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Dedicated to the one true coach in our family, Thomas DeVito

“He moved from single-bar face mask to Darth Vader visors on players who evolved from crew cuts to curls to shaved heads. He won with Hall of Famers, and he won with a quarterback who taped the plays to his wrist. He won smashing mouths and won airing it out. Always, he won by being a man on fire.”

—Dave Kindred in The Sporting News





Introduction

There were two things that were important to Don Shula: family and football. It was not surprising that eventually they would intertwine.

He was first and foremost an Ohio boy, raised in a small community with a large and wide network of hardworking laborers. His family was never poor, always had clothes, a roof, and enough to eat. This was accompanied by discipline, love, and religion. Like his mother, Mary, Don was a devout Catholic all his life, yet not proselytizing.

His career as a coach was legendary. He was a head coach in professional football for 33 years. That’s a remarkable feat in and of itself. The only man who rivaled that was George Halas, 40 seasons as head coach, but he also owned his team. Shula coached 20 more games than Halas but finished with 23 more wins (including postseason). Halas had a winning percentage of .671, Shula finished with .665. Shula went to six Super Bowls and won two. He helmed the only undefeated championship team in NFL history. He was 6–1 in AFC championship games. He was voted Coach of the Year four times and was was enshired in the Pro Football Hall of Fame.

His career had several other benchmarks. Some of these events alone would be enough to make a notable career for some men. He coached in two of the longest and most memorable playoff games in the history of the league, against the Kansas City Chiefs in December 1971 and the San Diego Chargers in January 1982. During his playing career, he was part of the game that had the most penalties in the history of the NFL. He was involved in one of the largest trades in NFL history. He presided over the famed Snowplow Game and Dan Marino’s fake spike and Tom Matte’s two playoff games at quarterback. He graduated 13 players to the Pro Football Hall of Fame. But perhaps the most impressive fact was he only had two losing campaigns in 33 seasons.

Perhaps more important, he also helped orchestrate the massive changes that took place in the NFL. He played wearing a leather helmet (and no face mask) and later helped lead the league to the development of the modern passing game that is the hallmark of the game today. Not only was he a coach and a player, but he was cochairman (along with close friend George Young) of the all-powerful competition committee. In an era when he was winning with a smashmouth running attack, he helped forge the new game geared toward passing and offense. The new rule changes that he helped usher in eventually made some of his own teams obsolete. Yet for the better good of the game and the league, he saw its popularity and success would be tied to the new passing attacks of Don Coryell and Bill Walsh.

If we compare him to others, what do we see? Only seven men have ever won 200 or more games in the history of the NFL. In his career, he outlasted such names as Paul Brown, Tom Landry, Chuck Noll, and John Madden.

He was not without his faults. He had a volcanic and titanic anger. And he was known to not only lose his temper, but to let loose with strings of abusive language that he directed at players, coaches, owners, and officials. He would spew venom and anger like a cannon but be perfectly serene minutes later. As he often said, finesse was not his forte.

He was in some ways a hypocrite. As a player, he hung around in the most roguish of circles and performed his own legendary hijinks. As a coach, his favorites often tended to be the bad boys, but on the field, he expected perfection in all other ways, including a devotion to the game that coincided with his own obsessive drive.

His greatest attribute was also his greatest flaw. To quote former Oilers and Saints coach Bum Phillips, “He can take his’n and beat your’n and take your’n and beat his’n.” His ability to win with the talent that he had at hand was an amazing attribute. He could win with a smashmouth offense, he could win with the passing offense, he could bludgeon you with a brutal defense. He once won a playoff game with a fourth-string quarterback (a halfback turned quarterback) who only knew a dozen plays, which were taped to his forearm.

Yet this unique ability also betrayed him. He often was able to elevate teams through the regular season and the playoffs masking his own club’s flaws, only to be exposed in championship games by teams who were better balanced or more talented. It is still inconceivable that he was able to bring “Woodstrock” to a Super Bowl, or the Marino team that had no real running attack or stout defense.

He also handled some of the greatest players in the history of the game. His up-and-down relationship with the great Johnny Unitas was legendary. He also enjoyed father-son relationships with Larry Csonka, Bob Griese, Dan Marino, and Nick Buoniconti.

Cleveland, Baltimore, and Miami were three of the most important places in his life. The Greater Cleveland area would always be home in his heart and was the seed of his character. Wherever he went and whatever he became was forged there. In his early years, he returned to his family and childhood friends. In later years, he quipped, he returned for weddings and funerals, but that was not entirely true. He helped raise money for local schools and charities, most notably his alma mater, John Carroll University.

Baltimore was the equivalent of his first love. The city would be the backdrop to both his greatest triumph (the 1968 NFL championship) and most memorable losses (the 1964 championship loss to Cleveland; the inexplicable upset in Super Bowl III). And like many first loves, that affair did not end well. But he would always have a warm place in his heart and misty look in his eyes for the city by the Chesapeake.

And then there was Miami. It was the town that he made famous and that made him famous . . . and wealthy. Outrageous triumph, in defiance of all odds, was topped only by more notable losses, and spectacular events.

And through it all lay family. Fealty, pride, and a fierce love made him cherished, despite his professional zeal that sometimes set him apart, made him seem unreachable, or seemingly distant, even to those close to him. He established one of only two three-generation family coaching trees in NFL history. His two sons both became NFL coaches, and now a grandson, as well. Even in retirement, he forged, with the help of others, especially his son David, a top-five largest high-end steakhouse chain in the country, competing with Ruth’s Chris, the Palm, and Morton’s, among others.

Others may someday win more games. But no one will challenge Shula for his contributions to the sport, for the change he helped engender both on and off the field for the betterment of the league and its popularity. Simply put, over his 40 seasons in the league, he changed the way the game was coached, played, and ruled. It was men like him, George Young, Wellington Mara, Tex Schramm, Pete Rozelle, and Art Modell who helped shape modern football into the national phenomenon it has become.

Always, he won by being a man on fire.





CHAPTER 1

The Fisherman’s Son

Grand River, Ohio, is still a small town on the shores of Lake Erie. Dotted with compact homes of many types, the downtown is also petite. The main draw of the area has always been the outdoor sporting life, great for those who like boating, kayaking, or canoeing, with abundant recreational fishing and hunting. Despite a plethora of recreational boats on the water in summer, this is not a wealthy town. It remains hardworking and middle-class.

As of the 2000 census, there were 345 people living in Grand River, made up of 122 households and 96 families residing in the village. If you were born in the town of Grand River, you probably went and did most of your shopping in Painesville, though you might go to Mentor, as well. Even as late as 2000, the makeup of the population remained largely unchanged from the ethnic backgrounds of those of the 1930s. According to consensus information, 26.1 percent were of German, 13.7 percent English, 12.4 percent American, 8.5 percent Irish, 8.2 percent Italian, 6.5 percent Hungarian, and 6.5 percent Polish ancestry.

“Painesville and the surrounding area embody the melting-pot theory. Hungarians, Finns, Poles, Italians, Irish, and blacks make up this blue-collar town. The Painesville phone book begs for a pronunciation guide. Learning to get along wasn’t a plea but a way of life,” jibed one Florida sportswriter.

Daniel Sule (the family’s original name) was born in Hungary on August 1, 1900. He arrived in the United States with his parents when he was six years old. Dan’s parents eventually returned to the old country. “[Dan]changed his name to ‘Shula’ when the first-grade teacher couldn’t properly pronounce the old-world ‘Sule,’ and quit school in sixth grade,” wrote Sun Sentinel sports scribe Dave Hyde.

“We never knew them,” said Irene Battista, Shula’s older sister.

“Dan met Mary Miller when they were teen-agers [sic] and married in 1921. Dan worked at a rose nursery, earning $9 a week, and the family saved enough to buy the modest home at 615 River St. It was next door to the home of Mary’s parents, Anna and Joseph, who ran the main business—grocery store-restaurant—in Grand River,” reported the Sun Sentinel. Mary Miller was born on December 7, 1902, and was two years her husband’s junior.

“Dan converted to Catholicism, Mary’s religion. Dan and Mary had twins, Josephine and Joe, in 1922. Irene was born in 1926 and Don in 1930. Josephine died at 5 in an accident. But the siblings doubled in number in 1936 with the birth of triplets—Jane, Jeannette, and Jim. They were the first famous Shulas, the local newspaper chronicling their lives.” As Don himself said, when he was growing up, the most famous three people in the house were the triplets.

Years later, Jeannette Shula Moroz, one of his younger sisters, remembered it a little differently. “He just scrawled out his name, Don Shula, and turned it back and said that ‘This is the signature that’s going to be famous,’” she said with a chuckle.

The Shula family was growing. Dan switched jobs and began working at one of the fish houses down at the end of River Street for fifteen dollars a week. It was more money, but it was also more dangerous.

In every sense—economically, commercially, educationally, recreationally—Cleveland’s massive midwestern shadow loomed large over this small region to the northeast. Many in the small region read the Cleveland Plain Dealer, and they rooted for either the Cleveland Indians or the Cleveland Browns (Negro League) baseball teams. There was no professional football at that time in Cleveland.

Fishing on Lake Erie dated all the way back to 1796. “Each morning, Dan Shula woke in the night to drop his nets in Lake Erie. The boat he worked held two tons of fish. His younger son often helped fillet the Erie blue pike into 25-pound cans, earning six cents a pound for his work,” wrote Dave Hyde.

“My first job,” son Don recalled many years later.

According to Hyde, “[Don] didn’t like the fishing life, and his dreams took him far from Erie blue pike. But the moral of the generational story is what the son learned from the father in the same way he passed it to his younger son, Mike, and his four other children.”

“A work ethic,” Shula said. “That’s what I remember about my dad. And, for me, all I knew when faced with a problem is how to roll up my sleeves and get to work.”

“You’re going back to the way I was brought up,” Shula remembered. “Everything was planned, orderly, clean. Religion was involved—the way my mom and dad brought me up.”

Shula’s father would leave the house at 3:00 a.m. and return home twelve hours later, which made a huge impression on the young Donald.

“There were some commercial fishhouses [sic] and fishing boats that would go out and lift the nets in Lake Erie and take the fish out and come back with two tons of fish in the bottom of the boat. My dad was a commercial fisherman. One of the early summer jobs I had was going out with him on the boat and learning how to fillet fish and pack them and ship them out in ice and do all the things you had to do.” But Shula never warmed to his father’s profession. “I never got used to the rough seas. I’d get seasick a lot when I’d go out on Lake Erie. When I got to Miami, everybody wanted to take me deep sea fishing. I said, ‘No thanks. I’ve had enough of seasickness.’

“Dad said, ‘You’ll get over it.’ Every time we went out he said that, ‘You’ll get over it.’ I never got over it.

“My father was one of those guys who just worked all his life. He was a nursery-man, that was the kind of work he loved, but after I was born there were triplets, and he couldn’t make it on 16 or 18 dollars a week. He took a job as a commercial fisherman on Lake Erie, and after that we moved to Painesville, where he went to work as a tinner in a factory.

“My dad was never an athlete. He had good coordination, but there was never any time. He worked all his life, and one of the things that makes me happiest now is that before he died I got to take them back over to the old country,” Shula recalled. “We went to Budapest, and then we drove about a hundred miles and found the little town he was from and looked up all the relatives. And then we went to Rome and while we were there the pope came out. That was everything he wanted.”

“He has always maintained that his mother was the family’s disciplinarian. Some years ago, he was on television and was angered at something going on in a game. The microphone picked up some of his language,” wrote Gerald Eskanazi in the New York Times.

“I hope my mother didn’t hear that,” he said. Shula later received a phone call from his mother. She did indeed hear it and called to complain.

“It’s a unique place with very independent-minded people,” said Bill Stanton, who was the counselor to the president of the World Bank, a former congressman, one of Shula’s former employers, and a Painesville native. “Down deep, the guy never left that town,” Stanton told Jason Cole of the Sun Sentinel.

“I still have relatives in the Mentor and Painesville area,” Shula once said. “I get back for weddings and funerals.”

Cole wrote, “The Mar-Val Bowling Alley, where Shula met first wife Dorothy Bartish, opened in 1932. Gartman’s Model Bakery, two blocks away, opened in 1898. Hellriegel’s Inn and Restaurant, where Dorothy and Don had their wedding reception, started as a small house in 1841.”

Back then, the mercantile trade was dominated by the Gail G. Grant department store. Other notable spots included Toyland (a favorite among youngsters) and the Lockie Lee Dairy Store (a local creamery). Jerry and Bart’s Restaurant was the fashionable eatery of the day. Other memorable stores included Kresge’s and Newberry’s five-and-dime stores, and Fisher Food. Few from the area could forget the Greyhound Bus Station. Main Street in those days was packed with cars and awnings and signs and people. Packards, Hudsons, Studebakers, DeSotos, and Nashes drove the streets with their big, bulbous headlights and whitewall tires.

“Our father may not have been as outward with his emotions, but he had to be tough to go out to work every day, day after day, even when he was sick,” said Jeannette Shula Moroz. “When he worked at the rayon plant in Painesville, he used to ride to work with another man. He could have asked that man to come pick him up when it was cold, but he never did. He always made the walk over there.”

Many locals said Dan was a quiet man, and that his wife Mary was the disciplinarian and vocal leader of the family. “She was a strict Hungarian mom. She laid down the law,” said Lou Gurbach, a pleasant woman and distant relative of the Shulas. According to friends, Mary was disciplined, dedicated to detail, and competitive.

“Every morning she would wake up and start cooking for everyone, but never in a housecoat,” said Jane, who along with Jeannette and Irene lived in the Painesville area for many years. “She always had to get dressed first. She had a routine that she followed, and she never broke from it.” Mary attended church every day after dropping off her children at school. Don would follow her example.

Once, Shula’s high school friend, Jim Mulqueeny, was stopped for speeding in nearby Ashtabula. A few days later, Mulqueeny showed up at the Shula household to fetch Don for a baseball game. Don’s mother, Mary, was waiting on the porch. “She didn’t say anything, she just gave me that look. I knew what she was telling me, ‘Take it easy,’” Mulqueeny recalled many years later.

As she got older, Mary became obsessed with church bingo. “Oh, she hated to lose,” Jane said. There was no question where Don got his passion.

“He hated to lose even when he was in elementary school,” his mother, Mary, said years later. “When he was eight years old, he would play cards with his grandmother. If he lost, he would tear up the cards and run and hide under the porch. You couldn’t pry him out for supper.”

Don attended elementary school at St. Mary’s Catholic School in Painesville. “His team lost and he went under the stands at the field and cried his head out. That’s when he played for the St. Mary’s Parish of Painesville team before he went on to Harvey High, John Carroll University, and pro football. He still says that to this day he hates to lose.”

Shula marveled that his mother wouldn’t allow anyone in the family’s living room except for special occasions. Otherwise, no one was allowed in. “It was strictly taboo,” Shula remembered years later. “It was nothing more than a showplace with everything in its proper place all neat and clean. I could never understand it.”

With a playground directly across the street from their house, Shula was never far from home and was required to come home as soon as the streetlamps went on.

“When I grew up my parents lived next to my grandparents. And they talked Hungarian to each other. And they communicated that way. So I’m one, and two, and three years old, and the first language I learned was Hungarian. So I was going around the neighborhood, and they would point to me and say, ‘This kid doesn’t speak English.’ I think I speak a little better English now,” he said years later.

He played almost every day in that park. He played games and got into fights. He considered himself a pretty good scrapper, having won more than he lost. He remembered years later that at one time he’d gotten pretty full of himself and picked a fight with a quiet child. He pressed the issue, and the fight was on. The boy knocked him down. He shook it off and rose up again, and the other boy put him down again, to the point where he saw stars. “That’s the first beating I ever took. It really put me in my place a little and made me realize I couldn’t go out and lick the world.

“As a kid, I was the one who organized the games,” he has said of the sandlot football he played in the lots around Painesville. “In grade school I chose the line‐ups. In high school I knew what everyone was supposed to do and I corrected their mistakes. That’s my background.”

“Things were really tough sometimes, but Don was always strong, always truth and justice,” said young brother Jim. “He was the one stopping fights. He was the realist.”

At Thomas W. Harvey High School in Painesville, Shula played football, baseball, basketball, and was on the track team. He eventually lettered eleven times in high school alone. His real love was for football, where he excelled. He starred playing halfback in a single-wing offense. He began playing football while still quite young and at the tender age of eleven was forbidden by his parents to play the game anymore after sustaining a bad facial cut during a neighborhood scrimmage. But Shula was not to be so easily dissuaded.

In 1942, “I forged my mother’s signature so I could play high school football,” he later admitted. Ironically, he was sidelined by a case of pneumonia just before the season began. Encouraged by an assistant coach to return to the game as soon as possible, a healthy Shula later rejoined the team but kept his football participation a secret from his parents until he was named a starter. “I guess I got away with one,” Shula once said.

“Don was also the one who would carry a football while running a mile down Richmond Street on the way home from football practice, stiff-arming the trees. He was the one who would draw pictures of football players and hang them in the room he shared with Jim in their small, two-story frame house,” wrote Bill Plaschke in the Los Angeles Times.

Shula’s need to excel exhibited itself even back then. “That’s been a part of my makeup,” he once said. “I enjoy a laugh on the field, as much as the next fellow, but not at the expense of success. As a young boy, I’d get upset if the others didn’t work and study.”

“It was a habit he would never break,” wrote John Underwood in Sports Illustrated.

“The coaches didn’t always like it,” Shula remembered.

Once, when Shula got out of hand for the second time, scuffling with one of the other players, the head coach, the usually mild-mannered Clarence Mackey, slapped Don. Shula’s face got red, flaring with anger and embarrassment. After the practice, Shula waited for everyone to leave before going into the coaches’ office. The coaches thought he would quit. Instead, Shula apologized.

“There were other guys who were more talented, but Don was tough, fearless,” said Tony Cimaglio, who played with Shula and eventually became the equipment manager for the Harvey High football team. “Don was always the aggressor.”

Shula’s leadership skills were apparent even back then.

“Don performed capably as a varsity guard in basketball and was an outstanding sprinter and quarter-miler. I became very close to him and admired his kind of determination,” Assistant football and track coach Don Martin said years later. Martin remembered Shula as a fine sprinter who was a driven member of the mile relay team. Martin began the relay race with two slower runners. He then staged Shula and Eugene “Jeep” Mucciaroni to finish.

“Our last two meets, we fell behind by 15 to 20 yards after the first two runners,” Martin said. “Don turned to Jeep and said, ‘I’ll get half.’ It wasn’t just that he was going to do his job, he was inspiring Jeep to do better. He had the mind of a coach right then.”

“I don’t remember him saying it, but I know he got his half,” Mucciaroni said. “The funniest thing is that he was so excited he almost made us lose. In the mile relay, the starting line is about 10 yards in front of the finish line. So as I’m coming around the last turn, I see Don standing at the starting line, jumping up and down, waiting for me to come in with the win. I had to dodge him to get to the finish line.”

Roy Kropac, who attended school with Shula from third grade through John Carroll, said Shula “was captain of everybody” in high school.

“Charlie Schupska was the quarterback and would bring the play in, but Shula would just tell guys where to run, call all the plays right there himself,” Kropac said. Did the coaches mind? “No, because it usually worked.”

In Shula’s senior season of football, the team posted its best record ever, 7–3, but was denied a league title by neighboring Willoughby. Shula cried after the loss.

Against Ashtabula, Harvey was leading, 12–6, and attempted to put the game out of reach with a trick play. At the snap of the ball, Shula took the ball right, and Kropac faded left, awaiting a pass from Shula. Shula then threw to Kropac. But Ashtabula was ready for it. They read the play perfectly, intercepted Shula’s pass, and the defensive back ran toward the goal line with a convoy of blockers.

From the other end of the field, Shula chased down the Ashtabula runner, sliding between the blockers, and tackled the back, saving the touchdown and the game. Afterward, Ashtabula Coach George Guarnieri congratulated Shula.

“[Guarnieri] said it was the finest football play he had ever seen,” Martin said.

“As soon as I saw Don make that play, I knew he was going to be somebody,” Cimaglio said.

“And he was the one who would carry the ball two dozen times for his high school team on Friday, then report to work as a welder in a nearby mill at 7 a.m. Saturday,” wrote Plaschke. Shula was named All-Ohio quarterback as a senior and graduated in 1947.

“When I got out of high school, the veterans were coming home from World War II, and they were getting all the scholarships,” Shula recalled. “I had a good senior year at Harvey, but I wasn’t getting any scholarship offers, so that summer I decided I would work a year and then go to college.”

“I pulled into a gas station one day, and Howard Bauchman, who had been the coach at Painesville and then went on to Cleveland Heights, saw me and asked me what I was going to do. I told him and he said, ‘Don’t do that. I have this friend, Herb Eisele, who just got the head coaching job at John Carroll. I’ll set up an interview for you and see what he could do to help you financially.’

“He set up the interview, and Herb said he could give me a scholarship for tuition only the first year. If I did OK, it would include room, board, and books plus tuition the following years. I had a good freshman year, and I got a full scholarship after that first year.

“I think about needing gas that day a lot. It’s amazing how events shape the direction your life takes.”

Despite being at a small Jesuit university, Herb Eisele was no ordinary college coach. Eisele was among the most famous football players and coaches in Ohio history up to that time. He was a local legend as a high school star in the 1920s and later a Walter Camp All-American honorable mention at the University of Dayton. As a high school coach for many years in Cleveland, he amassed 130 victories and only 33 losses, as well as nine city championships and three state titles at Cathedral Latin, his alma mater. From October 17, 1943, to October 10, 1946, his teams went 36 straight games without a loss.

“Eisele was an exceptional coach. He only had two assistants, but they were as fine a small college staff that you could find anywhere. Eisele completely adopted the Cleveland Browns’ style of football both offensively and defensively. He and his staff would watch the Browns’ practices, see their games, study their style, and emulate it,” remembered Shula. Eisele emphasized fundamentals and technique, and they were lessons Shula carried with him right through college and eventually into the pros.

“At Carroll, Don played both ways at halfback,” Eisele said. “He was always inquisitive. I only had two assistant coaches, Bill Belanich and Dan Mormile, and there was only so much time we had on the field. During practice, when we worked on defense, Don always wanted to know what everybody else was supposed to do. I used to say, ‘Don, just do what you’re supposed to do,’ but that was never enough for him.

“He wanted to know where everybody was supposed to be and also what everybody else would do on each play. You could see then that his football mind was developing,” said Eisele. “He said that it gave him a good feeling to know all the assignments on a play.

“I remember one day, when I was instructing the team, Shula kept interrupting me with questions,” said Eisele, laughing. “I finally said, ‘You run the holes, son, and I’ll do the coaching.’”

“On the practice field, he always wanted to know why—the reasons for a certain play,” said fellow teammate Sil Cornachione. “The significance of this was that he did not accept anything on the surface. He continually reached down for the reasons for things. At Carroll he asked a lot of question, and often offered suggestions, but never asked them to be smart, he just wanted to find out the ‘why.’

“Don came from a small town and from a league you did not hear much about. We used to kid him about coming out of a cornfield. Don came to John Carroll with the idea of catching up,” said Cornachione. “He made a good effort to learn as much and find out as much as the next person.”

“At Carroll we had a play called the ‘44-off tackle.’ If the four hole was closed, Shula used to veer or go outside. He used to do this so well that rather than correct him and make him bulldoze into the line, the coaches put in a play called ‘44-veer,’” chuckled Cornachione.

Shula played well in his first year. Under the headline “Carroll Is Tuning Up New Battery” in the Cleveland Plain Dealer, the newspaper gushed, “Another promising halfback is Don Shula, from Painesville Harvey High School. The rangy Shula runs with high knee action and has been a good target for [Rudy] Schaffer’s aerials.”

At Carroll, Shula was not the main back; his roommate, Carl Taseff, was. Taseff was born in Parma, Ohio, on September 28, 1928. He attended East High School in Cleveland, Ohio. At 5-foot-11 and between 195 and 200 pounds, he was strong, sturdy, reliable, and versatile, filling in at fullback and halfback, with lots of power and speed. He and Shula played both defense and offense. Taseff was something special. Taseff and Shula would go on to become lifelong friends.

In October 1948, a headline blared across the Plain Dealer’s sports page: “Shula, Carroll’s Sophomore Backfield Find, Starts Against B.W. Saturday.” The accompanying story, written by Charles Heaton, read, “Jim Moran, veteran defensive ace and sparkplug of the John Carroll football squad, probably will be on the sidelines when the Blue Streaks tangle with Baldwin-Wallace Saturday night at Berea, but strangely enough, his absence is causing little consternation in University Heights. The reason for the unusual state of affairs is a 175-pound rookie halfback—Don Shula. . . . A week ago Shula was just another substitute on the Blue Streak squad but on the strength of his brilliant performance against Youngstown College, the sophomore has been shifted to left halfback.”

“I think he’s going to rate with one of the best we’ve ever had,” said backfield coach Danny Mormile. A photo of Shula, in the famous huckabuck style, with his legs going forward and torso twisted backward, posed for his photo in white football pants and black jersey sans helmet.

In the subsequent game, Schaffer found Shula in the back of the end zone for a touchdown, to take a halftime lead of 12–6 over Baldwin-Wallace. Taseff was his usual stalwart self, but the game ended in a 19–19 tie. Heaton reported that Shula “filled in so capably in the two games, again will get the call at left halfback” for the following week’s game against Niagara when Shula caught a few passes and ground out a few more yards on the ground, while Taseff carried the load for a victory.

It even came to the point, when Shula missed a game, it became headline material in the Plain Dealer. As the Blue Streaks prepared for their first bowl game, the Knights of Columbus Great Lakes Bowl, Heaton wrote of the injury-plagued squad on November 29, 1948, “The most important backfield addition for the well-rested University Heights club is Don Shula. . . . Shula, when in top shape, rates as one of the best backs on the squad.” Yet is was Taseff who pushed over the line in the waning minutes of the game to give Carroll its bowl game victory, 14–13, over Canisius on December 5, 1948.

Before their junior season began, Taseff and Shula were among many to be called up for National Guardsmen training at Camp Atterbury, Indiana. They saw action on the playing field on October 1, 1949, when Shula scored a touchdown and Taseff crossed the plane twice, as Carroll defeated Toledo, 28–14. A week later, an interception by Shula counted for naught, as the Blue Streaks lost in a passing duel to Youngstown. In a subsequent game against Xavier, Shula’s costly fumble was the turning point of the game, and, what might have been the tying score instead turned out to be the third score for Xavier, in a stunning 21–7 loss. The Blue Streaks bounced back the next week against Marshall with a 26–7 victory and then defeated Bowling Green, 38–24, scoring five times through the air. Shula made several catches for first downs and hauled in a touchdown pass as well, as they won, 38–24.

The aerial show continued the next week, as Schaffer threw often, with Shula snagging two more important first downs and Taseff running for 87 yards and a touchdown as they cruised to a 27–0 win over Case Tech. The next game was a crowning achievement for Taseff, who bulldozed for 242 yards, and “Shula, who also ran in excellent form from the left half back spot, crashed over for Carroll’s third score,” wrote Heaton, as they beat Canisius, 26–12, for their fourth win in a row. In their next game, Taseff roared for 99 yards and three touchdowns and Shula scored an extra point as they beat Baldwin-Wallace, 28–7. Don had found extraordinary faith in the Catholic religion at a young age. “Don has faith in himself and faith in God, and everything somehow always seems to work out for him,” brother Jim Shula said.

“I was interviewed with him for a network documentary in which he says at one point he wanted to be a seminarian, although that was not included in the final documentary,” said Father Juan Sosa, pastor of St. Joseph Parish on Miami Beach, where Shula has been a longtime parishioner following an equally long affiliation at Our Lady of the Lakes Parish in Miami Lakes.

“A great many of the ideas and thoughts that I have, as far as my relationship with God, stem from those early years and the lessons I learned around the house about being God-fearing and doing things the right way,” Shula said years later. “We never missed mass. From second grade on . . .”

Shula was known to attend 7 a.m. mass most of his adult life, saying the rosary while waiting for the mass to begin. “I once seriously considered the priesthood myself. But then I decided I couldn’t be a priest and a coach too,” he chuckled.

There were great expectations for Eisele’s John Carroll squad in 1950, but the Blue Streaks lost their first two games of the season. Over the next few weeks, Carroll’s fortunes changed. On October 11, 1950, the Plain Dealer ran a big headline, “Carroll Offense Clicks as ‘Infantry’ Advances Under Moderate Air Cover: Shula Is Leader In Ground Attack.” Charles Heaton led off the article writing, “Back to the good earth is the football trend at John Carroll and halfback Don Shula has played an important role in this switch in offensive strategy.” In their first two games, Carroll had thrown 43 percent of the time and lost both times. In wins against Toldeo and Kent State, that number dropped to 18 percent as the duo of Taseff and Shula rumbled like a pair of Sherman tanks over the opposition. The Blue Streaks threw fewer passes in that same period. And the ones they did throw were higher-percentage completion passes. “Shula did considerable football toting in those victories,” wrote Heaton. They beat Toledo, 41–0. Then, Shula had 11 rushing attempts for 113 yards against Kent State in a 48–7 romp. And by that time, Heaton pointed out, Shula had 122 yards receiving on six catches for the season up to that point, which led the team. All of it was positioned near a large photo of Shula himself.

“Don plays offense and defense. He went the distance in all nine games last season . . .,” gushed Heaton. “Shula is a football perfectionist and he and Shaffer often can be found on the field after practice working on pass timing.”

“I can’t praise the boy enough,” Eisele said of Shula. “We pile work on him, but there’s never any complaining.”

“Don is hoping for a crack at professional football after he finishes Carroll in June, but his final aim is a career in coaching and teaching,” continued Heaton.

On October 21, 1950, the Blue Streaks routed Case Tech, 51–14. Taseff and Shula again led the way, with quarterback Shaffer and right halfback Burrell Shields also making big contributions. On November 4, Shula ran for 165 yards and a touchdown as Carroll beat Dayton, 24–12.

Then came the big game the following week, when the mighty Syracuse Orangemen came to play little Carroll, the Ohio Jesuit school. The Blue Streaks brought a six-game winning streak into Cleveland Stadium to face a Syracuse team on the rise. Syracuse was coming off a 34–0 dismantling of Lafayette. They’d previously beaten Rutgers, Penn State, Holy Cross, and Boston University. In the lead-up to the big game, Heaton wrote in the Plain Dealer that Shula was “turning in his finest season at left halfback.”

“When the football game between John Carroll University and Syracuse ­University was first announced in April of 1950, there were more than a few in Syracuse, N.Y., who wanted to know ‘Who is John Carroll?’” wrote Ohio sports historian Timothy L. Hudak. “When the final seconds had ticked off the game clock on Friday evening, November 10, of that year those same people were probably wishing that they had never heard of ‘him.’”

Hudak noted about Taseff that Carl had played varsity all four years for the Blue Streaks and was the team’s best back. Not only was Taseff the team’s star, going into the game, Taseff had 848 yards rushing, which made him the third-best back in the nation up to that point. Taseff had also scored 17 touchdowns, number one in the nation! “Carl was also a very able pass catcher when the ball was thrown to him and he was the Blue Streaks punter. . . .[Shula] had already rushed for 666 yards on the season. JCU backfield coach Dan Mormile considered Shula to be the best collegiate back in Ohio, in part because, unlike Taseff, Shula also played defense.”

Midway through the second quarter, the score was tied, 7–7, when Syracuse blocked a punt for a safety and extended their lead to 16–7 by halftime. The third quarter was a stalemate. But in the fourth quarter, Carroll finally scored twice and led the game, 21–16.

Syracuse put together one last drive. Quarterback Avatus Stone, unable to find an open receiver, and flushed from the pocket, scrambled to the Carroll 4-yard line where he was knocked out of bounds.

“Time had expired during the play. The ecstatic Blue Streaks fans were storming the field and some of the stadium lights were even being turned off. But wait, the game was not over. John Carroll had been flagged for holding on that last play,” reported Hudak. “The gridiron was cleared of fans and the lights put back on. With no time on the clock the penalty was stepped off from the original line of scrimmage, the ball being placed at the JCU 16. As reporter Lawrence J. Skiddy of the Syracuse Herald American put it, ‘It wasn’t as good as the four-yard line. But you couldn’t decline the penalty. That would have meant the game was over.’” With their last snap, Syracuse ran another pass play that seemed to take forever but fell well shy of its intended receiver. This time the game was over for real, and Carroll had prevailed.

“Don Shula, who turned in another fine offensive performance, paced the ground attack with 124 yards in 23 carries. Carl Taseff was right behind with 115 yards in 25 attempts,” reported Heaton. Little John Carroll had walloped Syracuse. David had killed Goliath. And Don Shula was the hero, despite having been groggy for a few plays halfway through the game after having his bell rung.

The last game of the season, versus rival Baldwin-Wallace, saw Taseff and Shula continue to dominate. Carroll took a 20–6 lead into halftime. But the third quarter saw Baldwin-Wallace score 19 unanswered points to take a 25–20 lead into the fourth quarter. Carroll scored at the top of the fourth quarter, then intercepted a Baldwin-Wallace pass and drove for the winning score. Taseff and Shula alternated blasting away at the B-W defense, until finally, from four yards out, Shula blasted through the middle and scored the winning touchdown as the Blue Streak prevailed, 33–25. Taseff had scored four times and Shula once to account for all of Carroll’s scoring that day.

Shula graduated in 1951 with a sociology degree. He had earned a reputation as a solid, smart, dependable ballplayer. Taseff was one of the leading rushers in college football that year and led the nation with 23 touchdowns. Both players were drafted by the Cleveland Browns, Shula in the ninth round and Taseff thirteen rounds later. Don then sat by the phone waiting for Paul Brown to call to no avail.

“So I called the Browns. ‘Aren’t you going to sign me?’ I asked. I drove to Cleveland, and they gave me a contract—the minimum, $5,000. I was afraid they’d pull it back before I could get my signature on it,” Shula recounted with a chuckle. Both Taseff and Shula signed their contracts the same day and looked for a bar where they could celebrate their good fortune.

“Do you think they’ll recognize us as being new members of the Cleveland Browns?” Shula asked Taseff. The two shiny newly minted football professionals ordered their first martinis and reveled in their newfound glory.

“We toasted each other. I took a big gulp and almost threw up. It’s the last martini I ever drank,” Shula recalled years later.

Shula did not know at the time (but he did find out later in life) that he had been drafted at the urging of the then-little known offensive line coach of the Browns—one Weeb Ewbank. The irony would be that the two men’s lives would be inextricably linked in some odd way, shape, or form for the next two decades. Each would have a jarring impact on the other. Both men would help forge the modern game and be intertwined in some of pro football’s greatest moments.





CHAPTER 2

Playing Days

The middle of July 1951 found Shula and Taseff together at Camp McCoy, Wisconsin, with the 37th Infantry Regiment, which had to defend a hill against the 147th Infantry Regiment in the hot summer heat. Harry Truman was president of the United States. “Tennessee Waltz” by Patti Page was the No. 1 single on both the Billboard and Cashbox charts. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted of conspiracy to commit espionage. Truman relieved General Douglas MacArthur of his Far Eastern commands. All About Eve won the Academy Award for Best Picture. And Your Show of Shows starring Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca was among the favorite shows on television that year.

“Most other members of the platoon were Clevelanders. Among them were Sgt. Carl Taseff, 22, an all-Ohio and Little All-American halfback on the football team of John Carroll University until his graduation in June. Another was Pvt. Don Shula, 21, another halfback on the same team. Both players will go from this summer encampment to train at Cleveland Browns camp at Bowling Green,” reported the Plain Dealer.

“This is a good deal,” Taseff remarked. “We are keeping in shape, running up and down hills, and throwing a ball around the barracks area. Don dug two holes today!” Being a pair of local boys made good, the Plain Dealer followed their movements throughout the summer.

“As the safety man, [Stan] Heath will be getting competition from Cliff Lewis, the 160-pound Lakewood boy who is starting his sixth season with the Browns, and Don Shula of John Carroll,” wrote Plain Dealer sportswriter Harold Sauerbrei in late July. By the second week in September, the newspapers were already writing the duo off. “Shula and Taseff may be making their farewell appearances, for the time being at least . . . when it was announced Ohio’s 37th Division of the National Guard would be called to duty in January,” Sauerbrei revealed a few days before a matchup against the Rams. In that game, Shula played incredibly well and made an impression on coach Brown.

“I’ve always been a big Browns fan,” Shula said. “Paul Brown meant an awful lot to me and my career.”

“The first time I met Paul Brown I stood there shaking,” Shula later remembered, standing in Brown’s office that first summer. He was “completely in awe of the man. He was practically a legend and I had tremendous respect for him. I watched the Browns play whenever I could.” Even in college, Shula pretended to be a high school player, so he could pay the 25-cents fee to get in to watch the team play. He had a hard time scraping together the money to attend games. Shula said it was the best quarter he ever spent.

“I was too excited to talk and just listened to everything that Brown was saying,” Shula remembered.

Shula was right to be in utter awe of Brown. If Eisele was a legend in Ohio high school football, Brown was a god. The rest of the league was in awe of him, as well. Paul Eugene Brown had been born on September 7, 1908. The son of a railroad dispatcher, Brown was a football star right from the start. Despite a diminutive size, he took over as quarterback in his junior year at Massillon High School, and posted a record of 15 wins and only three losses in his final two years of school. Brown enrolled at Ohio State University in 1926 but never made it past the tryouts and later transferred to Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. Weeb Ewbank was the school’s star quarterback. Brown took over the reigns after Ewbank left and achieved 14 wins against three losses over his junior and senior seasons.

The next year, he became the head coach at Massillon, the archrival of neighboring Canton, Ohio. Brown made massive changes. He emphasized speed and quickness over brute force, using schemes he’d acquired from Duke’s Jimmy DeHart and Purdue’s Noble Kizer. His teams would be smart. His record at the school from 1932 to 1940 was 80–8–2. That included a 35-game winning streak. Over his last six seasons there, his teams won six state championships and four High School Football National Championships. His teams outscored their opponents 2,393 points to 168 over that span. He was nicknmed the “Miracle Man of Massillon.” In 1941, he was named the head coach of Ohio State and went 8–1, losing only to Northwestern and the great Otto Graham. In 1946, he cofounded the Cleveland Browns, a new team whose ownership had courted him, and named the team after him. There, Brown won four AAFC championships before that league merged with the NFL in 1950. That didn’t stop Brown. His team won three NFL championships—in 1950, 1954, and 1955.

It was during this time that Brown began to perfect the systems he would use the rest of his life and that would be adopted by the entire league and are still in use today. Brown invented the playbook. He tested his players on their knowledge of it. He also originated the practice of sending in plays to his quarterback from the sideline using hand signals. He created the 40-yard dash, because that was the maximum average distance used to cover a punt. He was the first coach to use game film to scout opponents and to hire a full-time staff of assistants and invented the modern face mask, the taxi squad, and the draw play.

He also helped smash the color barrier a year before Jackie Robinson ­integrated baseball. In 1946, Brown fielded a team with two African American players—Bill Willis, a hard-nosed lineman, and Marion Motley, a fullback. “It’s interesting, in a way, because he did it before they did it in baseball,” said Mike Brown, Paul’s son, years later. “I’m not sure why professional football is not given more credit for breaking the color line. It’s always intrigued me that that was the case, though keep in mind that back in the ’40s, baseball was the principal sport in the country. It definitely was the bigger sport. Maybe that was part of it, but it’s almost forgotten.”

Brown had a strict, systematic approach to coaching and had a keen eye when it came to recruiting players.

“When he coached at Massillon High School, he had many black players on his teams,” Mike Brown recalled. “When he coached at Ohio State, he had many black players on his team. When he coached in the service, the same thing was true. When he got to the Cleveland Browns, he looked around and he knew where he had better football players than he had with the Browns. Guys who formerly played for him.”

“Paul was a top businessperson who was driven to setting up an organization that would be the best in the world, utilizing the best personnel, developing the best devices to win,” Jim Brown, his great running back, said. “Color never came into his philosophy—neither positive nor negative. The way he carried his organization was that everybody was afraid of him, so you didn’t have any dissension.”

“Check the record. Then you tell me who’s the greatest coach of all time,” former NFL player Cris Collinsworth, now a prominent sportscaster, once said. “At the time, Paul Brown was Bill Gates. He transformed the game from a physical exercise to an intellectual exercise.”

Brown was known for such quotes as “Football is a game of errors. The team that makes the fewest errors in a game usually wins” and “Leave as little to chance as possible. Preparation is the key to success.” Brown also espoused the philosophy of “When you win, say nothing. When you lose, say less.” The stoic Shula surely took heed of the philosophy that “The key to winning is poise under stress.”

Still, Brown had his detractors. He was criticized for being a control freak. “He wanted to control every single detail on the field. He wanted to know exactly what every player was going to do and for them to know exactly what was expected of them on every play,” said Mark Bechtel of Sports Illustrated.

He was obsessed with finding men who were as absorbed in football as he was. “If they were boozers, or chasers, or things of this nature, he wouldn’t have them,” Jim Brown said. He loathed agents, was a tough negotiator of contracts, and could be didactic to the point of distraction. Still, his success was undeniable. By the end of his tenure with the Browns, his teams won seven professional titles and played in 11 league championship games. Brown had several disciples he directly coached and mentored, among them Weeb Ewbank, Don Shula, Bill Walsh, Blanton Collier, and Lou Saban.

“The biggest influence on my coaching life has been Paul Brown. Paul believed in the businesslike approach. He emphasized classroom techniques in which he could expound on the five theories, as he called it,” said Shula years later. “He said that you learn by seeing, hearing, writing, practicing, and reviewing.”

Shula recalled Brown handed out blank playbooks and forced the players to diagram each play themselves, so they would better understand the plays. Shula recalled his first training camp, spent with long late-night sessions with Brown and the coaching staff, diagraming plays, talking strategy. Brown made the players write down certain things he said—word for word. Shula called it “tedious.” But it made a big impression on him. “As I looked around the room and saw players like Otto Graham, Mac Speedie, and Marion Motley doing the same thing . . . I realized the importance that Paul put in this method.” Shula also saw that Brown was “standoffish and aloof” with his players. In Shula’s eye, it was very much a teacher-pupil relationship that Brown cultivated.

The team was loaded with stars. Otto Graham was the charismatic and incredibly gifted Browns quarterback. Not only had Graham won five football championships, he’d also played for a professional basketball championship team in 1946. There was also fullback/linebacker Marion Motley (later to be a Hall of Famer), and receivers Dante Lavelli (known as “Gluefingers,” who also made the Hall of Fame) and Mac Speedie (who led the league in receptions three times, was selected to two Pro Bowls, and named All-Pro three times).

“We were as close as we could be,” Shula said of Taseff and himself. “Some of the other rookies were pretty much on their own and it could get lonely at times.” It was brutally competitive, and the veterans didn’t really start friendships with rookies. Taseff and Shula again got lucky. Two veterans, Lou Rymkus and Lou Groza, befriended the pair and brought them to a bar. “Later we found out why,” Shula laughed. “We’d end up in a saloon where the bartender would pass out cigars to the Browns players. Rymkus was a heavy cigar smoker. The owner would come over and give us all cigars.” Then Rymkus would insist they sit down in a booth, where Rymkus would relieve the rookies of their cigars, and he and Groza would leave.

“Taseff and I were left on our own.”

Shula recalled that much like many years later, veterans did not make friends with rookies unless they made the team, but it was a big deal that Rymkus and Groza took Shula and Taseff to that local bar.

Louis Joseph “the Battler” Rymkus was all All-Pro tackle, playing offensive and defensive lineman. Rymkus quickly established himself as an anchor of the team’s lines. Another was Louis Roy “The Toe” Groza. Groza had joined the Army in 1943, as a surgical assistant. Groza saw the wounded hauled behind the lines back to mobile hospital units where he assisted doctors in all manners of procedure. “I saw a lot of men wounded with severe injuries,” he said years later. “Lose legs, guts hanging out, stuff like that. It’s a tough thing, but you get hardened to it, and you accept it as part of your being there.” Groza was one of the people who formed the hub of the Cleveland offense. He gained fame as the team’s placekicker in his first few years but later moved to offensive tackle (while he continued to kick). His success rate in 1950 was 68.4 percent in an era when most teams averaged less than 50 percent.

“Anywhere from 40 to 50 yards, he was a weapon,” said Groza’s holder, Tommy James.

“I never thought I would miss,” Lou admitted years later.

“Lou never got all the credit he deserved for his tackle play, probably because his great kicking skills got him more notoriety,” said Andy Robustelli, a Hall of Fame defensive end for the Rams and Giants, who played against Groza.

Still starstruck years later, Shula marveled in his autobiography, “I remember the thrill I got lining up one day, when Otto Graham asked me to catch a few balls. It was during the early weeks of camp. I was a guy from a small college who had the opportunity to catch passes from a star of Graham’s magnitude.”

“Otto Graham was my idol,” Shula said in his later years. “I was just dazed by the whole deal. Otto was the catalyst to help us win all those games . . . he had great athletic ability.” Shula pointed out that Graham had been a running back at Northwestern, but Brown had made him into a quarterback. “Otto has to be one of the best of all time. All you gotta do is look at his accomplishments.”

Shula’s shining moment came one day early on, when he was asked to play middle safety in a scrimmage. The ball was snapped, and in a second, the offensive line had created a hole, wiped out the linebackers, and emerging through the hole was the massive and fast Marion Motley. Shula screwed his courage to the sticking point, collided with Motley, and made a perfect tackle, much to his own surprise.

“Nice tackle, Taseff!” shouted the onlooking head coach.

The rookie bounded up. “The name is Shula. Shula,” he repeated, “S-H-U-L-A!”

Brown, amused, responded, “I’ll try to remember.”

Shula seemed to be acquitting himself well. “The Browns seemed pleased with me. I made a good impression on Blanton Collier, who was the backfield coach.” Collier went on to become one of the most successful football coaches in the game’s history. He spent many years with Brown through Cleveland’s successes and won an NFL title with Cleveland himself in 1964.

Collier had become famous for calling plays for the Browns from the press box, relaying them to Brown down by the bench, when he then instructed his infamous “messenger guards” to call the play in the huddle. Collier also became known as the “ol’ professor,” for his affable ways and incredible football knowledge. His most famous quote was “You can accomplish anything you want as long as you do not care who gets the credit.”

All-Pro tackle Dick Schafrath once said about Collier, “You instilled more attitude, togetherness, motivation, and confidence into the Browns than anyone can imagine by being TOTALLY INVOLVED with us. We hungered for you to teach us more football each day. None of us ever suspected selfishness or greed on your part. The Blanton Collier era I will recall as the best years of my entire football life.”

There was the threat at the time that the Army Reserve would call on Shula, which caused the Browns some consternation about taking up a roster spot for him. Shula had played sparingly in the first four preseason games. Mid-September was approaching; the final roster cuts and announcements would need to be made. Shula and Taseff were nervous.

“I later found out that one of the veterans, Tony Adamle, who was captain of the team, recommended to Brown that I be given the final opportunity to make the team. Brown respected the opinions of his veteran players,” Shula later remembered.

Brown told Shula he would be given one last shot, starting him in the last preseason game against the Los Angeles Rams. Brown told Shula if he played well, it would enhance his chances of making the team.

“Everything was riding on that one game for me,” Shula recalled years later for the September 14 contest. This was no easy task. A field goal by Groza with 20 seconds left in the NFL Championship Game had beaten the Rams to win the league crown the previous season. It was expected that the Rams would play with real tenacity.

Specifically, Shula would be under fire. The Rams featured two dynamic quaterbacks, the wily and accomplished veteran Bob Waterfield and wunderkind Norm Van Brocklin. Shula would be matched up against Tom Fears. In 1950, Fears had lead the NFL in both receptions and receiving yards. His 84 catches that season set a record that lasted for ten years. He would eventually become a Hall of Famer. Shula would be tested.

“Fears caught his first pass on me. I came up and made the tackle and rolled over with him. He felt I was twisting his leg, and he reached down and kicked me in the mouth and uttered profanities,” Shula recalled. Despite wanting to retaliate, Shula kept his cool, knowing he could not afford to. Starting a fight, and getting thrown out of a game of this magnitude, would surely spell the early end of his pro football career, and he knew it.

“It took all I had to hold back and not take a swing at Fears,” Shula recounted. Shula thought he played well enough, making some open-field tackles. Still, he didn’t know what to think.

Harold Sauerbrei in the Plain Dealer put an end to any questions with the subheadline, “Shula Stands Out.” In a thriller, where Brown paced the sidelines, “the John Carroll boy . . . went the route with the defensive team at safety and right half. He was successful all the way and three times turned in plays that made him conspicuous.” Shula intercepted a pass that would have been a sure touchdown, recovered a fumble to halt another drive, and made a “jarring tackle” covering a punt on special teams. The Browns pulled out a 7–6 victory on Graham’s 5-yard touchdown pass to Horace Gillom and Groza’s extra point with 42 seconds remaining in the contest.

The next day, Shula received an envelope with a note inside: “Congratulations. You have made the Cleveland Browns football team. Report to the Stadium on Wednesday morning for a meeting and a practice at 9:30.” Shula was the only rookie to make the club that year. Taseff was not so lucky. He had not made the final roster but had been placed on the taxi squad.

Shula began his first campaign as a special teams player and backup defensive back. Tommy James, a respected defensive player, then went down with pulled a muscle during a practice. Suddenly, Shula was the starting defensive back for the World Champion Cleveland Browns.

In the practice before his first game, Brown and Collier made sure every pass was thrown in Shula’s direction. For his part, the rookie and fledgling defensive back was paired against Hall of Famer Mac Speedie and Gillom, the extraordinary back who also served as the Browns’ punter.

“Each time I failed to cover . . . I would look back at Brown,” Shula recalled of the test. Brown would be shaking his head. Shula would turn to Collier hoping for a different result, only to see the same negative nod. Steeled in such a crucible, Shula responded come game time. Shula also discovered that Brown and Collier had decided to make sure he had plenty of help from his defensive backfield mates and made sure the defensive line put plenty of pressure on the opposing quarterback.

“As a player, he was interested in more than just his position. He wanted to know what other people were doing and why they were supposed to be carrying out other assignments,” Collier remembered fondly. “Don was a good player but probably lacked the speed needed for cornerback where we had him with the Browns. He was a vicious tackler and a leader. . . . He always has been highly competitive and with a violent temper.” But there was no mistaking that Collier had real affection for his charge, and respect.

Shula performed admirably in his first appearance against the Washington Redskins in Week Three, which the Browns won, 45–0. A week later, they beat the Steelers, 17–0. By October 27, Carl Taseff had been activated to replace the injured Pro Bowler Dub Jones on punts and kickoffs. The two rookies were reunited. From there on in, Shula’s entire family would come to see almost all his home games while he was playing for the Browns.

Shula again received good notices in his game against the Philadelphia Eagles on November 11. Harry Jones noted in the Plain Dealer, “Don Shula, John Carroll alumnus, played the entire game at defensive right halfback . . . and turned in a distinguished performance.”

Harold Sauerbrei wrote, “The absence of James is not nearly as serious now as it was a week ago, for Shula was a more than adequate substitute at defensive right half back in the Eagles game. Shula tackled well, and displayed such aggressiveness in trailing the receiver on the Eagles pass patterns that he left a deep impression on Brown.”

Shula received high praise from Brown, when the coach told reporters, “All last week I wondered if I had made a mistake in keeping Don and sending Ace Loomis to Green Bay. Now I know the right decision was made.”

Shula would remember the November 25 game against Chicago Bears in Cleveland for two reasons. First, the two teams combined for a record 37 penalties in one game! It is still an NFL record, as is the 374 yards of penalties.

The lead on the story under the headline in the Plain Dealer said it all. “Don Shula intercepted a Chicago Bears pass, headed down the sidelines and went 94 yards for what most of the fans thought was a touchdown. But Shula himself wasn’t sure,” wrote Harry Jones.

“Soon as I reached the end zone I turned around to see if they were calling it back,” Shula told the press.

“Sure enough, they were,” wrote Jones.

“This was one of the roughest games I ever saw,” an unidentified official told the press. “We had to call ’em—there was nothing else we could do. Why, there would have been a regular riot out there.”

“This was the first league game between the Browns and the Bears,” said Don Kindt, defensive leader of the Bears. “We really wanted to win it badly, for we were still the ‘Monsters of the Midway.’ It was the reputation of the older league against the champs of the All-America Football Conference. George Halas really tried to get us up that week. I don’t think I ever saw him want to win a game more.” The game was supposed to feature the Bears’ power against the Browns’ finesse.

Both teams were guilty of piling on. Years later, the Bears players admitted they needed help bringing down the behemoth Marion Motley. As play became more and more chippy, with the Clevelanders retaliating, the game soon got out of hand.

“It seemed the harder we tried,” said Chicago defensive end Ed Sprinkle years later, “the worse we got and the madder we became.”

Most surprising was that Dub Jones scored a record-tying six touchdowns that day as the Browns rolled to a 42–21 win. “I knew Dub needed one more TD to tie the record,” said Otto Graham, “so when Paul Brown sent in a running play I ignored it and called for a pass. Dub cut down and then in and I hit him for the sixth TD.”

By the second week in December, Shula had gained notoriety as part of “Browns’ Midgets,” so dubbed because the Browns started the smallest defensive backfield in the National Football League. Shula had played in nine games and intercepted six passes. But by the time these accolades were coming in, James had fully recovered, and Brown benched Shula in favor of James for the last game of the year against the Eagles and the upcoming NFL title game rematch with Los Angeles. Brown gave Shula the bad news after the Steelers game on December 9.

“I was back on the bench. Although I didn’t agree with Brown’s decision, I kept my mouth shut. But it hurt. Oh, how it hurt. I felt as if my world had collapsed,” remembered a heartbroken Shula. Taseff later said that Shula had plenty to say about that, “but he didn’t say it to Brown.” On December 23, the Los Angeles Rams avenged their 1950 loss, beating the Browns, 24–17, to win the NFL championship.

Shula and Taseff did not have long to reflect on their first season as professional football players. After the season was over, at the beginning of the New Year, with the Korean War raging on, their National Guard unit was activated, and they reported to the National Guard and were eventually stationed at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. There, they were appointed to run the physical training school for the base. As Shula later pointed out, it taught them both a great deal about leadership. Because of their position, neither Shula nor Taseff was popular. Soldiers were required to finish their day with physical training after the day’s work had been accomplished. In late spring and summer, both men were placed on the camp’s baseball team and moved to the “special services” branch of the fort. “It was a gas,” recalled Shula.

While on the baseball team, Shula and Taseff met Heisman Trophy winner Vic Janowicz of Ohio State, who was also on the team. Janowicz was given a pass to play in the College All-Star Game against the NFL champion Los Angeles Rams in Chicago. The two went AWOL, with the knowledge of a sympathetic sergeant, and they surprised Janowicz at the game. On August 15 at Soldier Field, in the pouring rain, they watched Janowicz score the first touchdown of the game. The Rams won the game with a fourth-quarter touchdown and field goal, 10–7. They all made it back to the Carolinas without incident.

They coached football in the fall of 1952 at Camp Polk, Louisiana, around the time the army was beginning to draw down on its reserves for Korea. It was ­apparent that their unit would soon be deactivated. A company commander helped secure their early release. Shula recived the news on a Friday and called Brown.

“I could be back in Cleveland for Sunday’s game,” Shula told Brown.

Brown insisted Shula make it back fast. James had been injured again. They needed Shula. Brown asked if Shula was in shape, and Shula confirmed he was.

“You remember the defenses from last season?”

“How could I forget them?” responded Shula.

Shula flew north and made it to Cleveland the next day. Shula went to practice, and the coaches schooled him hard, trying to get him back to game readiness. Shula was there in time for the November 16 meeting against the Pittsburgh Steelers and was back in the starting lineup a week later.

“It didn’t take long for the Philadelphia Eagles to test me,” Shula ruefully remembered of his first game back.

Al Pollard, a famed rough-and-tumble running back from Loyola Marymount and West Point, who had been coached by Vince Lombardi, was one of the Eagles’ stars. Early in the game, Shula brought Pollard down. But during the play, Pollard kicked Shula in the mouth. Shula bled profusely from his cut lip. He had lost a tooth and had another loosened. He was removed from the game. His lip required multiple stiches, and the team dentist replaced the lost tooth. It was after this incident that Shula began wearing the newfangled helmets with face masks. Shula played in five games after returning to the team and failed to intercept a pass.

The Browns proved human in 1952 and went 8–5 but still made it to the NFL Championship Game, where they lost to the Detroit Lions, 17–7. Although Shula did not know it, his career with the Browns was over.

In late March 1953, Don Shula was finishing his Master’s Degree in Physical Education at Case Western Reserve University in Physical Education, which he’d been working on all during his years with the Browns. At the same time, he was selling cars and working construction in the offseason.

“J. William Stanton was a prominent businessman in his native Painesville, Ohio, and a county commissioner. In federal office, he represented a northeastern quadrant of Ohio that included the eastern suburbs of Cleveland and an area near Akron and Youngstown,” according to the Washington Post. A former Georgetown University foreign service school student, who earned a Bronze Star and the Purple Heart during World War II, Stanton graduated Georgetown in 1949.

He opened his own Lincoln-Mercury dealership in Painesville not too long after. One of his salespeople was Don Shula. Stanton grew the business into one of Ford Motor Company’s largest and most successful franchises. Stanton later became a moderate Ohio Republican who served in the US House of Representatives from 1965 to 1983 and then was counselor to the president of the World Bank.

During the 1956 offseason (he was playing in Baltimore at the time), Shula was working for Stanton at the Painesville Lincoln-Mercury dealership. Stanton used to brag that Shula made more money working as a salesman for him ($7,000) than playing for the Colts ($6,800). That summer, Shula requested all his commissions be held until the end of the summer season. Before he returned to training camp, he took his bankrolled commissions and bought a new car for his mother.

“You should have seen her face when she saw that car,” Stanton said. Shula once quipped that he stopped selling cars when he ran out of relatives to sell them to.

After one of his classes, he stopped in a local coffee shop. “I bought a newspaper and ordered a cup of coffee. I turned to the sports page and did a double take. I slammed my coffee down and almost spilled half of it,” he remembered.

He had been traded to the Colts in the largest multiplayer deal in NFL history. Fifteen players were traded between the two clubs. The ten that were shipped by the Browns off to Baltimore included Shula, Taseff, two of Cleveland’s 1952 first-round draft picks, quarterback Harry Agganis, safety Bert Rechichar, linemen Ed Sharkey and Elmer Wilhoite, ends Art Spinney and Gern Nagler, and tackles Stu Sheets and Dick Batten. In return, Brown received center Tom Catlin, veteran defensive tackle Don Colo, offensive tackle Mike McCormack, halfback John Petitbon, and guard Herschel Forester. Of the major trade, Shula said, “That’s the first time I knew about, reading it in the newspaper!” And just like that, Shula was going to Baltimore.

At the time, Baltimore was not an impressive place to be. The city was a stalwart of the eastern seaboard, but there was no proud football tradition yet in Baltimore in those days.

The Colts were a Frankenstein of a sports club, made up of parts from other dead sports franchises. Officially, the team was established in 1947 as the Miami Seahawks in the AAFC. They were disbanded after a disastrous 3–11 season. Owner Robert Rodenberg transferred his franchise to Baltimore. Once in Baltimore, they were rechristened the Colts.

According to unofficial Colts historian Mike Devitt, “Baltimore mayor Thomas D’Alesandro Jr. formed a citizen’s syndicate that kept the team from going out of business. In 1948, the club tied for the AAFC Eastern title with a 7–7 record before losing in the playoffs to Buffalo. When the AAFC and NFL merged ­following the 1949 season, the Colts joined the Browns and 49ers as the three AAFC teams that were admitted to the NFL. After losing 11 games in 1950 and considerable money at the box office, Colts owner Abraham Warner gave his franchise back to the NFL on January 18, 1951.”

In 1952, the old New York Yankees football franchise was relocated to Texas and renamed the Dallas Texans. Attendance at home games was so lackluster that halfway through the season, their remaining games were rescheduled as away games. The league was forced to operate the team for the remainder of the season. According to the Pro Football Hall of Fame, “The last three games were against the Detroit Lions, Philadelphia Eagles, and the Chicago Bears. It was decided that the Lions and Eagles would serve as hosts to the Texans, while the Bears would meet the vagabond team in Akron, Ohio. The Akron game was actually the second half of a football Thanksgiving doubleheader, with a high school morning game outdrawing the pros. There were so few fans in the stands that in his pregame remarks, Texans coach Jimmy Phelan suggested that rather than introducing the players on the field, they should ‘go into the stands and shake hands with each fan.’”

Phelan quipped after the debacle of a season, “We got all the breaks and they were all bad.”

According to football historian Barry Shuck, “[NFL commissioner Bert] Bell announced that Baltimore would inherit the franchise provided they could sell 15,000 season tickets. The city went wild with excitement, holding numerous forms of fund-raising drives. Soon, Baltimore had sold 15,753 season tickets sold and raised over $300,000.”

Bell then sought an owner for his newly situated franchise. Enter Carol Rosenbloom, called “C.R.” by friends and associates. Bell and Rosenbloom had become friends while summering near each other on the Jersey shore. Rosenbloom bought in his share of the Colts for $13,000.

Robert H. Boyle once wrote in Sports Illustrated, “Carroll Rosenbloom is a mysterious millionaire who would rather lose a corporation than a ball game. But he seldom has to worry about either—he has a Midas touch.”

Even as Rosenbloom would become one of the NFL’s most conspicuous owners, he was still a man of mystery. Boyle wrote, “Few people know exactly what he does for a living. . . . He is shirts, stocks, movies and toys and perhaps even snips and snails and puppy-dog tails as well, for his money is spattered across the board. Even when Rosenbloom’s interest in a single company is pinned down, his position is still confusing.”

Boyle pointed out that Rosenbloom owned several holding companies that loosely owned numerous businesses, few being related. Rosenbloom was “the largest single shareholder (naturally) in Seven Arts Productions Limited, a company that backed Funny Girl, the Broadway musical starring Barbra Streisand, and such films as What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?, Lolita, and The Night of the Iguana.”

He was as charismatic and flamboyant as he was well known. Born on March 5, 1907, he was one of nine children and grew up on Hollins Street, in Baltimore, the son of Solomon Rosenbloom, a Russian immigrant, and his wife, Anna, who owned a denim manufacturing company. Rosenbloom attended Baltimore City College and then attended and played football at the University of Pennsylvania under a young assistant coach named Bert Bell, who would eventually become commissioner of the NFL.

By 1950, according to Dan Moldea, author of Interference, the silver-haired and rugged-faced Rosenbloom was “America’s overalls king” and presided over a far-flung empire of more than 7,000 employees. He owned three of the nation’s largest overalls manufacturers. “He amassed a fortune manufacturing work clothes, including fatigue uniforms for the military in World War II,” wrote Dave Brady in the Washington Post. “He got his start in business with help of his father after attending the Wharton School of Business at the University of Pennsylvania.”

“I was associated with my father for 30 days,” Rosenbloom once quipped, “then I went down to Roanoke, Va., and started a little business.” Rosenbloom had been dispatched by his father to liquidate the Blue Ridge Overalls Company, which he had bought. Instead of closing it down, Carroll instead decided he wanted to turn it around. Carroll secured several government contracts for overalls and ensured the success of the company. He later gained distribution through Sears-Roebuck and J. C. Penney, as well.

“There was never a dull moment,” said his son, Steve Rosenbloom, who worked for his father in pro football and now lives in Louisiana. “If things ever got too quiet, he would throw a couple of paper clips into the machinery just to watch people scramble.”

Art Modell worked with Rosenbloom as a fellow National Football League owner from the early ’60s until the late ’70s. “Carroll was a very unique character,” he said. “He acted on his own a lot, certainly had his own way of doing things. He wasn’t universally loved, but he was well liked by the people who knew him best, including myself.”

Bert Bell Jr., who worked for Rosenbloom in the 1960s as the Colts’ ­business manager, said succinctly, “You knew he was robbing you, but you liked him ­anyway.”

Bell described his first meeting with Rosenbloom in 1960. Carroll was playing a game of dice for money with a man he identified only as “Colonel Gottlieb.” As he’s winning, he’s watching the Democratic National Convention. The young Bell, the former commissioner’s son, was confused, as he was there for a job interview. There were small piles of cash all over, as the two men continued to watch television and play dice, while Rosenbloom alternately discussed the intricacies of the convention (he was a close friend of Joseph Kennedy, the father of nominee John Fitzgerald Kennedy), and the opportunities for the young Bell.

“There’s Carroll, rolling dice, dissecting a presidential race, giving Colonel Gottlieb the needle, and talking to me about a job for the summer,” Bell recalled years later. Rosenbloom wavered on sending the young man to work at the Atlantic City Race Track or training camp for the Baltimore Colts. Suddenly, in the middle of it all, Rosenbloom abruptly said, “Forget the race track. Go down to training camp.” Carroll then counted his winnings and threw half ($200) at the young Bell. “That was Carroll. If Carroll liked you, he took care of you.”

That said, Rosenbloom, who eventually owned two NFL franchises in his life-time, was among the winningest owners in the history of professional sports, with a winning percentage of .660. He was competitive and ruthless.

Shula was surprised when he arrived for training camp at Western Maryland College (now known as McDaniel College) in Westminster, Maryland, in the summer of 1953. Shula assumed he was competing for a job, but he found out there were other reasons for his being there. “The coach, Russ Murphy, wanted to do everything the way it was done in Cleveland. Only, he wasn’t familiar with the Browns’ system. He asked me to help,” Shula remembered. Shula helped with the game plan and making corrections while out on the field.

One of Shula’s housemates in Baltimore was Arthur J. Donovan Jr., otherwise known as Art Donovan or infamously as Fatso. Donovan was a loud, brash Irishman from the Bronx. He was outspoken and brusque, but this belied a smart man who was much shrewder than most people realized. Like Yogi Berra, while people laughed at his rough exterior, Donovan laughed all the way to the bank.

“I guess telling stories is an art. I never looked at it that way. I just started talking, and everyone started laughing. So I kept talking, and they kept laughing,” Donovan quipped in his autobiography, Fatso, years later.

Donovan was the son of famed boxing referee Arthur Donovan Sr., the son of Professor Mike Donovan, the world middleweight boxing champion in the late Victorian era. Art’s father had refereed numerous championship bouts in his lifetime. Art himself was a big guy, both athletic and smart, having survived a Jesuit education. He graduated Mount Saint Michael Academy in the Bronx in 1942 and received a scholarship to Notre Dame. But he quit after just one semester, enlisting in the United States Marine Corps in April 1943. Donovan was a highly decorated soldier. Serving in the Pacific during World War II, he participated in some of the fiercest battles of the war including the Battle of Luzon and the Battle of Iwo Jima. He also served on the aircraft carrier USS San Jacinto. Upon his honorable discharge, Donovan completed his degree at Boston College.

“I came to my first Colts training camp in July of 1950, and it was murder, absolute murder. We had a coach named Clem Crow who must have been nuts. You got to remember that I’d been a Marine, had gone through basic training and spent 26 months in the Pacific during WWII, but the Marine drill instructors had nothing on Clem,” Donovan remembered.

A colorful character, he was nicknamed “Fatso” because of his heavy physique. He played his entire career at a lusty 270 pounds. “I’m a light eater. As soon as it’s light, I start to eat,” he once said. “The only weight I ever lifted weighed 24 ounces. It was a Schlitz. I always replaced my fluids.” He celebrated his exaggerated diet of bologna, salami, and lots of beer.

Donovan told stories of Shula during his playing days with the Colts. Donovan recalled that once, while away at an exhibition game in Milwaukee, the team went to a local bar for a few drinks. Most of their teammates had left around midnight; even the hard-drinking Donovan had returned to the team hotel. But Shula and Taseff had decided to hang much later. Both were very drunk. Linebacker Bill Pellington was also with them. A while later, the Milwaukee police arrived at the hotel, insisting on interviewing the players.

“We know one of you Colts stole the taxi cab. Who is it?” they interrogated the players.

Apparently, two drunk players had got in a taxi, while the driver was nowhere to be found. They honked the horn several times, to no avail.

“Shula put Taseff, who was stewed to the gills, in the back of the cab, put the cabbie’s hat on, and drove back to the hotel,” recalled Donovan. “They would never have gotten caught, except Taseff was slow getting out of the cab. He wanted to pay Shula the fare.”

Shula demurred, saying that it was Pellington who drove. “We really didn’t steal it. We just borrowed it. In the early years, there wasn’t anything we didn’t do. We did it all,” admitted Shula in his later years.

Donovan recalled that “Shula doesn’t like to see me coming, especially when his players are around, because I have stories that will knock that hard-guy image right on its keester.”

“I played with Don Shula. I lived with Don Shula. When I think back to when we were single guys playing and living together, who the hell would ever believe that Shula would be the great coach he is today?” said Donovan.

Shula was a starter the whole season in the secondary. The Colts started the 1953 season with a victory over the Chicago Bears, 13–9, at Memorial Stadium in Baltimore. It was an optimistic beginning. On October 25, they beat the Washington Redskin, 27–17, to improve their record to 3–2.

The defensive backfield soon earned the nickname of the Radar Corps, as they had recorded an astonishing 17 interceptions in the first five games, many of which were big plays. They lost their next two contests, first to Green Bay at home and then to the Lions at Briggs Stadium. Both were hard-fought games. Then they faced the Eagles at Philadelphia. “The Radar Corps cracked. They took us apart and beat us pretty badly,” said Shula of the 45–14 drubbing. The Colts lost their last seven games that season, giving up 35 or more points in five of them.

Despite finishing 3–9 for the season, the Colts led the league with 56 defensive takeaways. Shula only had three interceptions that year, with a 35-yard return on one of them. He had also recovered one fumble. After the season, Shula returned home to Painesville.

Margaret Fitzgerald had married an Englishman named George Hammond. Despite having married him, Margaret never seemed to give up the mores and customs of her native Ireland. George was a motorman on the Cleveland, Painesville & Eastern (CP&E) rail line that linked Painesville, Ohio, to the greater metropolis. Margaret and George gave birth to a daughter, Dorothy Hammond, in 1909 while living in Painesville. A graduate of St. Mary’s Parochial School and Harvey High School, she graduated with the class of 1927. Sometime in the late 1920s or early 1930s, Dorothy met John Bartish, who was Hungarian by birth and who also worked in the railroad yards. Margaret disapproved of their match. She preferred that her daughter marry someone of Irish descent. The couple decided to elope. It took some time for Mrs. Hammond to accept the union. On August 8, 1933, Mrs. Dorothy Hammon Bartish gave birth to a beautiful, healthy baby girl. Unfortunately, there were complications. Dorothy died the following morning at Lake County Memorial Hospital, and her body was later interred at the Evergreen Cemetery.

“When her daughter died in childbirth, the split between [the grandmother and the newborn’s father] widened,” recounted Shula years later. The little girl was named Dorothy in honor of her deceased mother. “The grandmother raised Dorothy and naturally exerted a great amount of influence over her.”

Shula met Dorothy Bartish at a bowling alley in 1954. As Shula remembered it, the bowling alley was a hangout because it featured two things: bowling and a bar. While bowling with friends one night, another group (of three young women) rented the lane next to theirs. The two groups exchanged banter and then introductions. Shula remembered inviting their fellow bowlers to the bar for a drink.

Dorothy was from Painesville and was four years behind Don in school. He had heard her name mentioned many times, as far back as grade school, but still, even in the small town, they had never met. Her family was not well off, but her working-class father had saved enough money for her to attend college after high school. “I remember hearing how much John Bartish had sacrificed for his daughter, and yet this was our first meeting,” remembered Shula. He soon learned she had earned a degree in music education from Ursuline College in Cleveland. Before they parted, Shula asked her out on a date, and she accepted.

The first meeting almost was thrown off track. When Shula arrived at Dorothy’s door, her unforgiving grandmother coldly greeted him. Luckily, Dorothy came down, saved the moment and the two were off. In the car, Shula asked why her grandmother was so brusque. “She didn’t approve of another Hungarian coming around and now dating Dorothy,” Shula recalled.

After another exchange, Shula asked Dorothy if she would like to go to the movies. When she balked, it was decided that they would go dancing. While Shula agreed to the idea, secretly he was worried. He was shy with women and lacked confidence in his dancing abilities. They ordered drinks, and then the music began. She taught Don to dance on thatr first date. She made him feel “more confident and better-looking,” as he put it. She opened up his personality, and Shula realized there was something about Dorothy that struck true for him.

Dorothy was going to be a teacher, and Don was in the middle of his playing career. The two saw other people, but it was obvious to Shula that they were happiest when they were with each other. Still, it was agreed that they wouldn’t rush into anything.

When Shula arrived back at Western Maryland College that summer, for training camp, there was a new head coach. Rosenbloom had pursued Blanton Collier to no avail and then decided on a little-known coach named Weeb Ewbank.

Wilbur Charles “Weeb” Ewbank was born on May 6, 1907, in Richmond, Indiana. One of Ewbank’s younger brothers could not pronounce the name Wilbur correctly, calling him “Weeb” instead. The name stuck with him the rest of his life. Ewbank was an excellent athlete. He attended Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, in 1924, where he played quarterback for the football team as well as playing basketball and baseball. The football team finished 8–1 in 1927 and won the Ohio Athletic Conference championship.

From 1928 to 1930, Ewbank coached high school football, baseball, and basketball at Van Wert High School. He then moved to McGuffey High School in Oxford as their football and basketball coach. In 1932, Ewbank took a break from coaching to earn a master’s degree at Columbia University in New York City. He returned to McGuffey and recorded three undefeated seasons between 1936 and 1939. In 1943, he enlisted in the US Navy and was assigned to the Naval Station Great Lakes near Chicago. There he met Paul Brown, a former classmate who succeeded him as Miami’s starting quarterback. While stationed there, Ewbank served as an assistant to Brown on the football team, and the two began a long friendship and professional association. Ewbank coached for a few more years at Brown University and Washington University (St. Louis).

In 1949, he accepted a position under Paul Brown in Cleveland. Ewbank thought he would oversee the quarterbacks, but Brown insisted that he oversee the offensive line. “He knew I’d have to work very hard at this job and bring a fresh approach,” Ewbank recalled many years later. Ewbank also oversaw personnel and had influence on the draft.

Carroll Rosenbloom approached him to become the coach of the Colts in 1954. Brown advised him to pass on the offer, believing it would be difficult to turn around a three-time loser of a franchise. When Ewbank accepted the position, Brown accused Ewbank of passing along to Rosenbloom and his staff the names of players he had targeted while still with the Browns. NFL commissioner Bell concurred, and Ewbank agreed to stay through the draft. However, Brown was not wrong about his suspicions. Ewbank had given a list of players to the Colts through Baltimore sportswriter John Steadman. The most famous of these draftees was future Hall of Fame end Raymond Berry, whom the Colts drafted, and who became a major target later for Johnny Unitas.

Donovan had heard that Ewbank had a reputation around the league as a “tremendous coaching talent and a rat bastard.” Ewbank confirmed the description when he told Donovan he had to lose thirty pounds before training camp, or Ewbank would cut him.

“Ewbank began by doing things exactly the way the Browns did them,” wrote football historian Michael MacCambridge. “Ewbank was no rube, and possessed a quiet confidence in his own coaching skills.”

“Many changes and adjustments had to be made,” Ewbank remembered. “I took two defensive ends and made offensive guards out of them. Then Gino Marchetti, who was an offensive tackle, was shifted to defensive end. . . . We kept experimenting with our personnel, and it took time for all the pieces to fall into the right places.”

According to Shula, there were “Some rough guys there, but you know, you could learn a lot from some of those old players. Gino Marchetti revolutionized defensive-end play. Most of them were bull rushers in those days, but Gino was a grabber and thrower, a guy with moves who’d blow by the tackle so fast sometimes that he’d never touch him. There were guys who’d play against Gino and say, ‘[Don] Joyce is much tougher. Look, my uniform isn’t even dirty.’ But Gino got a lot of quarterbacks and running backs dirty.”

“Ewbank is a very meticulous person who put in a great deal of time planning and actually was the coach the Colts needed at the time,” said Shula years later.

“When Ewbank came over as the Colts’ head coach three years later, he knew he was inheriting a heady player. Ewbank, who recalled that Shula was always talking strategy with veteran players, reportedly had so much confidence in Shula that he allowed Shula to call the defensive signals on the field,” wrote sportswriter Brad Snyder.

“Ewbank had entrusted me with the responsibility of calling defensive signals. I had to come into the defensive huddle from my right cornerback spot and hustle back into position,” Shula explained.

Known as a strong-willed individual, Shula was often referred to by his teammates as “Captain Red Neck” because of his burning determination and hard competitive instincts. For the next season, Shula thought he deserved a raise and mailed back his 1954 contract unsigned.

“I’d heard that was the way the veterans did it,” he said. After a while he got a letter from the front office. “We assume you have decided to retire,” it said and asked for his playbook. “I got on the phone right away. Paid for the call myself. ‘Listen,’ I said, ‘you’ve made a terrible mistake. I’m not retiring.’”

The team opened the 1954 season at home against the Los Angeles Rams. “On the first play of the game they pulled the old sucker pass play. That’s when you put ten guys in the huddle and leave one just a few inches in bounds on the sideline to streak downfield when the ball is snapped,” recalled Donovan. Rams end Skeets Quinlin was idling over by the sidelines.

“Weeb saw it and began yelling at Shula at the top of his lungs,” recalled Art.

“He blended in with them real good. So good, in fact, that I did not see him,” said Shula. “When the ball was snapped, Van Brocklin dropped back to pass. He threw a ball that must have traveled sixty yards in the air. I said to myself, ‘Where is that dummy throwing the ball?’” Quinlin breezed by Shula for an 80-yard touchdown, and the rout was on. “I looked around embarrassed,” Shula admitted. The Rams beat the Colts, 48–0, that day.

Shula, Donovan, Pellington, and Marchetti shared a townhouse in the Campus Hills section of Baltimore. The house was nicely appointed with furniture, fine china, and crystal. The young men would wrestle constantly in the living room and dining room, and Shula remembered the sound of the china and crystal clinking in the cabinets whenever they would jostle one another.

“Donovan would get into his stance, and Pellington and I would try to knock him off his feet,” recalled Shula. “Nobody could move him. He was just so strong down in here and up in there. We’d be holding on and that furniture would be rattling.” Eventually, Donovan would begin to laugh, and then give way from the laughter, and the three would topple to the living room floor, sending rumbles throughout the house.

Donovan also recalled that Ewbank had assembled a special squad to cart injured players off the field. “In those days, there were no medics. Players came out and carted you off the field. There were three guys in particular Weeb liked to use—Don Shula, Carl Taseff, and Bert Rechichar—because they were defensive backs and they were fast.” Donovan said they would drag you off the field quickly, no matter your condition.

Shula had five interceptions for the Colts in 1954, but the team floundered, posting another 3–9 record. The 1955 team showed marked improvement. They finished in the middle of the Western Conference pack with a record of 5–6–1. Shula played nine games and again snagged five interceptions. On November 5, triplets Jeanette, Jane, and James Shula made a road trip to see Don play. Since the Colts did not play the Browns that year, they drove from Bowling Green University, in Bowling Green, Ohio, where they were going to college to see their brother play in Detroit against the Lions (a 24–14 loss).

The Shula triplets had graduated from Riverdale High School in 1954. Janette and Jane had started at Bowling Green the fall following their graduation from high school, but James had put in a year at the Industrial Rayon Corporation in Painesville, where his father now worked, before starting college.

All three lived in the newest living facilities at the school at that time. The girls resided at one end of the campus, and James lived at the other end. They all saw one another regularly. By then, Jane was working summers at her brother Joseph’s grocery store back home. Jeanette worked for the local parks and recreation in summers as a playground supervisor.

During the 1955 season, the Colts developed what became a popular prank—dousing a teammate with a bucket of cold water. By midseason, the practice had grown tiresome, and Ewbank was forced to deal with the most notorious of water hoisters by levying a fine of $1,000 for the next man caught in the act. This was no small fine, representing anywhere from 5 to 20 percent of the players’ salaries.

Despite the possible harsh penalty, Gino Marchetti convinced Carl Taseff to pull off the prank one more time. Taseff was hidden, unseen in a corner of the locker room with the pail of cold water. Marchetti told Taseff, when he walked in and gave the signal, to douse rookie running back Alan Ameche. But this was all a ruse. The joke was on Taseff. Marchetti waited in a hallway for coach Ewbank, who was dressed in a sports coat and tie, to walk by, leading him into the locker room. When he walked in, Marchetti gave the mischievous and unknowing Taseff the signal. Taseff jumped out and pitched the icy water at the unsuspecting head coach.

Taseff’s eyes widened before the water left the pail, and Ewbank froze! Ewbank stood there, in shock, absolutely soaked, while Taseff fumbled all over him apologizing again and again. Weeb was absolutely steaming.

“I’m so sorry, coach! I’m so sorry,” repeated Taseff.

“You’re sorry, all right. You’re a sorry, dirty, no-good son of a bitch!” thundered Ewbank. Marchetti and his cohorts were in stitches. Luckily for Taseff, once Ewbank cooled off and realized Taseff had been duped, he waved off the fine.

Shula’s season ended prematurely after an altercation with Tom Fears in a 17–17 tie against the Los Angeles Rams on November 20. According to Donovan, Shula was a “mean sonofabitch, and a wild man to boot. He was a defensive back who would throw an elbow into a receiver’s eye as soon as look at him.” Shula was constantly holding, hooking, and grabbing the former All-Pro end to the point of distraction. The two had played against each other for half a decade. As the players walked back to their respective huddles, the frustrated Fears screamed at Shula, “Shoes, goddammit, keep your mitts off me. Don’t hold me anymore.”

“Finally Fears had enough, and toward the end of the game he coldcocked Shula with an elbow that put his lights out. Smashed Shula’s jaw,” remembered Donovan.

Donovan and Pellington, both fellow housemates with Shula, visited him in the hospital. Shula was in the hospital a few days, and the two players returned to bring him home. They asked what they could do for him, make him something to eat, and he asked for something soft, so they cooked him some eggs.

“So the choosy prick didn’t like the way we cooked them. He told Pellington they were too hard,” recalled Donovan.

“Screw you, cook your own eggs,” yelled Pellington and threw the plate of eggs at Shula, who missed the final three games of the season.

The 1956 season was a breakout year for Ewbank, the Colts, and a new quarterback named Johnny Unitas. “Shula was one of the first players to notice—truly notice—John,” wrote Unitas biographer Tom Callahan.

John Unitas was born on May 7, 1933, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. His father died when John was five, and his mother worked two jobs to support the family. He played college ball for the University of Louisville, in Kentucky. At 6-foot-1 and 145 pounds, Unitas appeared slightly built, and wherever he went, there was the worry that he would get hurt. Unitas threw for 3,139 yards and 27 touchdowns in his years at Louisville. He was drafted in the ninth round by the Pittsburgh Steelers, but his performance in camp was lackluster, and he never made the final roster. He played semipro ball on the weekends for the Bloomfield Rams. He played quarterback, safety, and punter for six dollars per game.

Unitas eventually found his way to Baltimore. “It all started when we received a letter about John from one of our fans in Pennsylvania. I always accuse John of having written it himself. In any event, the letter impressed me enough to check with his college coach, Frank Camp,” recalled Weeb years later. “We decided to give Unitas a tryout, along with a large group of other candidates. It took a 75-cent telephone call to contact John.”

His early appearances were inauspicious, but he started seven games, and the team started to pick up. There was optimism in Baltimore.

“It’s an exaggeration to say Shula and Unitas were the same guy, but only a slight one,” Callahan wrote. “Shula and Unitas had the same attitude about work, the same competitive spirit, the same tunnel vision, the same stubbornness, the same bluntness. Shula was louder. He was that screamer John had always detested.”

But there was also another understanding for Shula. Going up against the likes of receivers such as Lenny Moore and Raymond Berry in practice, Shula understood he was losing a step. “John was just starting to time up with these guys, and I wasn’t good enough when Unitas had the ball.”

 “My future wasn’t good. I was really just an average player who knew what I was supposed to do out on the field. I enjoyed the contact and the challenge of learning my assignments but knew I didn’t have that good a year in 1956. Most of the time I played with a badly sprained ankle that required injections before each game, and this hampered my performance,” Shula recalled. “I could see that the coaches weren’t that high on my performance.”

Ewbank and the Colts’ coaching staff were constantly trying out younger players. During training camp, in 1957, Shula was beaten out by a rookie and an untested veteran. He was the fourth player on the depth chart at his own position.

Ewbank eventually released his starting right cornerback: “He wasn’t quite fast enough,” Ewbank said many years later. “He was smart enough.”

“All of a sudden I had the cold realization that I was no longer a part of the Baltimore Colts organization, and this was a tremendous disappointment,” Shula later admitted.

On September 29, 1957, Don Shula found himself in the cheap seats at Memorial Stadium to watch his old teammates defeat the Detroit Lions, 34–14. After the game, the dejected Shula made his way down to the locker room to congratulate his old teammates. To his surprise, they presented him with the game ball.

“It meant a great deal to me,” Shula recalled later. “I was walking away with their respect. It meant more than anything else.” Shula recalled that it certainly helped to lighten his dejected mood.

Shula was picked up a few days later by the Washington Redskins in time for the second game of the season. On November 10, the Colts played the Redskins at Washington’s Griffith Stadium. The Redskins gave up 230 passing yards, and according to Shula, “Raymond Berry had an exceptional day against me, catching nine or ten passes. He set a record of thirteen [actually, twelve] receptions in the game.” In fact, Berry’s 224 receiving yards still stand as the Colts single-game record.

Despite his employment by the Redskins, Shula spent every free hour in Baltimore, hanging out with his friends and keeping up his relationships. He had no aspirations outside of football and had spent an inordinate amount of time with these guys. And the Colts were winning, which was more than you could say for the Redskins. Despite a 7–5 record, it was becoming clear that the Colts were just starting to take off.

Johnny Unitas to Raymond Berry (and to Jim Mutscheller) was starting to make things happen, as well as the impressive backfield of Alan Ameche and Lenny Moore. Unitas, Ameche, and Mutscheller all earned Pro Bowl honors that season, as well as Donovan and Gino Marchetti on defense. And, of course, his childhood friend, Carl Taseff, was still with the club, albeit in a backup role.

The season ended without fanfare. Winning their last three, after a troublesome start, the Redskins went 5–6–1. Shula had three interceptions for 48 yards (his longest return was 30 yards). Shula went back to selling cars in Painesville and assumed he would play in 1958. He discovered a different fate, though, in an unanticipated way. He had been driving through Washington and decided to stop in at the team offices and chat with the coaches before training camp began. The coaches invited Shula into their meeting room, and there, in front of him, was the big personnel board for the 1958 season. His name was listed below a rookie’s. Once again, he had been deemed expendable.

“It was a strange feeling. I suddenly felt cold all over,” remembered Shula. He was only twenty-seven years old. He didn’t think he could possibly be finished. Maybe he would be traded? Would it be worthwhile to fight for the job? Of course, they would run another rookie against him the next year. In his words, “I had to face the realization that maybe I didn’t have it anymore as a player.”

When Shula left the Redskins offices, he decided he would not play again. He would retire. All the late-night bull sessions with his fellow players, all the beers and bars and dates and life on the road, and wrestling in the house, and all the football talk and camaraderie was gone. He had played seven seasons of professional ball, played in 73 games, intercepted 21 passes, and recovered four fumbles. And just like that, his playing days were over.
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