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INTRODUCTION

________________

BACK IN THE summer of 1988, a team made up of former Cowboys went to Pittsburgh for a flag football game featuring almost a dozen Hall of Fame NFL alumni. Roger Staubach was there, as were Tony Dorsett, Cliff Harris, and Drew Pearson. Though Terry Bradshaw could not attend, Franco Harris suited up, as did Joe Greene, Lynn Swann, and John Stallworth. It was organized by linebacker Andy Russell, and was expected to be a relaxed, charitable affair designed to give older fans a trip down memory lane.

It was more than that. The Cowboys, twice vanquished by the Steelers in Super Bowls X and XIII, sought to exact some measure of vengeance. The Steelers, playing in front of their Pittsburgh fans, would allow no such thing. The limitations of flag football were ignored. Injuries prevailed. “I guess we got a little carried away, on both sides, competitively,” Staubach recalled.

But, as Cowboys defensive lineman Larry Cole put it, the game went exactly as it should have. “No team got your competitive juices flowing like the Steelers. They were just so damn good. You always saw beating them as a measuring stick. Even in flag football.”

What’s funny about talking to former opponents of the Steelers—and not just opponents, but those who were among the most reviled in franchise history—is that they all seem to come back to the same point. And that is, no matter how much players might have wanted to beat the Steelers, no matter how intense the disdain for their rough-and-tumble ways, no matter how fervent the charges of dirty play might have been, those who faced the Steelers over the years have a universal respect for the franchise.

In the pages that follow, there are tales of spitting Steeler players, players who wanted to fight entire teams, players who were foul-mouthed and ill-intentioned, even a player who wielded a screwdriver on the playing field. But just about every player and coach who faced the Steelers—in their dynasty years, in the 1980s AFC Central battles, in the dynasty reboot of the 2000s—was left with the same impression. For all their much-discussed underhanded tactics, everyone loved playing the Steelers. From the Rams to the Bengals to the Vikings, there was a respect factor for the Steelers that was arguably unmatched with any other NFL team.

Little wonder. The Steelers have won six Super Bowls, the most in NFL history. They’ve appeared in eight Super Bowls, tied for the most in the league. They’ve gone 590-530-20, and have a sterling playoff record of 34-23. Their peak era, the mid-1970s, featured a team that boasted nine Hall of Fame players, plus a Hall of Fame coach, Chuck Noll, and Art Rooney, the owner who also made the Hall of Fame. Yes, eleven Hall of Famers connected to that one team.

But over the years, another impression has been left: The Steelers typically reflect the values of their indefatigable city. They work hard. They prepare. They can withstand adversity. And they’ve generally been honorable gentlemen.

“That was the thing,” said former Dallas defensive lineman Larry Cole, who faced the Steelers in two Super Bowls in the 1970s and again in the Cowboys-Steelers charity game. “They were such good guys. I mean, years later, you might still want to hate them, because they won two Super Bowls we felt we had a chance to win ourselves. But you go to dinner with them, and you laugh with them, and you see they’re just like you. They were great guys. You can’t hate them.”

Indeed, there has been much to love about the Steelers over the years. In putting together this book, the goal was to shine a light on the aspects of the team that not only made them successful, but that made the city of Pittsburgh—and the players who faced them—enjoy, respect and even love the Steelers.


Section 1

______________

THE BEGINNING


CHAPTER 1

BUILDING BLOCKS

________________

THERE WAS A time, after the 1975 season, when Steelers great Ray Mansfield, a lineman in the NFL since 1963, was seated on an airplane with linebacker Bill Bergey, a veteran with the Eagles. Mansfield had won his second Super Bowl ring and, even at age 35, was going to come back and play another year. Bergey asked him why. “I have three sons,” Mansfield said. “I would like to win a ring for each of them.” Bergey laughed as he remembered. “I played in the NFL for 12 years,” Bergey said. “All I got was a conference championship ring. Ray wanted to go for three of the big ones.”

That sums up what happened to the Steelers over the course of a few short years. In the 1960s—indeed, even before that—the organization was considered something of a joke, having routinely flubbed in the NFL’s draft or, worse, making shrewd picks of players like Johnny Unitas in 1955 and Len Dawson in 1957, only to let them walk from the team in favor of middle-aged quarterback Bobby Layne. It was not an outfit run with foresight and discipline and was considered little more than a hobby for dapper Pittsburgh sportsman Art Rooney. Well before he was tallying his progeny’s fingerwear, Mansfield was expressing his disdain for playing for Pittsburgh and told Steelers historian Abby Mendelson that when he was traded from Philadelphia in 1964, the Steelers were “pitifully out of shape” and added, “I did not want to come to Pittsburgh. They were the joke of the National Football League.”

But even if they weren’t so serious about winning, the Steelers always let their opponents know they were there. They’d gained a reputation going back to the 1950s for rough-and-tumble play, and it would be no surprise to their contemporaries that the famed 1964 photograph of legendary quarterback Y.A. Tittle, helmetless on his knees during a game as tassels of blood dangled from his forehead and cheek, was taken on the field in Pittsburgh. That spirit of pugnacity remained with the Steelers through a series of coaching changes and carried into the 1970s, when the talent level caught up with the team’s physicality. Over the course of the decades, the stories of the great games and moments in Steelers history have piled up, mostly from the perspective of the victors, who were very often the Steelers themselves. But here, we will unpack stories of Pittsburgh football from the perspective of the others—those who faced the Steelers over the years.

If one player were to be chosen as the forerunner of what was to come for Pittsburgh football, it would be Hall of Fame tackle Ernie Stautner, who was just 6-1 and 230 pounds but played 14 seasons, made nine Pro Bowls, and played through countless injuries, missing only six games in his career. “I gotta be mean,” Stautner once said. “At my size, I can’t afford to play any other way. Unless I’m meaner than these big guys, unless I can intimidate them, I’d have no chance in the world against them.” Even after he left the Steelers, Stautner’s style of play resonated in Pittsburgh, and if the Steelers as a team have had an identity that has been passed through the generations, it could likely be traced back to Stautner.

Bob Lilly

Defensive Lineman

Team: Dallas Cowboys, 1961-73

After Stautner stopped playing, he coached the defensive line for two years in Pittsburgh, then spent one year with the Redskins before becoming Tom Landry’s defensive coordinator in 1966—a position he held until 1988. It was in Dallas that Stautner began working with tackle Bob Lilly, who was already midway through his Hall of Fame career and had gone up against Stautner’s Steelers several times.

THE FIRST THING I remember about Ernie was we had this tackle named Bob Fry. He came to Dallas in the (expansion) pool in 1960. Of course, all the teams gave up players in a pool that made the Cowboys, since they had no draft choices because they were formed after the draft. Bob Fry used to tell George Andrie and myself in practice before we played Pittsburgh, which we did twice a year, he said, ‘Just hit me in the head as hard as you can. Slap me upside the head. Butt my head. Hit me with your forearm, because that’s what Ernie’s going to do to me all day.’ I remember George telling me, ‘This guy’s crazy. He wants me to hit him in the head all the time.’ I said, ‘Wait till we play the Steelers, and you’ll see why.’

One time at the Cotton Bowl, back when the hash marks were much closer to the bench, Don Meredith was pretty close to our bench and we could hear it: They were just killing him. Ernie and those guys were just mauling him. And after a while we heard Meredith call the play, and instead of calling it on ‘Hut one, Hut two!’ he started calling it on fruit. I don’t remember the exact fruit, but it was like, ‘Apples! Oranges! Pears!’ and they snapped the ball on Pears. The Steelers guys were laughing so hard, and I believe they called timeout. They were really laughing over there, and they never did try to hurt Don again. They never tried to hit him upside the head or anything. After Ernie retired and came to Dallas as our defensive line coach I asked him about it and he said, ‘Well, we took that as Meredith begging for his life.’ He said Meredith was always funny, and Bobby Layne had pity on him too, because they were both from Texas. So he said, ‘We decided not to try to kill him anymore.’

Ernie was a smart guy. He pretty much knew, from the way people lined up and everything, what they were going to do. He wasn’t real big. But he would just pulverize the guy across from him. He would hit you. He would hit you with a forearm. He would really beat you down. Ernie didn’t give ground, and they didn’t run his way real often. You just didn’t fool him on the run. He was pretty unbeatable. When he was rushing the passer he would do the same thing. He’d hit you right in the head with his forearm. Then he would get away from you and try to do the same thing to the quarterback. Back in those days we ran 60-65 percent of the time. Ernie, they’d try to double-team him or trap him, but they couldn’t go one-on-one with him. They’d send fullbacks at him, but Ernie would murder those fullbacks. He knew they were coming, and he would just strike them.

When Ernie got to training camp (as a coach), the first thing he did was show us how to hit the two-man sled. He got on the back of it, and he told us how to hit it with our forearms. So we would hit it, and he’d say, ‘You look like a bunch of babies hitting it with your forearms.’ So he got back there, and one of us stood on it. He said, ‘This is how you do it.’ Bam! He didn’t start by swinging his forearm at it. He started with his fists down at his sides and came up with his forearms and with his wrist hit that sled. Well, behind the pad, there’s about a quarter-inch-thick piece of steel. He hit his middle knuckle on that steel, and he looked at it and it was starting to turn blue and swell up immediately. So he just did it again, and the bone came right through the skin. And so, they took him down to the hospital. This was during two-a-days, and he was back in practice that afternoon. His arm was kind of elevated and I said, ‘Does it throb, Ernie?’ And he said, ‘You’re damn right it throbs.’ And we didn’t say anymore. He had our attention from then on.

I learned a lot about the Steelers from Ernie. He had an incident once where he was supposed to get a Novocain shot in his ankle or knee, but they put something else in there that was for another organ in your body. Whatever it was, Ernie was dying on the table. He had Last Rites while he was lying on the table. But Ernie, he was so tough and so strong that he came out of it, and by halftime he suited up and played. This was the kind of mode these guys had. Ernie, he went from Boston College to the Marine Corps, fought in the South Pacific, then came back and finished his college.

Ernie was an inspiration to us. I met a lot of those guys from Pittsburgh in those days, and they were all pretty gritty. They were tough. That’s one thing they still have up in Pittsburgh, that attitude. The fans have it. The history is there. When Ernie’s family had his funeral in Dallas in 2006, all of us old guys were there. Joe Greene came in. He came in after all of us had been seated. A lot of us got up and said a few words. I said, ‘When Ernie was playing with the Steelers, our offense feared him, because the Steelers on defense were rough—rough and tough. He was such a fine man and really taught us an awful lot about football, and I thought Ernie really had a lot to do with the Steelers’ success. Because those guys like him passed down that hardnosed, don’t-give-up, don’t-quit football.’ Later, Joe Greene got up and said, ‘I came here, and I didn’t know if I’d be welcome or not.’ (He knew he really was). But he said, ‘Ernie Stautner was one of those who passed down the toughness and represented Pittsburgh.’ He talked quite a bit about Ernie’s legend, and a lot of the other players they had.

It was interesting to hear Joe say that.
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Bill Bergey

Linebacker

Teams: Cincinnati Bengals, 1969-73; Philadelphis Eagles, 1974-80

Before the start of the 1970s, the Steelers had a 35-year record of 157-253-18 and had finished in first place only once, finishing last 10 times. They were, without a doubt, the joke of the NFL, but with the passing of the 1960s came the rise of televised football and the merging of the upstart AFL and the Steelers’ NFL—plus the lucrative Super Bowl that followed the pro football season. That provided a strong incentive for Pittsburgh’s venerable owner, Art Rooney, to start taking his team more seriously as a moneymaker. After years of giving little thought to the men he chose to run his team, Rooney began putting more serious football professionals into place, starting with coach Chuck Noll and personnel man Dick Haley, and soon after built a powerful team around the likes of Joe Greene, Mel Blount, Jack Ham, L.C. Greenwood, Terry Bradshaw, Franco Harris, Lynn Swann, John Stallworth, Jack Lambert, and Mike Webster. All ten of those players, plus Noll and Rooney, are in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

Bill Bergey had a very good view on the turnaround of the Steelers from an annual disappointment to unmatched gridiron heights. First, he played college football against Bradshaw while he was at Louisiana Tech. Then, as a division rival with the Cincinnati Bengals, Bergey witnessed firsthand the rise of the Steelers and the folklore that grew up around them.

IN 1967, I played for Arkansas State, and we played a game at Louisiana Tech, which had a young quarterback named Terry Bradshaw. I just thought he was going to be awesome. We had a good defense, but the antenna did go up when you saw him play and how he could throw, and I thought he would be somebody we would be seeing in the NFL. It was the same year that Mean Joe Greene and Jon Kolb were drafted, 1969. I was the same year as they were. But I remember being impressed with Bradshaw right from the start in college, and he was just a gifted, gifted quarterback. We played him tough, but you could see when he threw the ball deep, he had a much bigger arm than most quarterbacks.

I remember those games, not so much with Cleveland, not so much with Houston, but the ones with the Steelers, because they were a bunch of tough sons of guns. I’ve got to tell you, the best way I can explain it is, football players don’t really feel pain, you don’t hear a lot of football players saying ouch or anything like that. We’d take our shots and go about our business. But the Steelers were different. When the Pittsburgh Steelers hit you, it hurt. It was just unbelievable. Mike Webster, for one, he was as good a center as I ever played against, God bless his soul. He was a guy who just would not give up on a play, not give up on a block. It could have been 20 degrees below zero, and he would be out there, no sleeves on, and everyone would look at him and just know he was a tough one. The one thing I remember about Mike Webster more than anything was that he never quit on a play until the whistle blew. He might have had my butt blocked into the third row, but he was not going to stop pushing me until that whistle blew. He was just a tough, strong son of a gun. I really think he was the toughest center I ever played against.

Jon Kolb, he was a great lineman and just really strong, he was into weights ahead of most guys. You know how he used to get ready for the season? He used to split rocks with a sledgehammer. He would swing a sledgehammer and split rocks. That is what we all heard. If it was not true, it did not really matter, because if you heard it, it was sort of intimidating, right? Some guys had other jobs in the off-season. But whatever you are doing in the off-season, this guy is splitting rocks.

I will tell you something about the two running backs, Rocky Bleier and Franco Harris. I have a lot of respect for Franco, I have respect for what he accomplished. I would not mean to be disrespectful of him. But it was just the way my body matched up against his body, I would love to play against a guy like Franco Harris every single week. I thought Larry Csonka from the Dolphins was the hardest hitter as a running back, I thought O.J. Simpson and Walter Payton were the two guys who were the flashiest and most elusive and maybe the hardest to bring down. But I never had any problem tackling Franco. Rocky I had more trouble with. He was a little rascal who bugged the daylights out of me. He gave me a lot more trouble than Franco did. Bleier was a little like, when you hit him, it stung. He was not a big guy but he had a muscular body, he had been in Vietnam. He was a smart guy, too, I heard him give a couple of talks over the years, and he is impressive. But it was always tough to tackle him, he was like a bug that just kept stinging you.
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Lee Calland

Defensive Back

Teams: Minnesota Vikings, 1963-65; Atlanta Falcons, 1966-68; Chicago Bears, 1969; Pittsburgh Steelers, 1969-72

Lee Calland spent the first part of his career with the Vikings, then went to Atlanta in the expansion draft in 1966. He bounced from L.A. to the Bears but finally joined the Steelers in 1969, giving him an insider’s look at the way Chuck Noll and Art Rooney quickly reshaped the Pittsburgh roster. He faced the young, tough new Steelers daily in practice. Calland had so much faith in the outlook for the group that when he left Pittsburgh after 1972, he tried to write their future success—and a Super Bowl ring—into his contract.

IT WAS BAD at first, but it didn’t last long. You had guys like Soup come in—Mel Blount, we called him Soup. You could see Ronnie Shanklin come in. Smitty, Dave Smith, he came in. Jon Kolb and Sam Davis and Jim Clack, big strong guys, muscle people on that offensive line. And on the defensive line, L.C. Greenwood and Joe Greene. I always wanted to play more man coverage, but at the time, that is when cover-2 was really heavy. But with that defensive front, they could put pressure on a quarterback so quickly that you knew they were going to play man-to-man eventually because they could. You could stand in the receiver’s shoes playing man-to-man with a defensive line like that, there weren’t but two moves he could make because that was all he had time for. But it was only later that the Steelers began playing man-to-man.

L.C. Greenwood, we used to call him Hollywood Bags. At one time, it was rumored they were going to trade him to L.A. He was going out to Hollywood. So it was Hollywood, and get your bags, because you’re traded. Hollywood Bags! They made a smart decision not trading him, of course. On the other side, it was Mad Dog, that’s what we called Dwight White. It was just a great front four, those guys. Bags was such a good athlete, he could just run around in there—when they would run trap plays on him, he was so good he would run around the trapper. It was not the right technique, the technique in cover-2 was to make the thing bounce outside and the corners would be there on the outside with the linebackers there on the inside, and you got the guy for no gain or for a loss. Hollywood was the only guy who could go around the block and still be athletic enough to make the play on the ball. I remember one day in practice, Bags did it, ran around the trapper. The next guy up was a backup, and when it was his rep, he did the same thing as Bags, ran around the trapper. Charles (Noll) came up to the other guy and said, ‘Hey listen, you can’t do that, that’s not what we teach.’ And the guy said, ‘But hey, I just saw L.C. do that.’ And Chuck said, ‘Yeah, but you’re not L.C.’

Jack Ham was a really smart linebacker, but he stole a pass from me once. We were 20 or 30 yards downfield and at the time, you always made a little extra money as a defensive back for interceptions. So I was downfield, and the receiver is running a deep out on me, and I step in front of him. I am thinking, ‘OK, I have this one.’ But guess who is there, stepping in front of me? Jack Ham! I wanted to fight him. I said to him—it was his first year, he was just a rookie—and I said, ‘You realize how much money you just cost me?’ But then later, it occurred to me, he might have that in his contract, too. But I would not be mad at Jack Ham. Jack played in front of me, on my side, that year, and he was good right away, he saved my butt a bunch of times.

They got so many talented people, such great athletes, so fast and they worked hard. They were young, but if they made mistakes, it was because they were trying too hard and just did the wrong thing. It was never that they were dogging it or not giving the effort. I left Pittsburgh in 1972 and I remember the year before, I told Charles they should probably trade me, I meant it. I said, ‘Hey, it is time for Soup to play.’ We had guys sitting on the bench who should have been playing and starting, and I had gotten hurt and it just seemed like it was time. But I took pride in them. I took pride in watching Mel Blount do what he did in his career. He would have been great anyway, but I tried to help him a lot. He was a really talented guy, but I just tried to show him what I knew. He was from Southern University, a small school, but you could tell right away he could play. What really helped Mel, too, was getting with the offensive linemen, guys like Jon Kolb. Those guys were big into the weights and I mean, they could bench press the world. Mel got into that, and he became very, very strong.

When I was getting ready to leave pro football, I talked with Art Jr., and I tried to get it in my contract, get like a future payoff. I told him, ‘Look, you guys have Bradshaw now, and he is going to be a great quarterback who will win a lot of games for years and years and years. You got all these young guys.’ I told him, if he didn’t want to pay me the money I want to make now, how about we make a deal where if Pittsburgh gets to the Super Bowl, I want some of that Super Bowl money and a ring? I knew they were going to win one or more than one, but I knew I wasn’t going to be there. He said, ‘Lee, I can’t do that!’ I said, ‘Why not? You can do anything you want here!’ But I knew how good they were going to be, you could see it was going to come together.


CHAPTER 2

ENTER MEAN JOE

________________

IN 1968, THE Steelers had finished 2-11-1, and with the fourth pick in the 1969 draft, fans were looking for new coach Chuck Noll—officially hired one day before the draft—to make a splashy pick that would breathe life into a moribund franchise. Noll knew what he wanted and chose a defensive lineman from North Texas State named Joe Greene. The reaction was a collective yawn. Pittsburgh sportswriter Jack Sell led off his draft story by noting, “The Steelers yesterday drafted a guy named Joe as their No. 1 choice in the combined NFL-AFL college player lottery. That failed to send a single season ticket buyer to the club’s office in Hotel Roosevelt. … When news of Greene’s selection was made public, it got a rude reception from Steeler rooters, who have watched the local club foul up in the past.” But Noll pointed out that the Steelers had the worst pass defense in the NFL the previous year and defended his selection. “Most of the pro scouts rate Joe Greene from North Texas as the greatest defensive lineman in action last season,” Noll told reporters. “He’s 6-4, 274 pounds and very fast for his size. Most important, though, is that he wants to play. I met Joe personally at North Texas when I was talent scouting for the Baltimore Colts. One of his strong points is rushing the passer and from the films I have seen, that was one of Pittsburgh’s big weaknesses last season.”

Greene became a Steeler in that draft, but over time, he would become so much more. He was the one player most closely associated with what it would mean to be a Steeler under Noll. With hindsight and an impressive resume—10 Pro Bowls, two Defensive Player of the Year awards, four Super Bowl championships, and a Hall of Fame selection—it’s safe to say Noll was right about Greene.
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Rod Rust

Coach

Team: North Texas State, 1967-72

Rust, a lifer in the coaching business, was thirty-eight years old when he became the North Texas football coach in 1967. Among the talented players on his roster was Joe Greene, who was the anchor of a defense that led the Mean Green (his collegiate mascot provided the genesis of the Mean Joe nickname) to a 23-5-1 record in a three-year span.

THERE WASN’T ANY question in anyone’s mind in Denton, Texas, that he was going to be a great pro football player. It was written all over him. The other players loved him. From the time I got down there, all of our games had scouts there. The practices, too. Chuck Noll would come down when he was working for (Don) Shula in Baltimore, he really took an interest in Joe. He liked our program, I guess, because he also drafted one of our defensive backs, Chuck Beatty, and (wide receiver) Ronnie Shanklin, too, a year later.

We used to have one-on-ones, a defensive lineman going up against an offensive lineman and just working on technique, which was kind of a charade in Joe’s case because he could have just run over our offensive linemen if he wanted to. Paul Draper was our 190-pound center, he was supposed to block Joe one-on-one, and Joe had 90 pounds on him. Joe just stood there and clawed him with his hands, pushed him aside, and that was it. So I said, ‘Go again.’ I wanted more of a fight. It was supposed to be an explosive drill. So Draper did the same thing and Joe did the same thing, and I said for a third time, ‘Go again.’ That time Draper got into Joe a little bit and Joe used a move to beat him. That was what the drill was supposed to be. After the third time, I said, ‘OK, next up.’ And Paul Draper, he was dripping with sweat, and he said, ‘Phew!’ and sort of figuratively wiped his brow, like, ‘I survived that.’

But that was the thing about Joe, he could have embarrassed him right there and run right over him. He didn’t want to do that to his teammate, though. Joe was not a bully at all, and to be honest, he would hold back against some teams and then play his best games against the best teams. If we were playing a smaller team that we could handle, he would try to make sure other players could make plays, too. He never took a game off, he played well enough for us to win, but he was not going to show off. He was not going to find the cripple on the other team’s line and abuse him the whole game. If we had a lead, he would become invisible, let his teammates shine. Joe had a tremendous amount of dignity and pride to him, and you learned that about him even in college.
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In Greene’s rookie year, 1969, the Steelers opened with a win, then lost 13 straight to finish 1-13. It was a taxing year for Greene, who wasn’t even halfway through his first NFL season and had already lost more games than in his entire college career. Frequently, he would let his emotions get the better of him, and he became known for having a short fuse. “It’s like a nightmare,” Greene told Sporting News writer Rich Koster. “Everything goes against us, and there’s nothing we can do.” But Greene was already showing signs of greatness, and went on to win the Defensive Rookie of the Year Award.
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Ed White

Offensive Lineman

Teams: Minnesota Vikings, 1969-77; San Diego Chargers, 1978-85

Ed White had come out of California in 1969 and was drafted in the second round by the Vikings. White did the usual tour of college All-Star games before the draft and in the process got to know Joe Greene as a fellow defensive lineman. White would switch to the offensive line in the NFL, but at one point in his first year in the league, the fact that he’d had an opportunity to befriend Greene turned out to be a lifesaver—almost literally.

AS A ROOKIE coming out of college, I was in the East-West Shrine game, I was the same year as Joe, and we were both defensive tackles. We got to know each other a little bit. We played that game, and we went to our teams after the draft. Early in the preseason, I was a backup, and the left guard, whose name was Jim Vellone, he had been the starter for eight years or so. He and Joe were having a pretty good tussle. And Jim was getting the best of him, because I think he said something that was pretty offensive. So our coach took Vellone off for the next series, and put me in. I run on the field with the offense and get in the huddle, go to the line of scrimmage and as I am walking up, I notice something in Joe’s hand. He had come back on the field with a screwdriver. And I’m going, ‘Hey Joe! It’s me, Ed!’

I think I was down there holding my jersey up so that he could see it was a different number. His eyes were like huge saucers in red, I was not sure he had a grasp of who was in there. But I think what happened was his teammates kind of shuffled him off the field before anything could really happen.
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Lee Calland

Having been with several organizations before joining the Steelers in 1969, Calland had seen plenty of players in practice and behind the scenes. But he knew immediately that, in Greene, Pittsburgh had a future star.

JOE WAS EVERYTHING they thought he was going to be. You had to be tough, and he was tough. When you would go into the line on a safety blitz or something like that, you’d go in there and, wow, what a terrible sound he would make when he hit someone. It was just different; it was such a loud pop. But Joe was made for that. He really was mean, that nickname was good for him. On passing plays, when the pass was thrown, Joe would be locked up with the guy who was blocking him and he would turn—like everyone would do—and see where the ball was going. But Joe would raise up an elbow and knock the guy who was blocking him in the face with his elbow. By accident, of course, by accident.

Joe used to, when he first came in, there was Joe and a guy named Charles Beatty, we called him Chuckie B. They were both from North Texas State. Chuckie knew Joe really well and he was another defensive back, so he told me how to handle Joe. Joe’s first year, he was so young and eager to hit somebody, he would be out there chasing the pulling guard. They would pull the guard and run a sucker play to the other side right behind him, and Joe would leave a hole by chasing the guard because he wanted to hit somebody. But that meant you had a big, 230-pound fullback untouched by the time he got to the secondary. You don’t like that as a defensive back. Joe was a young guy, and he was just chasing everyone around, he had not learned to play smart. Beatty told me to watch for that because I would have to step up and make those tackles on the fullbacks. Finally, one game Joe did that, and I had to make the tackle. I went into the huddle and I said, ‘Joe, look, if you chase that guard one more—I won’t use the explicit term I used—one more time, and that fullback comes through, I am going to let him keep on going and that is going to be on you.’ He stopped chasing that guard after that. He was so fast and strong, but he got better and better the smarter he got.

He made an impression right away. We were in Chicago in the middle of that first year (1969) and Dick Butkus hit Bags, hit him so hard he knocked him out over by our bench. Butkus was sort of standing there, standing over him, you know, almost taunting. Joe went up to him, said something to him, and spat right in his face. I thought it was going to be the fight of the century. But Butkus didn’t want any of that. He turned around and walked away.

Joe made it his team. We were up in camp in Latrobe and we were up in the rooms playing poker at lunchtime. Fats comes in—that is what we called (defensive tackle) Ernie Holmes, I think he was a rookie then—he comes in and says, ‘I am going to the store to get some sandwiches and stuff like that, does anybody want anything?’ And so we go through, we tell him get this and get that and gave him money to go. Joe does the same thing, makes his order, gives him some money. Fats comes back, and he has got everybody’s order but Joe’s. And we all knew what was happening. Fats and Joe played the same position, and they had a thing about who was going to be starting, who was going to be the big dog and all of that stuff. So Fats didn’t bring back Joe’s order and they start arguing and it is getting heated, Fats is on one side of the table and Joe is on the other. Those rooms were not very big and so they were real close and they were getting into it. I stepped in between them because that’s more than 500 pounds altogether between the two guys. Thank goodness they calmed down because who knows what could have happened.
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Jackie Slater

Offensive Lineman

Teams: Los Angeles Rams, 1976-94; St. Louis Rams, 1995

Jackie Slater was a third-round pick of the Rams in 1976 who would go on to play twenty years in the NFL and was inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2001. But long before that, coming out of Jackson State, Slater was eager to prove his worth to pro scouts and participated in that year’s college All-Star game in Chicago, which happened to be the final time the NFL held an All-Star game in which college players went up against the previous year’s Super Bowl champions.

WHENEVER I SEE Joe now, I put my hands together and I bow to him. Because the first time I played against Joe Greene was in the college All-Star game. I played against him, it was the last college All-Star game. I was lucky the game got canceled because it was raining, and it started with the lightning and the thunder, so they called it off. Now, when they called it off, the happiest guy in the building, or in a 100-mile radius, was me. That was because Mean Joe had already tried to take off my head with a couple of knees to the chin. He told me at the beginning, ‘Hey, listen, this is a preseason game, lay off my legs.’ I was thinking, when someone starts talking to you, they’re just trying to use it to their advantage. I was going into the draft, I was trying to get a job. So there was a play, I went down and I got to his legs, I could feel my shoulder pads bouncing off his legs. I was on the ground, and I was getting ready to get up off the ground, and there was Joe’s hand, he was grabbing my shoulder pads. I was thinking, I really got him that time, he is helping me up. As soon as I got to my feet, he kicked me across my shins and my knee, about three times. He tried to break my knee, he really did. I laugh about it now, to this day, I pay homage to him when I see him. But he was trying to put me in the hospital.

[image: image]

Tom Jackson

Linebacker

Team: Denver Broncos, 1973-86

Jackson, now an analyst for ESPN, got to know Joe Greene over the course of his 14-year NFL career with the Broncos, especially in three trips to the Pro Bowl, where he was Greene’s AFC teammate—though he’d long heard about Greene during his time in college at Louisville, which was in the same conference as Greene’s North Texas Mean Green. He got an especially up-close view of Greene during the 1977 playoffs, when Greene famously punched Broncos lineman Paul Howard in the gut, causing him to go hard to the turf.

I CAME FROM THE Missouri Valley, the same conference as Joe, though he was before me. But he was a legend when I got to Louisville, when they were talking about North Texas State. He was legendary. I came into the league with a kind of respect for him even beyond what he’d done as a Steeler. I had been hearing Joe Greene stories for years before that in college. He was the guy everything revolved around as far as the Steel Curtain goes, but he could also be funny when it came to his aggressive nature, his reputation. Everybody remembers him hitting Paul Howard in the gut in that playoff game. But from our perspective, what we saw was this: From the sideline, the play takes place, the ball goes downfield, we look up and we see Paul lying on the ground, writhing in pain. We can’t figure out what happened to him, he is a tough guy, it is not like him to be on the ground unless something is really wrong. We look up at the screen for the replay, and we see it—Joe just got mad and just punched him, right in the gut. Like, a haymaker. I don’t know if Paul was ever the same after that.

So, we get mad. We start yelling from our sideline, the whole team. There is some profanity there. We’re all yelling, but we are yelling at Joe, the consensus was ‘You’re a real a—hole!’ You know, for doing that. Joe hears that, and he starts marching, toward our sideline. All of us are yelling. But he starts coming at us. He literally is going to take on the entire Denver Bronco team. And I don’t remember a single guy who didn’t back up a little bit when they saw Joe approaching. I know I did. He was really going to come and take us all on. It is funny now. We said all these things, just in reaction. And here comes Joe, saying, ‘OK, let’s discuss this further.’ And all of us stopped talking right there. I was thinking, ‘Oh my gosh, he is coming here to deal with all of us at once.’

We knew on the field, he could be really tough. One of the stories we all heard about him was that Ernie Holmes was on the sideline while the defense was on the field. And (defensive coordinator) George Perles went up to Ernie and said, ‘Well, why are you not on the field? What’s wrong with you?’ And Ernie said, in a soft voice, ‘I was freelancing too much and Joe told me to come out and not to come back in until he said it was OK.’ Perles told him to go back out, but Ernie wouldn’t until Joe let him back. If you played against Joe, you heard that story and you said, ‘Oh yeah, we get it. It’s Joe.’

We knew Joe was really mean. That nickname was maybe more apropos than any in the history of football. He was mean. Not only on the field, but he was mean to everybody. He was mean to kids, even. Publicly, I mean—it was his persona. I remember exactly how this happened, we were at another Pro Bowl and it was just after Joe had done the commercial, the Coke commercial (in 1979), handing the kid his jersey. Joe would usually walk right past all the kids. But now, all the kids at the Pro Bowl that year had seen that commercial, so now they just think, well really, Joe is a nice guy. He wants to give all the kids his jersey, right? He’s not so mean.

End of the first practice, all of these kids, you would not believe how many. A flood of children. And we’re thinking that these poor kids, Joe is going to be mean, going to walk right past them, because we were used to it. But there were so many of them and they were all yelling, ‘Joe! Joe!’ And they broke him. He couldn’t be mean. Joe went over and he was signing jerseys, talking to them, being nice. We were all laughing saying, ‘They broke him! They broke Mean Joe!’ A bunch of kids saw him be nice in that commercial and now they’re all expecting him to be nice, and he did not know how to handle it, except to be nice. They broke him. The funny thing is, I used to tell these stories around Joe. He would get annoyed. He wanted to keep his reputation. I would tell a story and he would say, ‘Stop that!’ He did not like people telling stories about him. I would say, ‘Joe, they’re all true!’ I never saw anything like him, and there has never been anybody, I think, who would not want him on their team. The one thing about Joe is, it wasn’t just the way he played, it was the way he was going to make everyone else play. He wasn’t going to allow you not to play well.
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