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This book is dedicated to all the past and present warriors who have worn or are wearing the Silver and Black. In particular, we remember the great Raiders who are no longer with us, including: Lyle Alzado, John Matuszak, Dave Dalby, Hewritt Dixon, Neal Colzie, Duke O’Steen, Eddie Erdelatz, and three of the original owners—Chet Soda, Ed McGraw, and Wayne Valley. You will always be remembered, and your legacies live on.


PREFACE

RESURGING RAIDERS

When this book was first written, the stories were intended to stand on their own. Upon reviewing them for this re-release, we think that they do. Nevertheless, Tom wanted to share his thoughts in a new first chapter about some of the Raider greats who have passed away since 2003, about former coach Jon Gruden, and about the current state of the organization. He wanted to lead off this updated version where he led off the 2012 update, with the biggest loss in the organization’s history, former coach, general manager, and owner Al Davis, who passed away on October 8, 2011. He was 82.

It seems appropriate to start this update with the passing of Al Davis because his death is one of the most monumental events in the history of the Raiders’ organization. After all, he was the Raiders. He was, without question, one of the best micromanagers I’ve ever been around. No one made a move—whether it was signing a player or changing the brand of paper in the front office—without his approval. But no one loved the Raiders more than Al Davis did. There’ll never be another like him.

We all knew he was in failing health but it was hard to imagine that he would pass away. Come on, he’s Al Davis! That weekend was extremely sad for those of us who knew him, but the team responded with a miracle win on Sunday.

The day after Al’s passing, the Raiders were facing the Texans in Houston. Looking at the stats from the game, we shouldn’t have won that day. The Texans had nearly 500 yards of offense (473) and held the Raiders to 278. On top of that, the Raiders had only 94 yards of rushing and 11 first downs. No, statistically we maybe shouldn’t have won.

As we all know, though—and what Al always stressed—it comes down to the players on the field making the plays. That was the case on that Sunday.

With the Raiders leading 25-20 and less than a minute left, the Texans were driving. Their quarterback, Matt Schaub, had Houston at the Raiders 5-yard line with seven seconds left. On the game’s final play, Schaub threw a soft pass to Jacoby Jones in the end zone. Wouldn’t you know it, there was Michael Huff to pick it off and preserve the Raiders win.

The Raiders finished the 2011 season with a record of 8-8, but Al Davis’ shadow was around for the rest of the season. It likely will be for years to come.

Unfortunately, some of the young guys—especially those who have been with the organization since 2010 or so—didn’t get to know the Al Davis that others of us did.

They won’t know the man who was fiercely loyal to his friends but demanded your commitment. He demanded that you love the game as much as he did. I don’t know that anyone could love it as much as he did but he needed to believe that you did. That’s how John Madden survived coaching for him, and that’s how I survived as a player, assistant coach, head coach, and broadcaster. Don’t get me wrong: he’d still chew me out if I said something during a broadcast that he didn’t like. I was more diplomatic than he was. He was the villain, a role he enjoyed playing to its fullest. There were times that he wanted me to be more critical and tougher on the guys.

Although he was a hands-on owner, he wasn’t as directly involved during the game as people thought he was. The perception was that he was pulling the strings during games because he had a phone next to him that was visible when they showed him on TV. But he never messed with his coaches during the game. Most of his phone calls were to check on injuries. Personally, I never talked to him when I was on the sidelines. That’s not to say he didn’t occasionally send down suggestions. From time to time, feeling he needed to be part of the action, he’d send messages down to the coaches on the field. I never delivered those when I was an assistant. Somewhere I have an envelope full of messages he sent.

In my opinion, the game of football is better because he was a part of it for so many years. The story was told in newspaper articles when he passed away but people don’t realize how instrumental he was during the AFL-NFL merger. It’s generally thought that Lamar Hunt of the Chiefs and Tex Schramm of the Cowboys were the two main people who put the merger together. As commissioner of the AFL at the time, Al somehow persuaded Baltimore, Cleveland, and Pittsburgh to move to the AFL from the NFL. When that happened, the merger came together.

His shadow is still with the Raiders and will continue to be. A flame is lit in the corner of the stadium prior to every home game. The initial one, a little more than a week after his passing, was lit, appropriately, by John Madden. That day, every generation of Raiders was represented on the field. It was quite an emotional event.

If you’re wondering how former players and staff felt about Al Davis, consider this. During his birthday weekend, on the Fourth of July in 2012, when he would’ve turned 83, we had a private celebration in Las Vegas hosted by the Davis family. There were 280 people in attendance, including players, coaches, personnel, and their spouses. It was a great celebration of a man who meant so much to all of us.

Right around the time of that celebration, we lost another great Raider, Ben Davidson, to cancer. Ben was such a neat guy. In the days leading up to our trip to Vegas, he asked his wife Kathy to call and tell everyone that he couldn’t make the trip. As soon as we arrived at the hotel we learned that he’d passed away. I knew Ben wouldn’t survive this round of cancer too long. The last time I saw him was in April 2012 at a golf tournament. We were chatting and he said he had to go back home for more treatment. Damn cancer! But if you asked Ben to do something, he never turned you down. He showed up for all of the events I hosted.

Without question, Ben Davidson was one of the true icons and great characters in the history of the NFL.

Of course, since this book was written in 2003, we’ve lost other great Raiders including George Blanda (September 2010), Jack Tatum (July 2010), and Gene Upshaw (August 2008). Each one was a great Raider. Blanda, it seemed, wore an “S” on his chest. He was a little older than Al, but he played until 1975. Jack was one of the most intimidating players I’ve ever seen with the way he played the game, but we could be having a team meeting in a room with a few guys and Jack was so quiet that we wouldn’t know he was there. As for Gene, who took some heat when he led the Player’s Association, he played for only the Raiders. That’s very unique. Few guys in the NFL through the 1970s can say that.

Even though this is a Raiders book, I do need to mention the death of two more individuals who were important to me, Lamar Hunt and Hank Stram. There is more about each of these men later in the book, but I need to reiterate what I said there.

Toward the end of my playing career, in 1969, Hank gave me a chance with the Chiefs after Buffalo had cut me. I spent part of a season with the Chiefs and won a Super Bowl with them.

Hank was a very innovative football man. As a head coach, you take something away from all of the coaches who have influenced your career. That held true for me, especially with Hank Stram.

As far as Lamar Hunt, all I can say is that he was one of the best owners ever in the history of the NFL.

KENNY “THE SNAKE” STABLER

Damn cancer took another NFL icon and Raiders great, Kenny “The Snake” Stabler. In fact, since the last edition of this book, two big things happened with Snake: he was inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame and he lost a battle with colon cancer. Unfortunately, the two events didn’t happen in that order.

The Snake died of colon cancer on July 8, 2015. About a month later, the Pro Football Hall of Fame announced that he was one of two senior nominees for induction. And, sure enough, that led to his induction in 2016. But that was such a travesty. Snake’s contemporaries and long-time NFL reporters asked the same question for years: When is Kenny Stabler going to be inducted into the Hall of Fame? He should’ve been inducted long before 2016.

Had Snake played in New York, for instance, he would’ve been in the Hall of Fame years earlier. The comparison I like to make is Snake to Joe Namath, who was inducted in 1985. What didn’t Snake do that Namath did? Although Snake played two more years, their career numbers are very close. Snake threw for 27,938 yards; Namath threw for 27,663. Stabler threw for 194 touchdowns and 222 interceptions, compared to 173 and 220 for Namath. They each won a Super Bowl.

Maybe the question shouldn’t be, “What didn’t Snake do that Namath did,” but rather, “What didn’t Namath do that Stabler did?” Namath was a two-time AFL MVP, although he never won the award after the AFL-NFL merger, he was an All-Pro one time, went to one Pro Bowl, and won one AFL championship (Namath didn’t win an AFC championship). Snake, on the other hand, won the NFL MVP award once, was a two-time All-Pro, went to four Pro Bowls, and played in five AFC championship games. And, if you’re into passer ratings, Stabler’s was higher at 75.3 to Namath’s 65.5.

Both guys were charismatic and had a smile on their faces all the time. The biggest difference? One played in New York City and the other played in Oakland.

Snake was wonderful to be around, on and off the field, to everybody around him. In the huddle, he was all business. He wasn’t a yeller or screamer, but you could look into his eyes and see his intensity. Players around him knew when he was on a tear which gave them so much more confidence.

When I was an assistant coach under John Madden, if Snake was having a bad day in practice, John would say that Snake will work his way out of it. So we generally let him go on his own and work it out. More often than not, though, he completed almost every pass he threw in practice. He became competitive against our guys with fire coming out of his ears and snot coming out of his nose. Even in practice he was like a bull coming out at the rodeo. There’s a lot to the old saying, “The way you practice is the way you play.” The way Snake performed on Sunday was a reflection of how hard he worked in practice during that week.

It was a shock when we found out that he died. No one knew he had colon cancer. He didn’t want anyone to know. His long-time girlfriend, Kim Bush, called me when he passed away. She said, “I know Kenny would’ve wanted me to call you and explain.” That’s how we found out. He didn’t want any sympathy, and he was proud of his private life. It was typical of the Snake.

“CHUCKIE”

Looking at the team’s “recent” history, there’s one person that we didn’t address in the first book, whom I’ve come to appreciate a great deal over the years: Jon Gruden. In 2000, Jon led the Raiders to a 12-4 record, the team’s first division title since 1990, and, eventually, the AFC championship. The next year, the Raiders won the AFC West but lost to New England in the playoffs in the “Tuck Rule” game. At the end of the next season, under coach Bill Callahan, the Raiders reached Super Bowl XXXVII against Tampa Bay, which at the time was coached by Jon. That game, which Tampa Bay won 48-21, was over in the first quarter. The Raiders had Jerry Rice and Timmy Brown, but Tampa charged down the field and the Raiders couldn’t come back.

Jon was an intense guy on and off the field with his “Chuckie” look all of the time. He was fun to watch because he was so intense. He was vocally active in practice and in the game, much like he is now as a TV analyst. I saw him during at Raiders training camp in 2012, and even with that scowl on his face and excited intensity in his voice, he said, “Is this great or what!” He loved the Raiders. That type of coach is infectious. He is a force. He got this organization back to winning. You have to stay on guys all of the time, but Jon did it his way.

When he became the coach of the Raiders, he was a young guy, which is what Al had wanted. I think that’s largely what he saw in Lane Kiffin, although that didn’t work out as well for the organization. Al figured he could mold young coaches into what he wanted. Jon had the tenacity and fire and spirit that Al loved.

Jon always had affection for the Raiders, and he still has it today. He’s always shown a passion and a love for the Silver and Black.

A RAIDER RESURGENCE

After the death of Al Davis, his son, Mark, took over. Mark loves the Raiders. He was a little pain in the ass at training camp as a kid, but he grew up with the organization. He gets very emotional during the course of a game. But he’s not his dad. No one is. With Mark at the helm and Al no longer with us, the personality of the organization has changed because Al isn’t the driving force. From 1963 until his death, Al was the Raiders, seven days a week, 365 days of the year. He set the standard for the legacy.

You can’t reshape the legacy; we don’t want to reshape it. Toward the end of Al’s life and during the transition to Mark, the Raiders fell on some dark times. After going to the Super Bowl at the end of the 2002 season, things went from bad to worse. The team did not have a winning record from 2003 until the 2016 season. (They were 8-8 in 2010 and 2011.) But what a resurgence 2016 was! The Raiders went 12-4, which was tied for the second-best record in the AFC.

The type of turnaround we’ve seen is the type that can only start at the top. Mark has demonstrated an understanding that it is important to seek advice from others who have been around the game, people such as Ron Wolf, Ken Herock, John Madden, and, I’d like to think, me. We are family.

If the Raiders get back to consistent winning, they’ll still be the Raiders. If they win, the history will continue to be strong. If they don’t win, over time the history will be, well, just history. That could be said of a lot of franchises. It’s similar to George Steinbrenner and his sons with the New York Yankees. Lamar Hunt will always be the Chiefs, even with his son, Clark, in there as owner. The Raiders will always be Al Davis, but we’ll see over time if they also take on the personality of Mark Davis.

When Mark made the trade for Carson Palmer in 2011, he took some heat for it. We talked before he made the trade. I told him then and I’d say it again today: “Don’t do it if you don’t feel it’s right, but don’t second guess yourself afterwards. If you go with it, deal with it and don’t look back.”

Mark knows he doesn’t have all of the same abilities Al had and recognizes the importance of getting someone in there who could offer assistance. That’s where Reggie McKenzie came in. Following the 2012 season, Mark hired Reggie as the team’s general manager. We drafted Reggie as a linebacker in the tenth round out of Tennessee in 1985, and he played for me for three seasons. He was a good, tough linebacker. In fact, his strength as a player was his toughness. He was a solid player; very intelligent on and off the field. His twin brother Raleigh played for Washington and is now a scout with the Raiders. Since his playing career, he’s become a knowledgeable football mind with a strong nose for talent.

When Reggie started scouting in 1994, Ron hired him and took him to Green Bay. Reggie got incredible guidance under Ron, who told me once that Reggie’s biggest strength was his ability to spot talent. We’ve seen that play out in how he’s built the Raiders through the draft and free agent signings. After the 2015 season, the Raiders had six Pro Bowl selections, five of whom were drafted or signed on Reggie’s watch.

One key in building the type of organization Reggie’s building isn’t only player acquisition but also being the type of leader who develops an atmosphere where people want to work. Reggie, as well as Raleigh, are both quality guys. Reggie is very positive in the way he approaches everything, and he knows how to go about his business without puffing out his chest.

Almost three years to the day of Reggie being hired, he hired Jack Del Rio as the team’s new head coach. I remember Jack as a great high school star in Hayward, California, which is down the block from the Coliseum. Jack was a good fit. I didn’t know him personally, but I always liked him as a player and he’d been a good, fiery head coach with Jacksonville for nearly a decade.

The combination of Reggie and Jack is very good for the franchise. When Reggie joined us as a player, we were a good team. He’d grown up watching us in our heyday, and he remembered all of that when he became the GM. When Jack joined the organization, he realized it wasn’t the same culture that we were known for under Al Davis, and he wanted to get it back.

For 19 pretty good years, the organization had John Madden and me, and we knew how to work with Al. The culture of professional football is different now, but having Reggie and Jack on the same page can mean only good things for the organization. You have to have a system, and you have to have people who know how to run that system.

2014 DRAFT: GETTING A MACK TRUCK AND A HIGH-PERFORMANCE CARR

When Reggie McKenzie came in, the organization was a mess after several poor free agent signings and draft picks that didn’t work out. Besides spotting talent, Reggie is great at understanding character, which is a huge component for Reggie. Mind you, football character is different from church character. In football, character guys are the ones who’ll do their best to stay out of trouble off the field but also guys who just want to be here and play, as opposed to players who out there for the paycheck or the adulation. Reggie’s developed a squad full of those character guys in a short amount of time.

Two of them came during the 2014 NFL Draft. Going into that draft, in need of a franchise quarterback, the Raiders were picking fifth overall. Derek Carr, out of Fresno State, was Reggie’s top-rated quarterback in the draft that included Johnny Manziel.

This was a strange draft, though. Before Manziel dropped lower than most people expected (22nd overall), another player dropped lower than Reggie expected, when linebacker Khalil Mack was available when the Raiders picked fifth. For a moment I’m sure it was a tough decision for Reggie, but when you can get a player who is dominating, the type of defensive player a quarterback looks for as soon as he comes to the line of scrimmage, you have to take him.

So with their first-round selection, the Raiders took Mack out of Buffalo. It was a great decision. Khalil does damage, whether he’s one-on-one or two-on-one. And he’s a quiet leader who goes hard on every play.

With that pick, obviously that left Derek open. Only two other quarterbacks were taken that first day: Manziel by the Browns and Teddy Bridgewater by the Vikings on the last pick of the first round. When Derek made it through the first day, I knew it’d be a restless night for Reggie, hoping and praying that Derek would be there when Oakland picked fourth in the second round. When he arrived that morning, Reggie had a big smile on his face. I think he really felt he was going to get Derek. Sure enough, Houston, Dallas, and Cleveland all picked linemen, and the Raiders got Derek with the 36th overall pick.

As we saw in 2016, Derek is a quarterback around which a franchise can build. He was one of the missing links for this franchise. The quarterback situation is part of the reason this organization fell on hard times. Teams rarely can miss on a quarterback and still be successful. You can miss on a running back or a lineman, but you have only one quarterback. If you miss on him, it can cost the organization years.

Just look what happened with JaMarcus Russell. He was the first player selected in the 2007 NFL Draft, signed for $36 million, and turned out to be one of the biggest busts in not only Raiders’ history, but NFL history. The Raiders have never had a big war chest of cash, so that set the organization back three years.

There’s no telling what will happen with Derek, but as we write this, he’s a great fit and not someone who’s likely going to affect the organization negatively. He is a player who has an angelic face with fire in his eyes when he competes. One of his best qualities is a short memory. If something bad happens, he doesn’t make excuses or dwell on it; he just gets ready for the next chance. On top of that, he has the mindset that he can make plays in the fourth quarter. Sometimes that can be a detriment because quarterbacks tend to believe they can make plays that are nearly impossible, but Derek’s not going to leave anything on the table. He’s going to give his all and make the plays.

I like to watch quarterbacks when they’re not involved in the play, once they’re not handling the ball. I like to watch their body language. Some guys are quiet and some are in a different world. Derek’s always active and proactive. He’s congratulating other guys. Not in a cheerleader way, but in a leader kind of way.

On Christmas Eve 2016, Santa left a big chunk of coal in the Raiders’ stockings when Derek was sacked in the fourth quarter against Indianapolis and broke his fibula. The wind was knocked out of Raider Nation, from the field to the press box. We won that game, but Derek was so valuable to the team that there was an empty feeling going into the AFC Wild Card game a couple weeks later against Houston. What seemed like the makings of a remarkable season ended in a thud.

What we’ve seen out of Derek, though, is that he’s proved himself as a young quarterback who’s a team guy and their offensive leader. He’s a great ambassador for the Raiders and gives us a reason to be excited about the future.

LEAVING OUR ROOTS FOR THE STRIP

Raiders owner Mark Davis announced during the writing of this update that the Raiders are moving to Las Vegas. To me, this is different than when Al Davis decided to move the team to Los Angeles in the early 1980s. When we went to Los Angeles, we had an instant place to play in the Coliseum. The crowd was different—more laid back—but the fans knew us well and we knew the area well. Going to Vegas is completely different, including the city building the team a venue unlike any other in the NFL.

Las Vegas Stadium, as it’s being called now and is scheduled to open in 2020, will be at one end of the Las Vegas Strip. It’s supposed to have retractable doors and a glass-domed roof. There’s supposed to be a monstrous video board on the outside, an eternal flame in memory of Al and hold 65,000 people. The price tag is estimated to be a little under $2 billion.

The need to leave Oakland–Alameda County Coliseum is necessary but the timing is somewhat unfortunate. In 2016, with the team playing better, the stadium was rocking again. The Silver-and-Black faithful were going crazy. The problem, though, is that the stadium is more than 50 years old, and it is in need of repairs and upgrades. As great as it was to see it rocking again, I don’t know that we want it rocking too much. But Raider fans are passionate and make Oakland–Alameda an intimidating place to play. With a move to Las Vegas, we won’t recapture the “Black Hole,” the great tailgate parties, and the other nuances that make the Oakland Raiders famous. It’s not likely to happen in Vegas because it could be a different crowd every week. There will be faithful fans there, but I think the atmosphere could be more like a Super Bowl than the Black Hole.

—Tom Flores,
September 2012, 2017


FOREWORD

Nearly every player who has worn the Silver and Black is proud to say that he’s a Raider. There have been players who played for an organization for 10 years or so and then played for the Raiders for only one or two seasons, but the Raiders became their team for life.

That comes from how you’re treated, starting at the top. Al Davis lets the players be who they are, as long as they play football on Sunday and as long as they win of course. We had great players when I was there. I can’t say enough about them. They were terrific players. Sure, they were wild in their own way. We had a few guys who stayed out late at night, if not all night at times, but they went to practice and they worked hard. I had a great time.

It certainly wasn’t much fun as an opponent of the Raiders. I say that from experience. There was an intimidation factor. The Raiders wore those larger shoulder pads and that made them look bigger. They wore black most of the time, and they looked meaner and scarier. You couldn’t get around that intimidation factor.

One of the things I noticed when I got to Oakland—and I probably sensed it when I played against the Raiders—was that every time those guys stepped onto the field, they expected to win. It didn’t matter who they were playing. It didn’t matter how far behind they were with two minutes left. They felt they were going to pull it out. It was so incredible to be around that confidence. It was cool to finally get there.

I wouldn’t trade my time as a Raider for anything else. I had a great time at New England when I first got there as a rookie, but eventually that wore out. I went to San Francisco, and I wanted that to work out more than anything in the world because I was back home for the first time, close to family and friends. Unfortunately, it seemed like the harder I worked there, the worse things got. That was a big disappointment for me.

Then I wound up in Oakland. Thank goodness I did, because it was a perfect fit. I was getting older and I couldn’t take a rah-rah, drill sergeant type of coach, and the Raiders weren’t at all like that. John Madden was the head coach when I first signed there in 1978. Before the next season, John retired and Tom Flores was promoted from receivers coach to head coach.

Tom was a quiet man who had a tough job, following in John’s footsteps. However, Tom more than lived up to the task. He wasn’t very vocal, but for me, he commanded respect, and, for the most part, he got it.

He was such a stoic man, but he had to work with a bunch of personalities day in and day out. I’m sure it wasn’t easy to deal with all of these different characters, but he handled everybody the way they needed to be handled. I mean, who’s going to tell John Matuszak what to do when he doesn’t want to do it? Well, Tom Flores, that’s who.

Some coaches go into a locker room at halftime and start yelling, but it doesn’t mean anything. Some go in there and yell and it does mean something. Tom, on the other hand, was a man of few words. There were times when, after halftime, guys might turn to each other and one of them say sarcastically, “Nice halftime talk; way to get us fired up.”

The thing that stood out with Tom is how he got us ready to play, especially mentally—knowing what to do and when to do it. He brought the Raiders a lot of success. One of the reasons why he was so successful was his preparation. He found ways to take advantage of the opponents’ weaknesses. He knew how to get his teams ready to play.

[image: image]

Jim Plunkett and me at a golf outing. Photo courtesy of Tom Flores.

Coaching is a very difficult job and it was likely more so when Tom coached than it is today. Players make so much more money today and the makeup of teams is so much different. For instance, the Christian group of men in the NFL is much larger, or at least more known, than it was back then. Before, teams were a collection of different personalities, each doing his own thing. Tom knew how to get a lot out of the players.

In fact, one of the stories that Tom included in this book regards his involvement in a situation at the end of training camp in 1980, when I told him I wanted either to be traded or released. I didn’t feel as if I was getting the opportunity to compete for the starting job. I had been on the bench behind Kenny Stabler for two years, and I felt that I was gaining my confidence and learning the offense, but I wasn’t given the opportunity to start. The first year, I could understand, because I had been released by San Francisco. I joined the Raiders after the season started and Kenny was the man. In 1979, though, I should have been given a shot, I thought.

Then, before the 1980 season, the Raiders traded Kenny for Dan Pastorini, which was a No. 1 for a No. 1. Still, I was a No. 1 at one time and I had been with the Raiders longer than Dan, so I felt I should have been given the chance to compete for the starting job. It didn’t look like that was going to happen. That was my tenth year in the league, so if I didn’t have a chance to compete for a starting job somewhere, my career was pretty much over. If I wasn’t going to have that opportunity in Oakland, I wanted it somewhere else.

During my career with the Raiders, Tom was a good mentor for me. He was the receivers’ coach, but since he had been a quarterback in the NFL, he knew what I was going through. He had experienced a similar situation. He was a big help to me. He was someone to whom I could voice my grievances and he understood.
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