history and, metaphorically, counted for nothing.

	And even when life suddenly seemed good again in 1997, when the Jets had a chance to make the playoffs in the final game of the season, they were foiled by the Lions, who intercepted three different passers—two of whom had never thrown a big-league pass before the year began. Those throws were watched from the sidelines by the Jets’ putative $25 million quarterback.



All sports is a striving. Few are called, though, to define themselves in the full failure of such striving. This the Jets have done—not intentionally, of course; not maliciously, certainly; but inevitably. For example, when I sat down as the millennium approached to start writing this book, it had been 11 years since the Jets had won more than half their games in a season, nine years since they produced a winning campaign, 28 years since finishing first, and eight years since boasting of a first-string Pro Bowl player.

“If I could only win two games in a row again,” cornerback Aaron Glenn said dreamily one day before the 1997 season, reflecting on that golden twin in October 1994.

When a team continues to underperform, year in and year out, it covers itself in that mantle of helplessness. The year before I began this book, the Jets signed Neu O’Donnell, picked up from the Super Bowl Steelers, to the fourth-largest contract in NFL history, a five-year, $25 million package. He played six games before tearing his shoulder. He was warming up before a game for his return, went into a routine backpedal—and tore a calf muscle. End of season.

O’Donnell had been a Jet only a few days when he realized he had joined a team mired in its culture of losing.

“How do I get these guys to stop thinking so negatively?” he asked.

Think of a team with the opposite qualities: baseball’s Yankees, for example. Their long-time excellence creates an aura that elevates those who join the team. A rising tide raises all ships, and rising expectations—on the Yankees, on the 49ers, on the Chicago Bulls or the Montreal Canadiens—do the same.

Imagine how difficult it must be for a player—or a head coach—to join the Jets and confront history, and the inevitable comparisons to the past bad times as soon as things turn sour: the inexorable dunking by the news media, the old bugaboos that they are a team without a home of their own, without a recent past, with a history of collapses.

“What’s the name of that guy in the cartoons who walks around with the cloud over his head?” wondered one Jet on one losing Sunday in 1996.

“Why does this always seem to happen to us?” lamented Johnny Mitchell, one of their failed number-one draft picks, as the 1994 season slid away with defeat after December defeat.

Shortly after his unanswerable question, Johnny, a boxing fan, spotted me at ringside covering a fight in Atlantic City. He and a friend, portly yet wearing a jogging suit, came over and spoke enthusiastically about boxing.

“So what do you do?” I asked the fat friend.

“Part-time psychic,” he replied proudly.

Why, it’s enough to make you wonder about the nature of sport, the nature of being a Jet, and of being a Jet follower. Why do these things always happen to them?

This is not a trick question.


2 The Early Days


The Jets were created as the New York Titans in 1960—during the upbeat final days of the Eisenhower administration, when America still flexed its expansionist muscle—and took the field just before John F. Kennedy was preparing to debate Vice-President Richard Nixon. They were in the fledgling American Football League: a raucous, buccaneering loop that was a true rival to the established National Football League. It never aspired to be a vanilla copy; it had balls—both kinds—as well as the two-point conversion and a clutch of good quarterbacks. To help them open up the game with a more exciting passing attack, the AFL even used a ball that was more pointy than the classic NFL ball, a rounder spheroid emblazoned with the nickname “the Duke.” (The Duke was the honorific for Giants owner Wellington Mara, whose namesake was the Irish-born Duke of Wellington.) The AFL’s ball was designed differently so that its quarterbacks could toss the hell out of it.

The men who began the AFL, megamillionaires such as Texan Lamar Hunt (whose brothers once cornered the silver market in America) and Detroit industrialist Ralph Wilson, gave themselves a nickname: The Foolish Club.

A famed sports announcer of the day, Harry Wismer, was the incessantly upbeat owner of the Titans. He was also the biggest bullshitter ever created. He once called The New York Times, where I had just started as a copy boy. I answered the phones. This was his opening gambit:

“Hello, this is Harry Wismer. Who’s this?”

I told him my name. It was unknown to anyone outside of my family and friends and a few people in the office, who were impressed with the way I tore copy paper off the AP machine and got the coffee order right. I had yet to have a byline.

“Jerry,” he shouted into the phone, “you’re doing a great job!”

His checks bounced, too.

Harry had been a celebrity sports announcer in an era when voices had faces: the days of Bill Stern, Graham McNamee, Ted Husing.

Wismer put himself in that florid pantheon with his broadcasts of Notre Dame football. He had a staccato style made even more dramatic because of his penchant for shouting into the microphone. With his wavy dark hair and sharp features, he also was able to carve a minor career in films, playing sports announcers.

It was a theatrical time for broadcasters of the Wismer ilk. When Harry did a game, that was the reality for the millions of Americans who heard him. There was no television to speak of, and moviegoers had to wait a week before seeing in the theaters what had happened on the field. Radio broadcasters painted pictures to fuel the imagination of the listeners, and in no other sport were there such colorful portraits as in the football broadcasts.

In 1960, Wismer used his personal wealth (which consisted of paper, since it was all in a stock market that was about to plummet) to back the team. Offices? He operated out of his apartment, albeit a huge set of rooms over on Park Avenue, fancy digs that faced a courtyard. Harry had married well twice, first to a Ford, which gave him the chance to broadcast the Detroit Lions games, and then to the widow of one of America’s famed Jewish gangsters, Abner (Longie) Zwillman.

It was at his Park Avenue apartment in 1960 that Harry held a press conference to introduce his first coach.

Harold Rosenthal, interpreter of man’s foibles on the playing field for the great, departed Herald Tribune, was there in his role as reporter. Writers covering the Titans were considered a notch below the Giants’ beat reporters.

“We were the shnooks of the beat writers,” recalls Harold from his retirement manse in Boca Raton, Florida. “The top guys were writing about the Giants. I was an old baseball writer. Used to cover the Dodgers, then switched to the Yanks. But the football Giants were a great team to get onto. Every Tuesday they had a big press conference and you had steak—your one chance in the week to get a free steak meal.

“Harry used to have a guy with him, Steve Sabo, a kind of a cheerleader. Everything that Harry said, Sabo would interject, just so you wouldn’t miss it, ‘Hey, that was pretty funny.’ He was a short, peppery guy built along the lines of a Hank Stram. He was scouting for talent by reading those 25-cent football magazines.”

So Harold was in Harry’s apartment, and here’s how Harry conducted his first major announcement:

“Harry hired Sammy Baugh, the old Redskins quarterback, as the Titans’ first coach. We didn’t know that was coming, though. Wismer called us into his apartment, where he had a three-piece band in the living room—guitar, sax, and bass—all dressed in cowboy uniforms. Meanwhile, he was hiding Sammy in the bedroom to come out as a surprise. We were hanging around, next to where one of the girls was working on the tickets. Harry always had tickets around, on the bed, the table, the sofa.

“And Harry says, ‘Gentlemen, I want to introduce the new coach of the Titans—Slingin’ Sammy Baugh.’ And the band struck up ‘The Eyes of Texas.’ Sammy was so embarrassed. He was from Texas but he was no country boy, and they had him dressed up in a cowboy hat and bandanna.”

Sammy Baugh was one of the three or four greatest names in the history of pro football. He was its premier quarterback, slinging for the Redskins in the thirties, forties, and fifties, and also creating punting records. He was less than 10 years removed from his playing days and still had legendary status and aura.

Baugh’s arrival was a coup for Harry, who gloried in the surprise celebrity. Once, at a Titans’ luncheon, he got up and announced, “Gentlemen, I want to introduce John Roosevelt.” And John, one of FDR’s five sons, rose, smiled, and shook hands with the puzzled attendees.

Wismer was always mixing fact and fiction, the real celebrity with the phantom. A favorite routine when he was announcing football games on the radio was to spot a senator, say, and call out over the airwaves, “How ya doin’, Senator Taft?” when, of course, there wasn’t any such person present.

Harry also was bitter—no, paranoid—about the Giants once the Titans were created. He would try to outmuscle the Giants, who played in nearby Yankee Stadium, when he believed they were sabotaging his team. One of his pals, and a part-owner of the Titans, was Clark Clifford, adviser to presidents, Kennedy confidant, and man about Washington.

Wismer called Clifford and told him that the Maras were slashing the tires of cars parked at the Polo Grounds to discourage people from attending Titans games. Clifford, perhaps busy with the Cuban Missile Crisis, couldn’t help him with that one.

Despite Harry’s business and political connections, he had made a titanic mistake. He invested a disproportionate amount of his money in Brunswick bowling stock, and bowling’s boom was about to crash louder than a 10-strike. Harry started scrambling. Before long, the Titans couldn’t even pay the taxi drivers who took the players to the games, let alone pay the players.

Still, Baugh got his first-year team to perform at a 7-7 clip, although the average Polo Grounds crowd was about 10,000. These were generous estimates, reminding one of the line uttered by Dick Young of the Daily News: Describing an obviously sparse crowd whose numbers were inflated by a press agent, Young wrote, “The game attracted 10,000 fans, 5,000 of whom came disguised as empty seats.”

The AFL was created with eight teams, all of which exist today, although some have different nicknames or homes. The Titans played in the Eastern Division with the Buffalo Bills, Boston Patriots, and Houston Oilers. The Oakland Raiders and Denver Broncos made up the Western Division, along with two teams that would eventually move—the Los Angeles Chargers (to San Diego) and the Dallas Texans (to Kansas City, changing their name to Chiefs).

Wismer clothed his Titans in blue and gold and got an infusion of money from ABC, which was the so-called “third” network and still desperately attempting to make inroads on CBS and NBC. CBS, of course, had the highfalutin NFL to showcase. ABC countered with the AFL, and Wismer brokered the deal, signing a five-year television pact for the league. That first year, the entire league received $1,785,000. After the league took out its expenses, the Titans got about $150,000 as their share for the whole season, which came in very handy very soon: the opening game at the Polo Grounds against the Bills attracted merely 5,727 paying customers.

Watching the Titans face Buffalo at the huge and deserted Polo Grounds, Harry sat next to Ralph Wilson, the Bills’ fabulously wealthy owner. Wilson looked out with dismay at the crowd of a few thousand as the halftime festivities began. The marching band paraded out to midfield and faced the box where the Wismers and the Wilsons sat. The band started to play “Everything’s Coming up Roses.”

“So I’m looking at this empty stadium,” recalls Wilson, “and Harry turns to his wife and says, ‘Listen, hon—they’re playing our song!’”

Those were still great days for the cities, and the Jets played in the once-lofty Polo Grounds, deserted just two years earlier by its most famed tenants, baseball’s Giants, who fled to the Left Coast to be near their main gate attraction, the Dodgers. The Jets were to remain in Manhattan until one of the outer boroughs beckoned.

Don Maynard at this point was little more than a footnote to history. He had been the Giants’ player who returned the kickoff in their 1958 sudden-death overtime loss to the Baltimore Colts. On the Titans, he became the first of many players who were to perform for both New York football teams.

No one was more individualistic or idiosyncratic, or parsimonious. Teammates joked that he lifted towels and toilet paper out of hotel rooms. When he joined the Giants in 1958 as a rookie out of what is now known as the University of Texas-El Paso, he arrived in New York looking like a cinematic stereotype of the Old West. He wore cowboy boots, blue jeans, and sideburns. This was, remember, the Eisenhower Era. He was told to shave off his sideburns.

“No, sir,” he said.

And then when he reported in 1959, his all-out running style displeased Allie Sherman, then an assistant coach.

“This isn’t a track meet,” Sherman told him. “Shorten your strides.”

“But I cover more ground in one stride than anybody else does around here in three,” he retorted.

The Giants cut him the next day. He went up to play in Canada.

Sammy Baugh, though, knew of Maynard from Texas school days. He was not going to let Maynard slip away.

In the weathered Polo Grounds, Maynard became the franchise’s first star as he unveiled uncommon talent. He caught 72 passes for 1,265 yards. The Titans generated little excitement either in New York or around the new league, though. Their top rusher was named Dewey Bohling, and he gained only 431 yards. Al Dorow was the quarterback.

With their stadium just across the river from the big ball yard in the Bronx, some of the Titans actually shared a hotel with some of the Giants and Yankees—the famed Concourse Plaza on the Grand Concourse.

One of Maynard’s fellow Texans, punter Curley Johnson, became a Bronxite.

“We got to know Mickey Mantle and a lot of those guys,” said Curley. “We’d all end up in the same places. Sometimes we’d go up to the roof of the hotel and we could see them playing a game in Yankee Stadium.”

In year two of their three-year history, the Titans posted another 7-7 mark, but as far as the New York fan was concerned, they were just another team out there without any famous faces. The Giants were resurgent under Allie Sherman, their new head coach, and new quarterback Y. A. Tittle. The Giants, after all, were famous; the Titans had players with little or no history.

Indeed, the most heroic figure in the entire new league may well have been its commissioner, Joe Foss. Its founding was only 15 years after World War II, and Foss was still remembered as a flying “ace”—a former Marine general who had shot down 27 Japanese Zeros during the war. He himself had been shot down, crashed somewhere in the Pacific, and according to one story, was saved by a missionary on some island. Foss’s name gave some credibility to the AFL.

Foss had been born on a farm in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, in 1916. He took responsibility for his family when he was merely a high-school junior after his father was killed by lightning.

He attended three colleges and joined the armed forces in 1940. He had always wanted to be a fighter pilot. He got his wish, giving as good as he got, for he was shot down four times himself. The real story of that final ditching was that he was forced to float in the Pacific for five hours before he was spotted.

Foss received the Congressional Medal of Honor, became a legislator in South Dakota, and then its governor. Back then, Americans knew the names of their war heroes. Still, he was surprised in 1959 when Wismer and others approached him about leading the new league.

Foss’s philosophy was practical: He didn’t believe the league could survive by raiding the NFL. Instead, the AFL scoured small southern schools, or checked out Canadian Football League players. The unknown, the unwanted, the overlooked—these were to form the basis for the league and the Titans.

He also had another philosophy: openness. Let the press and the public in. Put a human face on the football gladiator, whose body was hidden from view behind a helmet and armor. He believed in opening the locker rooms immediately after games instead of the “cooling-off” period preferred by the NFL.

“That’s how we did it in combat,” he explained one day in 1998, just before the Super Bowl in which the Denver Broncos were to revive the old AFL memories with their upset over the Green Bay Packers. “I came down from combat and let the war correspondents talk to the pilots on the wing. They got it right from the horse’s mouth.”

Still, Wismer didn’t always agree with the hero. They argued incessantly. Foss showed up at the Titans’ Thanksgiving Day game in 1961 and announced, “There isn’t enough room in this league for both of us.”

But the two obviously patched up their differences. For who was Wismer’s best man when he got married shortly afterward? Foss.

Wismer could be exasperating, especially when money got tight, as Sammy Baugh would learn. Baugh had a two-year run as coach. His teams posted a 14-14 record. Now, a .500 mark is just that—not bad, not too good, either. And yet, in 1997, almost 40 years later, when the Jets made their dramatic move by hiring Bill Parcells as commander-in-chief and dictator-for-life, Baugh’s mediocre record still stood as the best career coaching mark any Jets coach had achieved on the club.

He was so competent that Wismer had to get rid of him when the 1962 season loomed. For Baugh wanted to get paid, and his salary of $28,000 was stifling Wismer, who simply stopped paying his coach sometime during the 1961 season.

Harry had hoped his new bride could bail him out of his personal and professional financial problems. But while she had scads of money, she also had children from a previous marriage, who balked at such an expenditure.

So as 1962 began, Sammy made plans for another year in New York, a place so different from Rotan, Texas, where he ran and leased 20,000 acres for cattle ranching. Sammy was coming back, all right—if only to make sure he got paid what Wismer owed him on the 1961 salary.

His two years as Titans coach had soured him on the big city. He came to it embarrassed with the farm-boy image that Wismer attached to him, and then Baugh struggled to get his team to play, when every week was an adventure in finance as well, since no one ever was really sure he’d get paid.

Then one day Sammy picked up a paper and found out that the new Titans coach was Clyde (Bulldog) Turner. Sammy had been fired in the newspapers.

Thirty-five years later, a few days before his 83rd birthday, Baugh sat back in his chair at the ranch and in his laconic Texan style, remembered those Titans days:

“New York, I always had trouble getting around. Harry never called me, never wrote me a letter that I was fired. Oh, Harry always had something going. See, he still owed me money, but he hired Bulldog Turner. What Harry wanted me to do was just not come out there. But I knew damn well I wouldn’t get the rest of my money because he’d say I didn’t report.

“So I called Bulldog—hell, we knew each other for years—and I said, ‘Now, Bulldog, I’m not going to do anything on the club but I’ve got to be here to get paid.’ Harry could always say he didn’t fire me. It’s true he never wrote me, never gave me any sort of goddamn notification. The son of a bitch would have to fire me.

“Bulldog said, ‘Just do anything out here you want to,’ and Harry found me and got it settled.”

The money problems had started in the Titans’ second season of 1961. “It got so bad, when they started passing out the checks guys ran to the banks as fast as they could,” recalls Baugh. “But I feel sorry for Harry. If he could have held out for the third year, he would have got into that new stadium. That Polo Grounds was a messy place. It was dirty and it looked awful, I don’t know how they got any people to come out.” (Actually, Shea Stadium wasn’t ready for the Jets until after their fourth year.)

The way Sammy remembers it, the Titans had “a pretty good ballclub by the end of the second season.” But some of the players were injured and Harry, desperate to make the playoffs, called all the players together and told them he’d give everyone a bonus if they won their last three games.

“Boys,” Baugh said after Wismer left, “you heard what he said. I know you’ve been worried about your money.” The players got so excited about the possibility of actually being paid that they banded together just to see if he really would deliver. It was not to be. Despite the smallest announced Polo Grounds crowd (purportedly 9,462 people) in Baugh’s tenure, the Titans defeated the Dallas Texans (soon to be the Kansas City Chiefs), but were clobbered, 48-21, by the Oilers and then 35-24 by the same Texans.

The Titans situation worsened in 1962, naturally. Bulldog Turner was presiding over a team on which all pretense of bill-paying was gone. Bill Tackmann, the road secretary, was in theory the money man; he didn’t really have money, but he was supposed to pay certain bills. As Harold Rosenthal recalls, “He could sign for a hotel and not pay them later—but you couldn’t sign for a cab. At least not after you stiffed them before.”

Thus came the time the Titans had a game in Oakland and took cabs from their hotel to the stadium. Tips? The cabbies never even got paid by the club for the fares. When the game was over, the cabbies revolted and wouldn’t take them back. The players got together, chipped in, and paid for their own cabs, squeezing three and four wide-bodies into one car.

It got so bad in 1962 that the team went to Boston by bus—and after the game, they returned by bus. Unfortunately for the team, the money problems leaked out to the public. It was a sinking ship, and the first to leave usually are the fans.

Actually, the Boston Patriots were in pretty bad shape as well. When they came in for a game in New York, which was played at night, they had a ritual: They’d go to a hotel for the afternoon—but not spend the night. They would return by train after the game. So the players were warned not to turn the covers on the beds; if they did, the hotel would charge an extra four dollars, the same charge as if the player had spent the night. To make sure the players did not mess up the beds, each Patriot had four dollars deducted in advance from his salary. If the hotel charged the team, the player lost his four dollars.

Yet the Titans had crashed New York at a time when there was a void in New York sports. The Dodgers and Giants of baseball had left only two years before the Titans were created. New York, once a three-team baseball town, had only the Yankees, who were becoming, for the first time, boring in their excellence.

“Rooting for the Yankees,” someone said, “is like rooting for U.S. Steel.” The sixties had begun, and with that the first hints of cynicism toward the grand American traditions and the great old sports teams.

Unfortunately for the Titans, in their third year the Mets were created. They wedged their way into the Polo Grounds in the spring of 1962 and instantly created a cult following that big-league sports had never known before—a wave of fans rooting for lovable losers. Indeed, the worse the Mets played, the more lovable they became. The other big-league teams in town besides the Yankees were the football Giants, the Knicks, and the Rangers. All had their loyal followers.

These four clubs were fought over by seven—count ’em, seven—New York City newspapers: the Times, the Tribune, the Post, the Daily News, the Mirror, the Journal-American, and the World-Telegram & Sun. In the other boroughs there were the Long Island Press and the Star.

Still, the Titans had to scramble for “ink,” especially on my paper. The Times’s sports columnist, Arthur Daley, was a man of habit. Every day I got him a ham and cheese on rye/lettuce and tomato. On meatless Fridays, he switched to just plain cheese. Arthur liked the tried and true. It took him years to concede in print that Cassius Clay had changed his name to Muhammad Ali.

Arthur—whose friendship with the Giants’ Jack Mara, co-owner with his brother Wellington, went back to school days—rarely visited the Titans or watched them play. Sundays were his Giants days. Even though the Titans played at home on Saturday nights, Arthur’s column for the Sunday paper was written by Friday afternoon, and he was not about to break his personal tradition.

This kind of indifference helped keep Titans fans away. A total of 4,719 attended their first home game of year three. Wismer was left scrambling to sell tickets from his apartment.

His German-born housekeeper used to scream at the mess the flow of visitors made. She didn’t even have the kitchen to herself—Harry’s PR man, a fellow named Ted Emory, used to keep the mimeograph machine in the kitchen. She’d come in to fix dinner, and Emory would be there running off press releases on the countertop.

It was there that one day Charlie Jones, the silver-haired, silver-voiced announcer, paid a visit.

Jones spotted some tickets for the upcoming game sitting on a big, round table. Harry excused himself to go to the bathroom, leaving Charlie alone in the apartment. Just then someone knocked on the door. Charlie answered it, and two people said they had come wanting to buy tickets. Since Harry wasn’t around, Charlie dutifully sold them a pair. Then Charlie looked at his watch. He had to leave. Wismer still was out of the room, so Charlie simply left the money for Harry and went off. If only Harry had been so conscientious about paying people.

While the Titans were limping to a 5-9 record, the Giants captured another division crown, packing Yankee Stadium. The Titans averaged less than one-tenth of what the Giants attracted, and their financial ruin was complete as Wismer ran out of money.

The last two home games of the team named the Titans, just before Christmas in 1962, saw crowds of 4,011 for the Bills and 3,828 for the Oilers. By then, the league had taken over the club. The players’ salaries were personally guaranteed by Lamar Hunt. Indeed, before a late-season game scheduled for Denver, the players had threatened not to travel there unless someone could guarantee their paychecks. That’s when Hunt stepped in, and the Titans flew to Denver, where only 15,776 fans saw a historic match-up. It was the last game the Titans ever won, and it was a beaut—46-45.

Bulldog’s only season as coach had produced a 5-9 record. After three seasons in the AFL, the Titans had impressed no one and had left a legacy that could be enjoyed and chuckled over only decades later.

The season featured one of those moments that, in various forms, helped to undo Titans and Jets teams over the decades. For despite their money problems, the Titans had put together a two-game winning streak for the first time that season. At 4-5, they still had five games remaining to become respectable, maybe even produce their first winning season. Hunt’s Dallas Texans were coming into the Polo Grounds.

They came, and they conquered by 52-31. The Titans wound up losing four of their last five games, their head coach, their colors, their name, and their identity.

Almost nothing remains today of the Titans, even in the record books. For despite the obscene number of points the team yielded—423 by the close of business for the season—that’s not even a team record. They seemed doomed by the name, the place they played, the forgettable record they made.

No one got a Christmas present.

“The last time I saw Harry, I was coaching Houston and we played the Jets in New York,” recalls Baugh. “And Harry called me and said, ‘Could I ride to the game on the bus?’ and I said, hell, yes. He sat on our bench the whole first half, then he went up to the press box. He came down a few minutes later and his nose was all bloodied and he had blood all over his shirt. Someone had beat him up. It was the last time I ever saw Harry, all bloodied.”

Inevitably, the team wound up in bankruptcy court, where it was rescued on March 28, 1963, by an odd fellowship of men tied together by their love of horse racing.

Their total cost to buy the team they were to rename the Jets: $1 million. Today that franchise is worth about a quarter of a billion dollars. Goodness had nothing to do with it.
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Why “the Jets”? Well, it had nothing to do with the fact that jet planes were flying over Shea Stadium every 45 seconds throughout a game; these Jets weren’t even in Shea yet. They had to play 1963 in the Polo Grounds, and then shift to Shea the following season. The name “Jets” was chosen to celebrate the fact that this was the jet age, a new age. And anyway, “Jets” sounded a little bit like “Mets,” a team that had become so popular so quickly.

The new owners were all officials of Monmouth Park, or had horse racing connections. The most notable (to the general public) was David A. (Sonny) Werblin, one of America’s great impresarios.

Werblin was a founder of Music Corporation of America (MCA) and turned it into a combination talent agency and production company—so big, in fact, that eventually the government forced it to break up, but not before Werblin had given new meaning to the term “talent agent.” He had so many key Hollywood performers in the 1930s and 1940s that he often controlled the making of a movie.

If, for example, you wanted Alice Faye, you had to take her husband, Phil Harris, and his orchestra. And his client list included America’s superstars: Elizabeth Taylor, for one, and later Johnny Carson.

Sonny knew star quality.

“Joe would light up a room,” he liked to say when explaining the importance of luring Joe Namath to join the upstart Jets rather than seeing him go to the NFL.

Sonny, a Jew from Brooklyn, was born on St. Patrick’s Day. He gave the Jets their Kelly green and white colors in his honor. There was no marketing consultant to determine team colors, as there would be for the Jaguars and Panthers more than 30 years later, no decision based on potential sale of Jets logos. They wore Sonny’s colors. Sonny also rewarded himself with the owner’s box, to which he brought a parade of celebrities.

Sonny quickly established an ain’t-we-got-fun atmosphere. He was a traveling movie set; he wanted you drinking with him and meeting his coterie of Broadway friends. One thing about Sonny: His nose for stardom led him to make snap judgments about people, and if he had a flaw in sports it was that he equated it on almost every level to show business. That was to work fine with Namath, but it wasn’t so fine when it came to his final stewardship at Madison Square Garden and his leadership of the Knicks and Rangers. But that was 15 years in the future; for now, there was a myth to create and its name was Jets.

In a way, the Jets’ arrival led to my elevation to reporter. It also said something about the way those of us in the newspaper business looked at the Jets.

One of the rising writers at the Times was a fellow named Howard Tuckner. He was always bringing in starlet types to watch him work on rewrite on Saturday nights, when I of course was still stripping the copy machines in my best quick-wristed fashion as a copy boy. Howie seemed to have it all: He was young, a Columbia graduate, barely 30, had a terrific writing style, and had already done some magazine pieces.

A few months after the Titans became the Jets, Howie, somber as usual, came over to me and said bitterly, “Well, you got your wish. I’m leaving. There’s going to be a reporter’s spot open.”

Why would he leave like this, at such a promising time in his career?

“They want me to cover the Jets,” he said. “I want the Giants.” And he quit.

Too bad for him. He never had a chance to meet Weeb Ewbank.

·   ·   ·

On a flight to some football destination in the 1990s, I happened to sit next to John Schmitt. He was the Jets’ center for 10 years under Ewbank. I mentioned I was writing a book, and Weeb’s name came up.

“I can recite Weeb’s speech verbatim. Same speech every year,” said Schmitt, beaming at the chance to go into his routine.

“If you’re going to fool around,” Weeb would advise the players, “do it with an older woman. They don’t swell and they don’t tell.”

That was Weeb. Practical.

Weeb’s name, his physical appearance, his folksy way of talking—why, he had to be named Weeb. Nothing else would do. But it all hid an understanding of the game, perhaps even an intensity. Certainly, he knew what drove men. Probably the same things that drove him, even though he was shorter, rounder, and less imposing than anyone around him.

Weeb might get rattled for the moment, but it passed. If there was a problem with the way the team played, he had a folksy response: “I’ve seen sicker cows than this get well.”

Just before the Jets hired him, the Baltimore Colts fired him. They fired him just three years after he had led them to a second consecutive NFL championship. His first title with the Colts came in the famed “greatest game ever played,” when they defeated the Giants on Alan Ameche’s overtime run. That was the 1958 championship game, the one that historians like to say put pro football on the television map and stamped the title of “legend” on Johnny Unitas. By 1962, though, the Colts were playing .500 ball, and the megalomaniacal owner, Carroll Rosenbloom, fired Weeb and hired his youngest assistant, Don Shula, to run the club.

In some ways, Weeb’s situation was like Casey Stengel’s on the Mets. He was an older man (Weeb was 56), with ties back to the sport’s early days, leading teams to championships until suddenly one day he was declared too old and too irrelevant. But his name value remains, and he hooks up with a new team trying in the worst way to get started.

Weeb was named Jets coach and general manager the same day the team’s new name was announced. Wilbur Charles Ewbank—his nickname stemmed from the time a younger brother mispronounced “Wilbur”—came to the club following nine seasons coaching the Colts, and a career of contact with football’s greats.

Once again, he was inheriting a losing team. It took him five seasons in Baltimore to produce a champion from a tattered group, but he had helped develop Unitas as a quarterback, and he had helped develop Otto Graham with the Browns, who were the 1950 NFL champions. He knew he’d never get the Jets going until he could find a quarterback for New York.

Despite standing just five foot seven, Weeb had been a quarterback at Miami of Ohio, then had coached under Paul Brown. Before that he was a head coach for 12 years at high schools in Oxford, Ohio—starting way back in 1930—and at Washington University in St. Louis after the war.

The war gave Weeb the chance to move into big-time football when he joined the Navy. He was assigned to the Great Lakes Naval Training Station outside Chicago, where he teamed up again with Brown, his former college teammate, who was the head coach. Great Lakes played a schedule that was among the toughest in the country, facing major college as well as service teams.

Weeb and Brown teamed up again after the war in Cleveland. Under Brown’s merciless direction, the Cleveland Browns brought football into a new era of modernity. P.B., as he was known, instituted innovations such as intelligence testing, film analysis, and sideline signal-calling by shuttling in players. Weeb learned, as did many other assistants and players under Brown.

On the Jets, Weeb surrounded himself with a staff of assistants that included Walt Michaels, Chuck Knox, and Clive Rush, all of whom went on to head-coaching careers in the NFL.

“I had a five-year plan in Baltimore,” said Ewbank, when asked how long it would take to make the Jets into a contender. “And I don’t see why we can’t build a winner here in five years.”

Weeb never seemed to have enough players or practice time. He was allowed to dress only 33 players. He was not allowed to practice in the Polo Grounds or, eventually, Shea Stadium whenever he wanted. Weeb’s Jets were always second-class citizens behind the Mets.

Meanwhile, he fretted about the small roster size. That’s why Michaels suited up for the opening game of the Jets-Ewbank era in 1963.

“We had four linebackers on the 33-man roster, and three got hurt,” recalls Walt from his Pennsylvania farm, where he has spent most of the years since the 1982 season. When that campaign ended, he was fired a week after the Jets came within a game of going to a Super Bowl.

“Weeb said, ‘Where are we going to get a linebacker from?’ and Chuck, who was always kidding, said, ‘You got one here who used to play.’ Me. Well, I said, ‘At least I’ll know where I’m supposed to line up. I’m the coach.’”

Michaels’s coaching salary was $11,000 for the year. Weeb, though, signed him to a $15,000 player’s contract—and prorated it for one game. “So,” recalls Michaels, “I made about $300 for the game. I played the tight end side. I remember it like yesterday. It was up in Boston, hot, about 85 degrees. And I was fine until the end of the game. I hung in there. And then Babe Parilli scrambled and I was too tired to extend myself. He made a first down.”

Those first-year Jets had only two coaches on defense—Walt, who had been a Cleveland Browns linebacker and coached that unit and the line, and Jack Donaldson, who handled the secondary. Rush had the receivers, and Knox had the offensive line and running backs. Weeb handled the quarterbacks.

What about a coordinator?

“None,” says Michaels. “We used to meet on Mondays at Weeb’s house in Westchester. We didn’t have a facility where we could do anything at the Polo Grounds. We only had one projector there. There was a locker room, and nothing else. We bought two more projectors.”

Weeb’s personality was very different from that of his mentor, Brown. “Easygoing and detailed,” recalls Walt. “Weeb wasn’t fiery. Chuck, meanwhile, was a very good offensive-line coach. He had studied players he liked, and created a sort of body-type model for what he wanted.”

Weeb’s first-year Jets record of 5-8-1 came in the team’s final Polo Grounds season. It still was difficult to get excited about the club, although there was an air of anticipation because the team’s owners had made a deal to move into brand-new Shea Stadium the following season. Still, the Jets didn’t have a widely recognized name.

The quarterback in Weeb’s first year was Dick Wood (real first name: Malcolm), a laconic Georgian. There was nothing terribly exciting or New York about him. In his two seasons running the Jets offense, he failed to complete half his passes. Still, Weeb was seeding the team and bringing out the best in players. He knew personnel.

Oh, the team still needed to create some excitement. But it was going to a new stadium, and in 1964 there would be a rookie runner named Matt Snell. There was also Don Maynard, who, toiling in the pass-happy AFL, was overlooked by the football public and the sportswriters. In his first three seasons he snared 171 passes, 22 for touchdowns. He averaged 17 yards a catch, even though his quarterbacks were mediocre, at best. No pass defense, was the established line. The purists perceived his statistics as tainted.

The team that was to be molded into the Super Bowl Jets was not in place yet. In fact, very little was in place.

“Weeb once took us someplace on the bus, and suddenly he says, ‘Here’s a place,’” recalls Michaels. “And we drove onto the grass next to the highway and put some towels down. We practiced right there. The cops went by and never stopped us. It was right near Shea, but the Mets wouldn’t let us in while the baseball season was on.”

Weeb recalls that practice, but as usual, he doesn’t make a big deal out of it. He didn’t make a big deal out of most things.

“I remember the kids came over to watch practice, and I said to one, ‘Sonny, will you move your bicycle?’ And he said, ‘No, it’s as much my park as it is yours.’”

Retelling the story, Weeb laughs. No big deal. Not even being kept out of Shea until a third of the season was over, or holding practices in Rikers Island. For as Weeb explains, “We didn’t cry about it. I had two world championships and I understood a little bit about what it took to win.”

“The funniest thing was how we got to Rikers Island back around 1963 or ‘64,” says Michaels. “We were flying into LaGuardia and passed over a football field, and Weeb said, ‘There’s a field down there. Let’s find out whose it is.’ It was on the Rikers Island prison grounds. The authorities said, okay, you can come in—but only if you let our prisoners watch during recreation time.”

Thus, the Jets went to prison to train. In the 1960s, you could be busted for marijuana use, and several of the prisoners were musicians who had been arrested for such infractions. They formed a prison band that used to greet the Jets during practice.

The prisoners enjoyed these moments away from the lockup. They could scream and yell and not worry about retaliation by the guards for having broken prison rules.

The Jets began attracting burgeoning crowds to their real games as well. Routinely, 20,000 fans would show up at the Polo Grounds as Weeb’s team became competitive. Their new green uniforms gave them a certain dash. They began to execute on the field.

There was also a tragic event that was to underscore the difference between the two leagues: the assassination of President Kennedy.

After the assassination, the AFL quickly called off its games while the NFL decided to play theirs. While the older league claimed that the games would help the country find itself again, the AFL touched a more tender spot by deciding to shutter its gates in respect.

Soon the Jets got more favorable publicity when, in the draft for the 1964 season, they outbid the Giants for Matt Snell, the sought-after Ohio State running back. This was the first time an important player, someone the public recognized, had opted to become a Jet rather than a Giant.

Suddenly, good feeling was taking over. And then the Jets moved into Shea, a spanking-new major-league stadium, to start the 1964 season. It was a palpable change, and a record turnout of 45,000 fans saw the team trounce the Broncos.

But the Jets didn’t open their season again at Shea for the next 14 years, and then it took a court order. When the Jets were fortunate enough to get into Shea, they had to use the visitors’ locker room, because Shea Stadium was the private domain of the Mets, who were owned by Mrs. Charles Shipman Payson. She was born Joan Whitney, heiress to one of America’s great fortunes. Her brother was John Hay (Jock) Whitney, publisher of the Herald Tribune, ambassador to the Court of St. James’s. She had been crazy about the baseball Giants, and when they left she needed another toy—er, team—to root for. Thanks to her involvement, the Mets came along.

Her liaison on the team was the patrician stockbroker M. Donald Grant, who came from humbler beginnings (his father was a member of the Hockey Hall of Fame in Canada, and M. Donald had started work as a hotel bellhop). New York City wanted a baseball team so much that it gave the Mets free office space in the stadium, free electricity—and even the revenue from the Jets’ sales of hot dogs, programs, and parking.

The Mets looked at the Jets with about the same disdain that Donald Trump would exhibit toward a tenant living in one of his rent-controlled apartments. They grudgingly permitted the Jets to put in over the boiler room a coaches’ office that Michaels describes as a “dungeon.” In the offseason, the coaches used the Jets’ Madison Avenue executive offices for meetings; they were allowed into their “home” only at the pleasure of the Mets. Grant made it clear that he hated it when, after a football game, the movable stands that were a feature of Shea”s then-modern design scarred his precious grass.

The Jets were permitted to play at Shea on Saturday nights, though, and they packed them in. Sunday had become the day for NFL football, but the AFL was reluctant to take on the Giants head-to-head. When the Giants were on the road, everyone in New York was watching them on television; when they were home, blacked-out on local television, hundreds, if not thousands, of fans would go to motels in Connecticut, or visit friends there, to watch the broadcasts. In fact, there was one motel in Stratford that even hired a marching band for its own halftime Giants festivities. The Giants owned New York as they captured three straight conference titles in the early 1960s. They brought football’s first roars of “Defense!” to the game, and fans were enamored of Gifford and Robustelli and Grier and Rote and Conerly and Huff and Tittle.

Over at the Times, we began to pay increased attention to the Jets when they moved into Shea, especially after that huge opening-game turnout. Then 50,000 more turned out for the Chargers.

Yet we didn’t even have a reporter assigned to write a “follow” story on Sundays. Here were the Jets, with huge crowds, the biggest in the AFL and more than most in the NFL, with Snell a rising star running and catching all over the field, and we didn’t give them respect.

In fact, I wound up writing about them from the office on Sunday for Monday’s paper, even though I hadn’t even gone to the game. I don’t mean to imply I wrote about their live game (it is amazing how many people to this day ask me if I or my fellow reporters actually go to the games we write about), but the reporters who were assigned to cover their Saturday night games took Sundays off. For many readers of the Times, who didn’t get the late Sunday editions with the Jets game story, my piece in the Monday paper was the first they read about their team.

Around noon on Sundays, the Jets’ public-relations director, Frank Ramos, would call me. All I knew about the Jets was what I had read in the paper. I was never at their workouts, hadn’t been to one of their games; I was a young reporter on rewrite, which meant I rarely left the office for live assignments.

Frank talked me through the maze of statistics that often stifle the enjoyment of the game. And somehow, win, lose, or tie, the Jets always seemed to have done better than the other team by the time Frank was finished talking to me. Even when they lost, Frank had found some bright spots. And always I wrote about the attendance, which was becoming the most significant aspect of the Jets.

Then, on November 8, 1964, there was a breakthrough. For the first time, the Jets and Giants were playing at home the same day. The Jets were playing a Sunday game against the Bills at Shea while the Giants were facing the Cowboys at Yankee Stadium.

The symbolism of this clash was significant. The Jets attracted the AFL’s first 60,000-plus crowd, a full house at Shea. The Giants pulled in their usual 64,000. But the Jets really weren’t competing for Giants fans since virtually all of those at Yankee Stadium were season-ticket-holders—and the Giants weren’t on television.

Still, the 61,929 at Shea made headlines and, more important, gave the public a perception of the Jets’ equality, at least in drawing power. Too bad for the Jets at that key moment in their existence that they didn’t win: They started a three-game losing streak, in fact, as they wound up a second straight season under Ewbank with a discouraging 5-8-1 won-lost-tied record. But the Jets had established the fact that they could draw, and draw big. They had become a player in the most important arena in American sports, and they had done it without a signature performer.
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