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No Freedom, No Football—1974

As I headed for the Illinois Tollway on my way to Burlington, Wiscon-
sin, to visit my parents, I had time to think about what had gone 
wrong. It was August 28, 1974, a couple of weeks before the start of 

the regular season. Player reps had voted to play the season without a col-
lective bargaining agreement after rejecting the owners’ last offer. The 
owners beat us just as they had in 1970, or at least that’s how the media and 
most objective observers viewed it. For psychological reasons, I felt then 
that it was important to stress internally that we may have lost another bat-
tle but we were not beaten. For now, it was a standoff. The pressure on our 
people had been tremendous. The power of the NFL was awesome. This 
was not the best time to evaluate our performance.

Two weeks later, Pettis Norman, a twelve-year veteran tight end with 
Dallas and San Diego, would convince me that the only way to approach 
the coming season was to admit defeat because “players understand defeat 
but not a tie.”

For most of us, “defeat” is a very tough pill to swallow, so I put it out of 
my mind and focused on what had gone wrong and what had gone right.

The strike of 1974 had not worked, but it had cost the owners millions 
of dollars and had exposed the reserve system to the public. For the first 
time in fifty-four years, a labor dispute had hit owners where it hurt—in 
their pocketbooks. In 1970, they saved money by locking out the veterans. 
This time, hundreds of thousands of fans refused to attend preseason games 
played by scabs. I knew that casualties would start to mount, as the NFL 
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machine would punish those who had led the strike and cost the owners 
money.

The totalitarian society would not tolerate costly dissent. Even players 
who had not been leaders, those who had been on the picket lines at all 
would not be forgotten by owners. Film had been taken of all the picket 
lines, and the names of participants were on file. The “No Freedom, No 
Football” T-shirts with the clenched fists, the bumper stickers, the picket 
signs had been important in holding the strike together, but they also sym-
bolized the cutting of the umbilical cord between players and owners. The 
owners would never forgive us, and they would now go about punishing 
their “boys” who had gotten out of line.

As I headed for Wisconsin, I had to ask the tough question of whether 
the union could survive without an agreement because it was clear that 
management would move to disrupt our leadership and make life difficult 
in every way possible. We were dealing with people who would go for the 
jugular. The totalitarian minds would spare no effort to return to their 
“normalcy.” It had cost them money, but with the union in a weak posture, 
maybe they could finally break us.

Priorities Developed

I repeatedly reviewed the three years leading to the 1974 negotiations. 
From June 17, 1971, when we signed the second collective bargaining set-
tlement in NFL history, until January 1974, Rozelle tried to forget that there 
was a union, a Mackey, a Garvey, and a collective bargaining agreement. There 
was no cooperation whatsoever.

In order to shield Rozelle from our questions, arguments, objections, and 
demands, the owners had established an office for their collective bargain-
ing arm, the Management Council. The council was no different from the 
league, but in order to confuse the press and the NLRB, they maintained 
that there was a big difference between the two. The same twenty-six clubs 
(at the time) sitting in the same room and voting as a league at 10:00 a.m. 
also voted as the Management Council at 11:00 a.m. What conceivable dif-
ference could there be between the two? But with the Management Coun-
cil on the scene, they could place Rozelle “in the middle”—between the 
Management Council and the NFLPA, and Rozelle would at least pretend 
that he was neutral. The Management Council would give him an excuse to 
dodge tough issues.

They created this sham organization and opened an office in 1971 on 
Madison Avenue. John Thompson, who worked for Rozelle, was named exec-
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utive director of the Management Council. Thompson’s job was to hold me 
off, keep track of our activities, frustrate the union at every turn, and coor-
dinate the efforts to break the union in 1974. Discrediting our leadership 
was a top priority. He was given no authority to work out problems with the 
union and probably wouldn’t have known what to do with it if he had the 
authority.

Thompson’s background qualified him to head the Management Coun-
cil only as much as Rozelle’s qualified him to head the NFL. Thompson, 
too, had been a PR man, only he worked for the Vikings, not the Rams. He 
proudly wore the championship ring of the Vikings, won by Joe Kapp and the 
other Vikings players in the 1969 season. The ring gave Thompson his iden-
tity, his link to the players. After handling PR for the Vikings, he became 
assistant general manager under Jim Finks and was later hired by Rozelle to 
work at the NFL office in a nonexistent job as assistant to George Halas, 
the president of the National Football Conference (NFC). Halas was almost 
never at the NFL office and clearly had no league-wide responsibility, so 
one can imagine the depth of Thompson’s job. During the 1970 negotia-
tions, Thompson literally served as Rozelle’s messenger, even serving coffee 
during the bargaining session.

In early January 1972, Mackey invited Thompson to speak at the Board 
of Representatives meeting in Key Biscayne in return for an invitation for 
me to speak at an upcoming owners’ meeting in New York. It was clear that 
Thompson had no idea what his job was about. Other than one-on-one con-
tract negotiations or social situations, I doubt if Thompson had ever talked 
to players before, and certainly not to leaders in a group. He was scared. It’s 
one thing to talk to a sportswriter and explain that your job is to engage in 
collective bargaining, but it’s another thing to talk to people who know what’s 
going on and try to answer questions about your role for over an hour.

When Thompson was finished, Andy Russell of the Steelers, the most 
conservative rep on the board, asked, “Why should Ed waste his time talking 
to you when you don’t even know what your job is?”

Thompson responded, “You’re right, Andy. I’m going to go back to the 
owners and clarify my job description.”

Everyone laughed, and the meeting ended.
But Thompson had done what he was supposed to do. He stalled and 

moaned and complained and tried to keep us off Rozelle’s back. For three 
years, every question asked of Rozelle was channeled to Thompson or his 
newly hired Cleveland attorney, Sargent Karch. If we asked a question of 
the league, Rozelle would refer it to Thompson. If, on the other hand, the 
question was too hot for the Management Council, they would ship it back 
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to the league, and the league would ship it back to the Management Coun-
cil, and the whole thing would get lost somewhere in between. The result 
was that we would not get an answer. Trying to get PR types to respond on 
the record to difficult questions is, to quote political icon Al Smith, like “try-
ing to nail a custard to the wall.”

Perhaps Thompson never had a chance to accomplish anything since 
his role was designed to be totally negative. Rozelle may, in fact, have had a 
tough fight the night of August 3, 1970, when the owners “accepted” the col-
lective bargaining agreement by a 14–12 vote. Rozelle later said that the 
vote was 13–13 but he intervened and convinced one person to change his 
vote. If that was the case, then it would seem that those who were holding 
out against the contract believed that if nothing was settled, the union 
would collapse. It would then take players several years to rebuild the union, 
during which time owners would have free rein to do what they wanted or 
to start a company union. Those urging acceptance undoubtedly argued 
that total destruction of the union would give the league a bad reputation 
and might actually invite outside interference from the Teamsters or Con-
gress. Few doubted that in 1970 the owners had the power to break us.

According to Ralph Wilson, Buffalo Bills owner, a decision was made fol-
lowing the 1970 contract that only those who voted against the settlement 
in 1970 could be on the Management Council negotiating committee in 
1974. I believe they had decided in 1970 that next time they would get rid 
of the union’s leadership or bust the union completely. If Alan Miller would 
take over, that would be acceptable to the owners, but if not, the owners would 
break the union. Thompson’s role, therefore, was quite simple: Do everything 
possible to make union leadership look bad and make certain that the union 
could not take credit for anything. He would set us up for the kill.

During this time span, the league wanted desperately to belittle the 
union. Dealing openly with the union or reaching agreement with leader-
ship would give special credit to me, Mackey, or Alexander. It would confer 
importance, which is exactly what the league opposed. Rozelle wanted to 
avoid questions about the union at his annual press conference, in part 
because he was afraid that by referring to us he would make us newsworthy 
and in part because we were raising all the tough questions. He wanted to 
create the impression that we were simply like gnats—an annoyance but 
certainly not a threat or even an effective voice. He was telling the press to 
follow his lead.

From Rozelle’s perspective, if he never agreed, never gave the desired 
information, never compromised, and always forced the union to turn to 
the courts, Congress, or the NLRB, he accomplished several things.
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First, he made the union appear to be a quarrelsome outfit out to cause 
trouble at every turn. If the union were busted it was their own fault. 

Second, the union leadership’s competence was undermined because it 
would have to keep explaining to the membership why it could not accom-
plish anything.

Third, he gave enough material to favored sportswriters to paint the 
union as unreasonable militants out to destroy the league.

Fourth, at his press conferences, if forced to comment on the union, he 
could accuse the union, and particularly me, of always running to Congress 
or the NLRB for publicity purposes. This became one of Rozelle’s favorite 
attacks. If we accused the league of illegal activity at the NLRB, that was 
“running to the NLRB.” If we sued to stop antitrust violations, we were 
“running to court.” He tried to make it appear downright un-American to 
pursue our legal rights and the only recourse that got us results.

Apparently, only cowards exercised their power to seek redress of griev-
ances! The impression given to the public and the players was of a feisty, 
cantankerous, publicity-seeking Garvey who preferred confrontation to 
compromise, publicity to progress.

Finally, their strategy made intelligent bargaining impossible. If they 
refused to provide any information or starting points prior to bargaining, 
the owners could look at the proposals from the union and argue that our col-
lective demands were “outrageous” because salaries increased by $10,000 
over the previous two years. Their negotiators could say that their injury 
data proved that synthetic turf is “as safe as grass,” which we knew was 
untrue, but we could not prove it because we could not see the injury data.

A very important side effect of forcing the union to use the courts and 
the NLRB was to force the union to spend its resources on legal fees, trans-
portation, and associated expenses, which all required considerable time. 
Players are young and have a short career. To tell a player that the NLRB 
would decide in three or four years was frustrating as hell for athletes who 
were used to quick decisions.

Thompson successfully denied us the information we sought from him 
and carried out Rozelle’s policy of making cooperation impossible. As we 
got ready for bargaining in 1974, we knew that we could expect no cooper-
ation whatsoever from him, so we started preparing early in May 1973 even 
though, predictably, the NFL refused to give us any information.

We knew we were in for a tough battle, but when we tried to assess our 
strengths, we were haunted with questions from 1970, when owners had 
seized the initiative by locking out the players. When they lifted the lock-
out, the pressure was on the union. Would the strike work? Were the play-

     Garvey_Never Ask Why indd   79     08/09/22   7 38 PM

Excerpt • Temple University Press



80 | Never Ask “Why”

ers as eager to go to work as those who called daily? How long could we keep 
them out? Even our strongest members were unhappy about the probable 
answers. The result, according to Ken Bowman and others, was that we had 
allowed a few weak teams to control the union in 1970. This argument was 
sound. We were afraid of the domino effect if some players crossed the line. 
Later, the strong players argued that even if only five teams stayed out, the 
owners could not carry on the season; therefore, why should we worry 
about three, five, or even ten teams going back to work? All we needed was 
a few teams because the NFL was dependent on all teams working at the 
same time.

As we looked into our crystal ball for 1974, we would follow that philos-
ophy. We felt that we could overcome our deficiencies exposed in 1970 by 
stressing that we were as “strong as our strongest link” and not our weakest, 
and by educating the players and involving them in the process of establish-
ing priorities for bargaining. If players fully understood the priorities and 
participated in the process, we believed they would support the negotiating 
committee and be prepared to strike if necessary. If we called a strike, rath-
er than waiting for a lockout, then we would control the flow of events by 
being in a position to end the strike and by discovering at the outset wheth-
er it would work. Pressure would then be on management rather than on 
the union. The element of surprise was in our control, not theirs.

Convention

In September 1970, John Mackey asked me to write a memorandum to him 
on the future development of the association. In it, I stressed that the NFLPA 
should have an annual convention bringing together 30–50 percent of the 
membership to discuss the future. We could become the most democratic 
and, in many ways, the most effective union in America. Few unions have 
the luxury of bringing a substantial percentage of the entire membership 
together at one time to discuss future policy, but because of our small num-
ber and relative affluence, I maintained that such a gathering should be 
possible. We realized that goal in June 1973 when the first NFLPA conven-
tion was held in Las Vegas. The primary purpose was to outline goals for 
collective bargaining and to involve the membership in that process. Approx-
imately two hundred players attended and became intimately involved in 
the work of the union, forming the backbone of the union’s efforts to achieve 
agreement in 1974.

The convention went well as the players slowly began to get involved. 
The emphasis was on the Rozelle Rule, Rozelle as arbitrator, the draft, and 
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the unfairness of the Standard Player Contract. The theme “a contract is a 
contract” took hold as Oakland’s Tom Keating best articulated the position, 
saying that we could achieve no greater benefit than to force owners to give 
players a real contract—a guaranteed contract, rather than a document that 
gives away a player’s rights while providing little in return.

We departed Las Vegas with a good feeling. Bringing players together 
was a big deal at a time when the commissioner had a nonfraternization 
rule, saying players weren’t supposed to shake hands after a game or have 
dinner with opponents the night before a game. The purpose was to stress 
the team, not the league or the union. But this had been our first conven-
tion, and there was a new sense of unity among the players as we approached 
the 1973 season.

I looked forward to the team meetings because I felt there would be a 
base of leadership to discuss issues with players and that even more players 
would become involved in the bargaining process. We were confident that 
this union would be significantly different from the one the owners had 
faced in 1970. In a real sense, this would be the first set of negotiations. No 
more nonsense about how the owners would “give us” millions extra in the 
pension fund if we were reasonable. This time the union would be ready. 
We had built a strike fund of over $200,000, held over fifty team meetings, 
held the Las Vegas convention, and established outstanding player lead-
ership.

We would have more team meetings and a second convention in Chica-
go in March 1974 before presenting owners with our list of demands. If 
they refused to deal with us, doing so would cost them some money.

A blow we had not anticipated was the sudden resignation of John Mackey 
in July 1973. In part, we looked forward to the 1974 negotiations because 
Mackey, Alexander, Bowman, and Keating—the heart of the 1970 negotiating 
committee—would be back to look across the bargaining table at Schramm, 
Rozelle, and others. We would miss Pat Richter and the others, but four out 
of seven wasn’t bad.

Few organizations have been blessed with the kind of leadership John 
Mackey provided. On that night in July, Mackey told me that he was fin-
ished with football. He was no longer going to live with assistant coaches 
screaming at him about what time to go to bed, which was the case more 
often before preseason games than regular-season games. People laughed 
at our objection to curfews because the popular image was of the profes-
sional athlete hanging out in bars. Mackey finally said to hell with it. The 
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next morning, he woke up and explained to his teammates that he was leav-
ing, and he did.

Mackey’s impact on the union would never be forgotten. Immediately 
after the 1970 negotiations, league management told the press that Mackey 
“had lost a step” on the field, part of its systematic response to those involved 
in negotiations. He was benched and finally waived, the NFL’s way of treat-
ing the greatest tight end who had ever played the game. John had asked, 
“Why?” too many times.

Bill Curry, as first vice president of the union, took John’s place as pres-
ident. Curry was a two-time Pro Bowl center who had played alongside 
Mackey for years with the Colts before being traded to the Houston Oilers 
and later the LA Rams. Even without Mackey, we flew into the negotiations 
with a strong team. Curry, Alexander, Bowman, and Keating had been inti-
mately involved in 1970. Four newcomers would add more strength: Alan 
Page of the Vikings; Willie Brown of Oakland; Brig Owens of Washington; 
and Ed Podolak of Kansas City. We were ready.

One thing was clear: Everyone wanted freedom that could only be 
achieved by eliminating the Rozelle Rule and removing Rozelle as arbitra-
tor of grievances. It was the strong belief of the players that we could no 
longer tolerate a reserve system in professional sports. We were going for all 
the marbles, and we knew that a strike might be necessary to help reach our 
goals.

The All-Star Game

The delegates to the convention made an important decision: To cancel the 
annual Chicago All-Star Game scheduled for late July between Miami and 
the college All-Stars if a strike was on. Doug Swift, an exceptionally strong 
leader for the Dolphins, warned convention delegates that his teammates 
wanted to play and probably would play no matter what the union decided, 
since players would receive between $3,000 and $7,000 each for that game.

At first, delegates leaned toward leaving the decision of whether to play 
or not up to the Dolphins, which, in effect, was no decision because we knew 
they would play. Ultimately, however, players such as Rosey Taylor carried 
the day. Taylor argued that this was a union decision, not a Dolphins deci-
sion. He noted that everyone, not just the Dolphins, would suffer if there 
were a strike, but if we were to allow the Dolphins to play, only the Dol-
phins would make money during the strike. This would be unfair. Merlin 
Olson argued that playing the game would make other players eager to play 
football; it would help to create the “football atmosphere” at a time when 
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we could be trying to keep people out of practices and on strike. Others 
said it would signal management that we weren’t serious.

By the time the vote was taken, nearly everyone had been convinced: 
Shut down the game if we were on strike! Everyone there knew that the 
burden would fall on the shoulders of the Dolphins’ player representative, 
Doug Swift, and a few other Dolphins who had the guts to support the 
union leadership. In many ways, this was the first time the NFLPA started 
to act as a union of all players, rather than twenty-six locals.

In 1970 the Kansas City Chiefs had played the All-Stars against the 
wishes of the union. We had urged them to boycott the game, but we had 
said it ultimately was their decision, not the union’s. Just short of fistfights in 
the Chiefs’ last meeting, the players voted not to play the 1970 game. Later 
that night, certain players were lied to by management. They were told that 
a new vote had been taken and that the decision was to play the game and 
then join everyone else on strike. The game was played before the players 
could figure out that there had not been another vote. So in 1974 we had to 
face the fact that the Miami Dolphins were a weak union team and would 
want to do the same thing the Kansas City Chiefs had done in 1970. Go in, 
make the money, then strike. Management would be pushing them to play. 
But this time, the union’s decision and its orders were clear: I had to shut 
down that game if at all possible.

On the last day of the convention, Roy Jefferson of Washington gave a 
stirring speech, urging all players to commit to one another that at the “next 
convention we will join together as free men. . . . Nothing,” he said, “should 
stand in the way of achieving that goal.” (It should be noted that Jefferson 
had been the Pittsburgh player representative in 1970, but following the 
strike, Steelers management said they didn’t need “militant trade unionists 
on their team.” He was traded to Baltimore and then to Washington.)

Winston Hill, the gigantic tackle for the New York Jets, stood briefly 
and said it all: “We are not doing this simply because we want our dignity; 
we are doing it because it is right for us to protect future players.”

Before the session closed, I asked from the chair whether the conven-
tion was committed to the freedom issues. Specifically, I asked, “All those 
who believe the Rozelle Rule must be eliminated before there can be a 
settlement, raise your hands.” Every hand went up.

Bill Curry then stepped forward and dramatically said, “This is the 
most important vote in the history of the Players Association. I want to 
make sure that everyone here understands. I interpret your vote as a man-
date to achieve freedom and to reject any contract offer with a Rozelle Rule 
in it. Now, all those in favor, please stand.” Everyone in the room stood up, 
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and there was spontaneous applause. That applause rang in our ears as we 
headed into negotiations. It was a heavy mandate. We would meet again as 
free men.

On March 16, 1974, just ten days after the convention, the owners’ negoti-
ating committee came to the NFLPA office to begin collective bargaining. 
The process started that day and would not end for three years. Even the 
most cynical among us could not have predicted the intensity of the struggle 
ahead. We were foolishly confident of an early settlement, in part because 
this was the first year of operation for the World Football League (WFL), 
which we hoped would have a competitive effect in the labor market as the 
emergence of the AFL had years earlier, and also because we felt that we 
had strength for the first time. The fact that the owners were coming to our 
offices rather than arguing endlessly about where the sessions were to be 
held seemed a concession to recognize the union.

The first session was attended by Wellington Mara, New York Giants own-
er and chairman of the committee; Rankin Smith, Atlanta Falcons owner; 
Ralph Wilson, Buffalo Bills owner; Art Modell, Cleveland Browns owner; 
and Joe Robbie, Miami Dolphins owner, along with Ted Kheel, their trust-
ed labor counsel for the past decade; Thompson; Karch; and Terry Bledsoe, 
management’s PR man. From our side the entire committee was there: Bill 
Curry, Kermit Alexander, Tom Keating, Alan Page, Jim Brown, Ed Podolak, 
Brig Owens, Ken Bowman, and our attorneys Leonard Lindquist, Gene 
Keating, and Dick Berthelsen.

The session began as usual—friendly smiles and handshakes all around. 
Bill Curry made opening remarks about our hopes to achieve an early 
agreement and our desire to avoid discord if possible. Mara responded with 
some inane comments that essentially indicated their agreement with that 
sentiment. I then read the introduction to the demands, which one law pro-
fessor from the University of Minnesota characterized, in a Minneapolis 
Tribune interview, as straight out of the 1930s. In part, it said:

In terms of labor management relations, the players accuse you of 
taking freedom from the players with no justification beyond hollow 
phrases such as “competitive balance.” We accuse you of ignoring 
the injustices occasioned by head coaches and general managers 
who fine indiscriminately and who threaten disciplinary action if 
players exercise their first amendment freedoms. You are guilty of 
indifference to societal changes, which have occurred since the early 
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’60s. You have perpetuated an unjust system of control over the ath-
letes headed by those who have demonstrated disdain for the consti-
tutional rights of the athletes. . . . It is time for change in the NFL. 
It is time to end the suffocating paternalism and the suppression of 
constitutional rights in the NFL. It is time for freedom.

To say that the owners were upset with the language and demands 
would be a profound understatement. We were demanding elimination of 
the entire reserve system. We were setting the record straight about our 
attitude toward them in their efforts to dominate the union and dehuman-
ize players. We were declaring war. Our first four demands were to elimi-
nate the Rozelle Rule; the option clause; the waiver system; and the com-
missioner from any role in grievances.

The owners announced that they were going to stop group insurance, 
which covered the families of players for any medical costs they might 
incur, and we responded that was hardly the way to commence collective 
bargaining. Kheel nearly shouted a non sequitur that they “should not sub-
sidize a strike” and that players could get their own insurance. The vehe-
mence of their position was clear: Punish the players for even thinking 
about freedom. This was the warden’s mentality, the Gulag approach.

The session was brief, ending with solemn looks and an argument about 
whether to give the demands to the press. We had suggested the press be 
invited into the negotiations. Naturally, the owners had refused. Before leav-
ing our offices, they agreed to come back in ten days to ask questions and to 
seek clarification from us.

The press begged us for the proposals after the session, but we told them 
that there had been an agreement that the proposals would not be released. 
We returned to the other end of the hall, sat back, and discussed the day’s 
events. Before long, a local reporter called to inform me that Terry Bledsoe 
had just delivered our demands to the wire services. Soon, two other report-
ers called to say Bledsoe had also reached them.

This is how it would be. We had no right to be surprised by their perfid-
ious conduct, but we were. (Had we forgotten 1970 already?) Later the 
owners denied releasing the demands to the press, but it became obvious 
who had done it. Then they said they only did it after we gave the “introduc-
tion” to the press.

From March 16 forward, we would never beat them to the punch in the 
press. We could have the most clear-cut press boycott, but Bledsoe would 
call the story to his office, and his office would send it to all the clubs, and 
the clubs would then release the information. When confronted, they sim-
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ply said it was difficult to keep information out of the press when so many 
people were involved.

But at least we were underway.

Anarchy, Chaos, and Kheel

“Mr. Chairman, I am Mr. Kheel, Theodore W. Kheel. I have been the coun-
sel to the Management Council in collective bargaining since 1968, and I 
think I can address myself to the question that Mr. Seiberling asked.”

It was October 1975, and hearings chaired by Congressman Peter Rod-
ino before the House Subcommittee on Monopolies and Commercial Law 
had nearly concluded when those words were almost shouted from the back 
of the room. In a bizarre ending to the hearings, Ted Kheel could no longer 
suppress his desire to have his presence noted for the record. Earlier that 
day Kermit Alexander, Ed Glennon, George Burman, and I had testified in 
favor of the Seiberling Bill, which would outlaw the Rozelle Rule. We were 
followed to the stand by Rozelle and attorney Ham Carothers. But Kheel 
would not be denied. He would, uninvited, stand and lecture Peter Rodino 
and the subcommittee on the value of collective bargaining, saying, “Con-
gress and the courts have no business interfering with the bargaining rela-
tionship!”

Rodino slammed the gavel and adjourned the hearing.
Kheel was not to be heard that day, but he was the man we had dealt 

with for years, the man known unbelievably as “a friend of labor” through-
out his career as a successful mediator and private practitioner. Kheel was 
executive secretary of the Institute of Collective Bargaining in New York 
City. The institute urged the use of collective bargaining to solve every type 
of societal problem from rent strikes to racial problems—but apparently not 
in football. As a member of the National Academy of Arbitrators, Kheel had 
a reputation for championing the cause of impartial arbitration to settle dis-
putes. But in the NFL, he vigorously opposed “impartial” arbitration. 
While receiving awards from labor groups, he was the chief spokesman for 
the most backward labor management system in the United States, the 
NFL—a system that stood as an insult to the words “due process,” a system 
that was the very antitheses of impartial arbitration. He became one of the 
architects of the play to bust the union.

Many labor people found it difficult, if not impossible, to understand 
how he could represent the NFL and its one-sided system. For many years 
people were misled to believe that Kheel was a mediator selected by players 
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and owners. A broker, so to speak, and friend of the players in the best tra-
dition of the commissioners.

Kheel had been hired by the NFL in 1963 at the same time the Rozelle 
Rule was unilaterally implemented by NFL owners. He said the NFL hired 
him solely to advise them on pension matters, a rather startling admission 
because in that year the NFL decided that any veteran playing out his 
option and signing with an AFL team would forfeit all of his vested pension 
credit! Hard to believe that a “friend of labor” would tolerate or recom-
mend such a provision.

But Kheel defended the reserve system vigorously over the years. He 
even defended Rozelle as arbitrator in a debate with me in 1971 before a 
meeting of the National Academy of Arbitrators in Atlanta. Kheel talked of 
the need to preserve the “integrity of the game” and argued that the “com-
missioner form of self-government” is a wonderful example of “democracy 
with restraints”! It became increasingly apparent to me that Kheel had con-
cluded that if he believed it and advocated it, then it must be the law and 
therefore it must be acceptable. The fact that Kheel would argue before his 
peers at the National Academy of Arbitrators against the union’s right to a 
voice in selecting the arbitrators says a lot. Most of the arbitrators were 
appalled by his position.

Kheel vigorously denied that he was the architect of the NFL’s strategy 
of union busting, refusal to recognize the union, character assassination of 
union leadership, and efforts to influence the NRLB to delay and frustrate 
the union at every turn. I assume he was right in that Rozelle was the quar-
terback, but Kheel was their chief spokesman and defender.

I suspected that Kheel believed with Nixonian certainty that he was 
above the law—he knew what was best for players as well as for manage-
ment. No need to research the law; he would simply make pronouncements, 
and everyone within earshot was supposed to believe that what he said was 
true because he said it was true. He seemed to forget that other people 
might have contrary views with merit and might actually back them up. But 
for Kheel, the fact that players were demanding freedom in 1974 was tough 
to handle. The fact that he was now clearly management’s spokesman 
against freedom and not a mediator brought additional pressure on him 
because he must now publicly state his position for the record.

To his credit, Kheel did not shy from the task. He rushed into print at 
the first opportunity to state in the New York Times that if the freedom 
issues were granted it would mean “chaos” within the NFL. He would com-
pare the reserve system to stoplights and speed limits on the freeways of 
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America and maintained that granting the NFLPA proposals and bargain-
ing would bring about “anarchy.”

Red Smith wrote a particularly memorable column after Kheel’s charges 
of anarchy, saying that when Kheel claimed that we were demanding the 
elimination of all restraints on employees, he was ignoring the considerable 
restraints that every employer has on employees to subject them to disci-
pline, suspension, and firing if they do not obey proper management direc-
tives. Smith added, “When the rich gather to concern themselves about the 
business of the poor, it’s called charity. When the poor gather to concern 
themselves about the business of the rich, it’s called anarchy!”

To listen to Kheel was to believe that we were seeking some sort of 
bizarre workers’ paradise where players would vote on whether to punt or 
pass, play in the cold or stay in the locker room, continue the game or take 
a beer break. Kheel claimed that the NFL would collapse if athletes were 
given the same freedom as the NFL’s coaches, trainers, general managers, 
or lawyers. He said it in print, and he said it at the bargaining table repeat-
edly. By early April, it was clear that there would be no negotiations and 
there would be no concessions until the strike became effective. It was the 
1968 and 1970 script with a few alterations.

Owners, through Kheel and Mara, said time and again that they would 
never agree to the elimination or modification of the Rozelle Rule and 
would not bargain on any subject until we removed that demand. Our posi-
tion was best summed up by an article in the New York Times authored by 
John Mackey that ran alongside an article by Kheel. Mackey wrote, in part, 
“Make no mistake. NFL players are not asking for freedom—they are 
demanding it, and they will have it—don’t loosen the cuffs, take them off.”

The biggest battle in the history of professional sports was about to get 
underway, a battle that would touch the lives of everyone associated with 
professional football, a battle that would affect the lives of people in all pro-
fessional sports. We would fight the fight for basketball, hockey, and base-
ball, as well as football. We would work closely together, while others 
remained aloof from this battle.

Pickets and Clenched Fists

Long after the demands had been made, my phone rang at home one Sat-
urday morning in May. A reporter wanted my comments on a quote from 
Richie Petitbon, the new assistant coach of the Houston Oilers, that said 
NFL teams would “play preseason games with rookies if there were a strike 
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of the veterans.” I confidently predicted that no games would be played if 
there were a strike.

“How could they put games on?” I asked. “Who would come? Besides,” 
I argued with considerable confidence, “with the World Football League 
starting to play for the first time, the NFL could never put on sandlot foot-
ball games—they would make the WFL look good, which is something 
they do not want to do.”

We all believed that they couldn’t do it. It was a bluff. Or so we thought. 
Mistake number one.

Negotiations had gone nowhere after we presented our demands. Over 
the next three months, there had been a few meetings with some sparring, 
but no progress was made, and the owners refused to put forth an offer. The 
only item of interest that occurred during April, May, and June was the 
entrance into the dispute of William J. Usery, director of the Federal Medi-
ation and Conciliation Service (FMCS). Usery, who was building a reputa-
tion as a “wonder mediator,” was delighted with the prospect of settling 
every dispute he personally entered in forty-eight hours or less, and he was 
clearly looking forward to settling the highly visible football dispute.

In 1970 the NFLPA had requested FMCS to intervene, over the stren-
uous objection of Rozelle, who argued that he alone should play the role of 
mediator. The roles were reversed in 1974, with the owners inviting the 
FMCS to intervene instead of Congress and with the players objecting. 
Given our paranoia about the owners’ influence with the Nixon administra-
tion, there was an automatic assumption that Kheel had a special relation-
ship with Usery or someone else in the service. We told Usery we would be 
happy to invite the FMCS to intervene after bargaining had progressed but 
that it seemed premature, at best, to involve the service in May, when the 
owners had not yet put an offer on the table.

Nevertheless, we acceded when Usery indicated that he would like to 
involve himself in this dispute. Quite possibly, that was mistake number two.

In order to demonstrate his worth to us, Usery immediately “convinced” 
owners to reinstitute the group health and accident insurance that had 
been cut off at the end of March. They agreed to pay the insurance premi-
um until such time as a strike occurred, and then it would fall back on the 
union. Usery then imposed a press boycott on statements made about bar-
gaining sessions. We fell into the trap of agreeing to that, and Usery would 
make statements about “progress being made” and keep us from exposing 
the owners, who refused to put forward a complete proposal throughout 
the 1974 negotiations.
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By mid-June, three things were obvious to our committee: Owners would 
not bend on the freedom issues; they were planning to play preseason games 
with rookies; and they had decided to break the union. Because it was appar-
ent by late June that they would try to play preseason games, we made a last- 
minute decision to set up picket lines at training camps.

We naively hoped that some rookies would honor the picket lines and 
not report to camp. Even if rookies did report to camp, we hoped we could 
shut down games because other unions would honor our picket lines. Our 
members would walk the picket lines and thus build a commitment for the 
issues, which we felt would be a useful method of communicating to rookies 
and the public that we were serious about our strike. Finally, we thought 
the picket lines would make it more difficult for veterans to go into camp. 
How could they walk past their teammates and break a strike?

So in June we ordered picket signs. At the same time, it was suggested 
that we should have some T-shirts that would easily identify anyone walk-
ing the picket lines as an NFL player. Two of our people designed the 
T-shirts while the rest created slogans for the picket signs, including line-
man and long snapper George Burman’s famous quote, “Up with Oligopso-
ny,” an ironic observation about the NFL’s monopolistic power to control 
the labor market single-handedly. There were others, such as “Rookies Are 
People, Too” and “End Commissioner Dictatorship.” (Given the San Diego 
8 situation, one suggested picket sign read, “There Is a Narc at 410 Park.” 
We killed that idea.)

Those who designed the T-shirt came up with “No Freedom, No Foot-
ball,” which became our slogan for the entire strike. The slogan went a long 
way toward convincing the fans that players were serious about the freedom 
issues above and beyond economic improvements. A clenched fist was fea-
tured on the T-shirt to demonstrate the association’s defiance. When I saw 
it, I realized that many people were going to be very upset, so I suggested a 
T-shirt with the Liberty Bell that would also carry the slogan of “No Free-
dom, No Football.” We ordered bumper stickers, picket signs, and hun-
dreds of T-shirts to be distributed to the players at the campsites. There 
was great excitement at national headquarters.

Owners were convinced that we would never have picket lines because 
it would be “degrading” for a player to carry a picket sign. They wouldn’t 
accept the fact that the NFL “family” would act like a union. But on July 1, 
1974, we held a press conference to announce that the NFLPA was on strike 
and that, “yes, there will be picket lines.” We confirmed that San Diego 
would be the first site for picketing.
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But first, following the press conference, Bill Curry and I caught a  
4:00 p.m. flight to Cincinnati because Pat Matson, the Bengals’ player rep, 
had urged us to try to build enthusiasm for the strike with this traditionally 
management-dominated team. When we arrived at the meeting place, we 
were surprised to find that in addition to the players who were present, Mike 
Brown, a Bengals executive and son of team owner Paul Brown, was there, 
along with a few fans carrying anti-Garvey signs in the parking lot. Mike 
Brown indicated that it was the NFLPA position that we would not bargain 
on any issues until the owners had agreed on the freedom issues. We told 
him, and the players, that was nonsense. We explained that the owners re-
fused to bargain on any issues until we withdrew the freedom issues from 
the bargaining table.

Some of the Bengals players who would break the picket lines in order 
to please Mike and Paul Brown were quick to ask whether we were telling 
the truth! This shocked us because we worked for them and Bill Curry was 
risking, and would ultimately lose, his football career by being president. 
Was it possible that they would believe management instead of their own 
people?

The meeting went from bad to worse as many of the players indicated 
that they were “no longer interested” in the freedom issues because they 
had signed long-term contracts. Later we would learn that in addition to 
signing players to new contracts to keep them from going to the WFL, Paul 
Brown offered bonuses to players if they would report to training camp on 
time and not participate in any strike activity. We left Cincinnati for San 
Diego feeling less confident and slightly confused. The evils of secret indi-
vidual negotiations were beginning to divide us at the start of negotiations.

Our spirits improved when we arrived in San Diego, where there was 
an air of excitement about the strike. We met with forty-five to fifty players 
who were deeply committed to the elimination of the reserve system. They 
believed in the freedom issues, and it did not take a speech to convince them. 
We met with more than fifty players the evening of July 2 to review plans for 
the picket lines, to instruct everyone on how they were to behave in order 
to avoid violence, and to get ideas about the best way to carry out our mission.

Earlier that day several NFLPA supporters and I met with officials at 
the U.S. International University (USIU), where the Chargers were train-
ing, to discuss where we could picket. The college had said it would be 
acceptable to picket on campus because picketing the Chargers would not 
interfere with college activities. But by the time I got there, the university 
officials had suddenly changed their story. We were told that we must stay 
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off the campus. Instead of being where the rookies could see us, we were 
relegated to a gate at the bottom of a hill several hundred yards from the 
training area.

We carefully avoided making any commitment to remain in the desig-
nated area because we needed to research California law to determine 
whether they had the right to keep us off the property. We prepared to go 
to court if necessary. We did assure them that we would avoid any violence 
and interference with classes or other campus activities. Jerry Magee, of the 
San Diego Union, “assumed” that we agreed to stay off campus because 
that is what management told him. The fact that we did not agree seemed 
of little interest. His colleague, Jack Murphy, wrote on July 5, “The union 
leader, Ed Garvey, previously had pledged he and his men would respect 
the University’s wishes and would not trespass on private property. Then 
they reconsidered and went up the hill until Fields and Sullivan stopped 
them. Garvey wrapped himself in the flag and declared himself a man of 
peace. ‘There was no demonstration of force. We were here to maintain 
peace and order. It’s Independence Day and I think it’s a sad occasion when 
the veterans aren’t allowed to talk to the rookies.’”

Murphy had accepted the “fact” that we were violating the law by “tres-
passing,” in addition to the faulty assumption about a “pledge” to stay off 
campus. There was no pledge, and we were not trespassing.

We met with forty-five to fifty players and urged them to stay within the 
picketing area, to keep moving, and to avoid arguments. Though no prom-
ise had ever been made to stay off campus, we decided to stay at the bottom 
of the hill for a while rather than risk arrest. Our purpose was to educate 
and, hopefully, stop people from crossing those picket lines, not to start any 
fights that would quickly use up our reserves. We would see if it worked. 
There was a great spirit in the room because everyone felt excited about the 
possibility of shutting down the camp. We would meet at 9:00 a.m. the next 
day to head to the USIU campus.

We were staying at the Town and Country Motel in San Diego, and the 
morning of July 3 started with coffee being served in the motel’s large park-
ing lot. There were two vans, which were quickly dubbed “freedom vans”: 
One that Dave Elmendorf drove down with the seven Rams teammates 
from Los Angeles and one owned by Joe Beauchamp of the Chargers. Play-
ers began to arrive with a lot of humor and excitement about being on the 
first picket line. A caravan of about twenty to twenty-five cars plus the two 
vans headed for USIU. We arrived, got out of the cars, lined up, and distrib-
uted the picket signs. My sign read “Freedom—Not an Issue but a Right,” 
and I proudly carried it to the head of the first picket line in the history of 
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pro sports, along with Bill Curry, Alan Page, and Kermit Alexander. For us, 
it was a thrilling moment because the pickets clearly demonstrated the 
players’ commitment to freedom. No one seriously thought that players 
would ever walk a picket line. Yet here were fifty-five to sixty players carry-
ing picket signs in the hot sun.

Reporters were all over the place. Gene Klein, Chargers owner, was stand-
ing on the other side of the line with Stacey Sullivan, his lawyer. We would 
occasionally fake-march over the line, but the mood was almost jovial. The 
owners acted as if it was war—we didn’t, which was another mistake.

When Jim Hill, Packers defensive back who had NBC credentials, went 
up the hill to interview rookies, owners reacted as if their lines were being 
infiltrated by the enemy. And when Pettis Norman went up the hill to see 
the team doctor, Sullivan screamed at him that it was a trick and said that 
he couldn’t go. Few people could out-argue Norman, nicknamed “Rev. Ike” 
by his friends, and Sullivan eventually stepped back, and Pettis went up the 
hill. That was as close as we came to an incident until about 1:00 p.m., when 
Jesse Freitas, one of San Diego’s top draft choices, crossed the picket line. 
Some of the players wanted to stop him, but we urged them to let him go.

There were other exciting moments, like when Teamsters drivers refused 
to cross the picket line to deliver products to the Chargers and great cheers 
erupted as their trucks turned around and left. Later, in another example of 
the owners’ war mentality, Klein said that he would order an “airlift of sup-
plies” if he could not get people to cross the lines. Klein was probably a 
frustrated “general” who always thought that he could do as well as Patton 
and longed for the opportunity.

Storm the Hill

We returned to the hotel at about 5:00 p.m. to assess the day’s activities. 
Passions ran high as the players felt the extreme frustration of walking a 
picket line with no results. It was almost fun, but it hadn’t worked. Nearly 
all the rookies were in camp before we could set up the picket lines, and 
those few who weren’t were hustled through the picket lines in vans by ner-
vous Chargers officials.

Pettis Norman was one of the first to speak: “No cause is worthwhile 
unless it is worth going to jail for.” Soon everyone in the group felt the same 
way, and by the end of the meeting, we voted to “storm the hill” the next 
day. The meeting broke at about 9:00 p.m.

At about 6:15 a.m., Bill Curry called me to say he hadn’t slept all night 
and would like to talk about the decision to storm the hill. He felt it was a 
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mistake, and I agreed. Before the group meeting, the Executive Commit-
tee met, and we agreed to convince the group not to go forward with the 
plan. It might be illegal, it would be bad PR, it probably wouldn’t work, and 
it would have an adverse impact on pickets in other camps. If our people 
were arrested, Oilers, Dolphins, Cowboys, and others would be reluctant to 
picket. Another concern was that owners were doing everything they could 
to invoke racial prejudice against our protest and storming the hill would 
give them a chance to label us as “Black militants.”

We then headed to the meeting, where everyone was ready to go. We 
presented our recommendation, and I explained that owners would try to 
exploit it as a Black militant effort and that we would be playing into their 
hands. After considerable discussion, the vote was unanimous to hold off.

As an alternative to storming the hill, we decided to make the Chargers 
tell us once and for all whether or not they would arrest us if we peacefully 
walked onto the campus. Rather than go up the hill, we would march for-
ward deliberately until we were told to turn back or face arrest. We believed 
we had the legal right to go onto the campus. This was, after all, Indepen-
dence Day. There could be no disruption of the campus activities since the 
students would not be in school, and therefore we had every right to go on 
public property.

When we arrived to picket, none of the lawyers or any Chargers officials 
were present. Only a friendly guard was sitting at the gate. He shook hands 
with us, and we kept on walking. The players started singing “God Bless 
America” as we marched forward and continued beyond the gate and up 
the hill. Suddenly, the Chargers van came roaring down the hill, and Stacey 
Sullivan, Chargers attorney, jumped out and started shouting, accusing us 
of being on private property.

Since he was the attorney for the Chargers, not the university, I asked, 
“Are you going to have us arrested?”

He refused to answer directly, but the implication was clear that they 
would call the authorities. I urged him to let us, on this July 4, go up and talk 
to the rookies. He started to panic. Obviously, he had overslept or some-
thing and hadn’t been at his post to stop this from happening, and now we 
were on “his” property, and he didn’t know what to do about it. He shouted 
that we were breaking agreements. I tried to calm him. To avoid a major 
confrontation, I decided to ask the players to go back down the hill, and Cur-
ry, Beauchamp, and I would continue on up to talk with the rookies. Prob-
ably another mistake.

The veteran players turned around and unenthusiastically walked away 
while Curry, Beauchamp, and I went up the hill. When we arrived at the 
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meeting room, we were surprised to see head coach Tommy Prothro and 
his staff there. When I asked them to leave, they refused. Finally, I convinced 
them that they should leave during the question-and-answer period since 
some of the players might feel intimidated if they were in the room. Prothro 
agreed. Management tried in vain to order him back, but he stayed out.

Curry addressed the rookies on the importance of the strike and gave 
them some idea of the issues. Beauchamp talked about the need for them 
to work with the veterans and to join us in the strike. Finally, I urged them 
to walk down the hill and meet with the veterans so they could decide for 
themselves. This appealed to a number of players, and they asked us to leave 
the room while they voted on the issues.

When the three of us walked out, Prothro was going wild wondering 
what was going on inside. When we told him, he bolted for the door. We went 
back in with Prothro to learn that the rookies had voted to go down the hill. 
Prothro then insisted on a twenty-minute limit, and I foolishly agreed to 
that limitation, since I thought even twenty minutes with the veterans would 
convince the rookies to leave camp.

The veterans were jubilant when they saw the group coming because 
they thought the rookies were walking out of camp and joining the strike. 
When we arrived with the rookies and explained the circumstances, the 
veterans were less happy but nevertheless went to work talking to the rook-
ies and urging them to join us on the picket lines. Pettis Norman, in a dra-
matic moment, joined me on top of a car to talk to the players. Pettis said, 
“If they can enslave us, and they have, then they will enslave you! The only 
way to have your freedom and dignity is to join with us to gain freedom for 
all athletes.”

Clearly, Norman’s speech had an effect on some of the rookies, and our 
first player went back, packed his bags, and came down the hill. His name 
was Coleman Zeno, a wide receiver from Grambling State who had played 
with the New York Giants during the 1971 season and was briefly with the 
Bears and R******s and ended up with the Chargers.

Zeno told the press, “I agree one hundred percent with the veterans. 
We need to have a change; we don’t have the freedom to do what we want 
to do.” Some of the press referred to Zeno’s joining his fellow workers as 
making him a “defector,” a term that doubtlessly influenced the thinking of 
rookies still in camp who were considering joining the veterans on the pick-
et lines. It’s hard to say whether it was a lack of talent or his participation in 
the strike, but Coleman was never heard from again in the NFL.

As we gathered at the hotel with the picketers that night, everyone felt 
a little better because we thought increasing numbers of players would 
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leave camp and join the picket lines. There was an air of enthusiasm. The 
only other time I had felt so much solidarity was in the early 1960s in the 
Civil Rights Movement. We knew that we were right and that because our 
cause was right, we would ultimately prevail.

We were moving. The strike had begun. The players walked the picket 
lines. The owners would never forget.

On July 5, Kermit Alexander and I flew to Miami to meet with the Dol-
phins to discuss the All-Star Game. Both Kermit and I felt that the picket 
lines would ultimately work. The pickets were building morale and getting 
some decent press coverage of our issues. When we arrived in Miami, the 
television crews were at the airport to ask us the key questions: “Will the 
All-Star Game be played? Will the Dolphins vote?”

We stressed that the NFLPA was a union and that the union, not the 
Dolphins, would make the decision on the All-Star Game: “If we are still on 
strike, the game will not be played.”

When we arrived at a Howard Johnson’s for the Dolphins meeting, the 
players were so uptight they would hardly talk. We tried to get the Dolphins 
to make individual commitments, but only Ron Sellers joined Doug Swift in 
pledging that he would definitely strike no matter what happened. Bob 
Griese suggested that it would help them out if we could get the All-Stars 
to strike since that would take the public relations pressure off the Dol-
phins to play in this “charity” game. I told Bob it was a good suggestion and 
that I would be in Chicago when the All-Stars arrived to convince them to 
strike.

After the meeting, we received a call informing us that Don Goode, 
first-round draft choice of San Diego, had walked out and joined the picket 
line. It could have been the beginning of an avalanche, but Gene Klein 
promptly announced publicly that if Goode were not back in camp within 
twenty-four hours he would forfeit his $90,000 signing bonus. Goode asked 
us to guarantee his bonus, but I did not think the union could take on the 
potential liability of a $90,000 signing bonus despite the obvious breach of 
law represented by Klein’s threat. Now this tactic would be used to scare 
rookies and keep them in camp. We felt helpless to counteract this move 
because of the large amounts of money involved.

While we were meeting with the Dolphins, Bill Curry went to Kerr-
ville, Texas, where his team, the Houston Oilers, was in camp. Curry would 
set up the picket lines in Kerrville. Dick Berthelsen went to Thousand 
Oaks, California, to help Gene Upshaw, Calvin Hill, and Willie Brown set 
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up picket lines for the Cowboys. Gradually, picket lines would be set up at 
all twenty-six sites. Another mistake? We had possibly spread ourselves too 
thin, but we believed then that teammates would convince other team-
mates and that every camp must be covered.

On Sunday, July 7, I left for Chicago to meet with the All-Stars. It had 
been almost four months since our demands had been presented, yet the 
NFL had still not given us an offer! John Mackey met me at Chicago’s 
O’Hare Airport, and we took a cab together over to the All-Star headquar-
ters, the Orrington Hotel in Evanston. There we met with Bobby Douglass, 
then of the Chicago Bears, Dan Dierdorf of the Cardinals, and his team-
mates Conrad Dobler and Bob Rowe. From the Bears, in addition to Dou-
glass, we had Joe Moore, Rich Coady, George Seals, and Ike Hill. Alan Page 
flew down from Minneapolis and Ken Bowman from Green Bay.

At 4:00 p.m., we met the All-Stars in a large meeting room and talked 
for an hour about where we were in negotiations and why they should strike. 
I told them about Griese’s comment that a strike by the All-Stars would 
make it easier on the Dolphins. Mackey gave a speech on why they should 
join the strike and told them not to worry about their bonuses since our 
legal advisers had convinced him that the owners could not take back the 
signing bonus. George Seals stood and said simply, “Be a man.” Alan Page 
explained that many veterans had been where the All-Stars were now and 
urged them to join us in order to make this game worthwhile for their futures. 
Dan Dierdorf told them that this was the first time they could make their 
own decisions as professionals and urged them to join us.

Mark Markovich, an All-Star from San Diego, said it wasn’t fair that 
there was no one from management “to present their side.” I quickly agreed 
with him and suggested a debate with Jim Finks, who was scheduled to talk 
to the All-Stars the next day. Markovich had inadvertently given us a great 
idea: We would confront Finks in front of the players. If he refused, he 
would lose by default. If he agreed, we would win.

The next morning, we informed the press that we were confident “Finks 
would accept our invitation to debate.” As the lunch hour approached, Alan 
Page went into the All-Stars dining room and announced that I would be 
there to debate with Finks at 1:00 p.m., when he was scheduled to talk to 
the players. We were setting the trap.

As we arrived at the meeting room, there were plenty of press and tele-
vision people around. I shook hands with Finks, the cameras turned on, 
and a microphone was put between us. I asked, “Jim, are you ready?”

“For what?” said Finks.
“The debate?”
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Finks quickly said, “I won’t debate with you in front of the rookies. I’ll 
talk with you and Alan later.”

Rick Middleton, an All-Star, was standing there listening. He innocent-
ly asked, “Why not? How will we know who is telling the truth unless we 
hear both of you?”

Finks wheeled around, put his finger on Middleton’s chest, and demand-
ed, “What’s your name, young man?” Middleton told him his name, and 
then Finks said, “You will have to make up your own mind.”

The All-Stars booed, and Finks had blown it from the get-go for the 
reporters and any of the players who were listening. He symbolized with 
one gesture what the fight was all about: Management doesn’t like it when 
their property talks back by asking, “Why?”

“I will tell you what to believe” might well have been the management’s 
response, or “Do as you are told.”

Finks, angry and nervous, quickly turned and went into the room. The 
All-Stars filed in. I was not allowed in. In anticipation of our efforts to get 
the All-Stars to strike, each team had sent at least one scout to babysit their 
players in the All-Star Game. They guarded entry to the room as if Alan 
Page, Dan Dierdorf, Dave Rowe, and I were somehow going to break 
through and drop large doses of truth in the room or kidnap the players. 
The scene was comical. The babysitters glowered at us. We were the enemy. 
The anarchists. The commies.

Finks had been talking to the All-Stars for about an hour when, sud-
denly, the door opened and rookie John Hicks of Ohio State stepped out 
and said, “We would like Ed Garvey to come in and debate the issues with 
Jim Finks in front of the whole group.”

Finks was now trapped. He couldn’t refuse because the media were 
there. He came out, grabbed some more cigarettes, and went back in with 
me. I started the discussion. After explaining a few issues, I said I thought 
it would be most helpful to hear from the All-Stars on matters that Finks 
had raised. They started talking to me, and after I corrected some of Finks’s 
misstatements, he started lecturing them on their “moral and legal commit-
ment” to play the game, saying, “You could be jeopardizing your career 
because you cannot play in any preseason game if you do not play in the 
Tribune All-Star Game.”

When I challenged him on that statement, he said it was part of the 
contract they had with the Chicago Tribune. I asked him to produce the 
contract, which, of course, he would not. At the end of the discussion, I felt 
reasonably confident about who they believed. Finks had blown it. But 
would they strike even if they sided with us?
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When we left, Finks told the press, “It was heated at times, but not 
between Ed Garvey and myself. We both respect one another.” I made a 
few innocuous statements saying that I hoped the players would join with 
us, and then I joined Alan Page and his wife, Diane; Dan Dierdorf; and 
others while we awaited the outcome. Most of the players doubted that the 
rookies would have the guts to strike, but the longer they were in there, the 
more exciting it got. The babysitters were milling around looking con-
cerned. Suddenly, the door opened, and All-Stars David Casper and John 
Hicks came out to read a statement: “We will not practice until there are 
good faith negotiations, and there will be no game until a contract is signed.”

Diane Page, Alan’s wife, let out a cheer, and the All-Stars took off for 
their rooms with the stunned babysitters in hot pursuit. There was bedlam. 
Finks, who just a few minutes before had talked about our mutual respect, 
was now saying, “. . . near to physical violence at times; the players received 
incredibly bad counsel.” One thing was clear: They would never debate 
with us again.

We were at an all-time high. The All-Stars understood the importance 
of the collective action and stood with the veterans. Finks had spoken of 
the moral obligation the rookies owed to their clubs, but David Jaynes, 
Kansas City’s first-round draft choice, stood and said during our debate, “I 
feel an obligation to my team, but I also have an obligation to my future 
teammates on the picket lines.” Finks couldn’t handle those arguments.

Diane and Alan Page, Dierdorf, Dobler, and I headed out of the 
unfriendly terrain of the Orrington Hotel to grab a sandwich.

Neither side wanted to be with us. Many rookies were afraid to be seen 
with us; yes, they had voted to strike, but why go to the next step and be 
seen with public enemy number one? The looks of hate from the babysitters 
were real. Every one of them felt that he had personally lost the battle. 
After all, they were there to persuade their “property” to avoid the union 
and to play the game. How would they explain their failure to the general 
manager? We were happy to get away from the Orrington for a few hours.

It was time to celebrate, but we knew from experience that it was too 
early to claim victory. The league would really put pressure on the All-Stars 
to hold another vote. Now the coaches would get into the battle.

In 1970, under the leadership of Steve Tannen, the All-Stars had walked 
out on strike to support the veterans after a talk by Alex Karras and Dick 
Butkus, but within twenty-four hours they were back inside the Orrington 
Hotel, having felt the fear of God through phone calls from Vince Lombar-
di, Norm Van Brocklin, and other head coaches. Now, as we sat in a little 
restaurant near the Orrington, we knew how the league would react: Get 
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the coaches on the phone, get Garvey out of Chicago, threaten every one of 
the rookies.

Soon Jim Searce, Usery’s deputy of FMCS, called to suggest an imme-
diate meeting in Washington. That would take care of priority number one 
of the owners: To get Garvey out of town. Now they would work on the 
rookies. While we fell for the first ploy and I returned to Washington, we 
moved quickly to meet the expected threats. We sent out an SOS for Bill 
Curry, Bobby Bryant, and Charlie West of the Vikings; Doug Swift and 
Marline Briscoe of the Dolphins; and others to come to Chicago, and they 
did. The next day I met with the federal mediator while Bill Curry and the 
other players arrived to mop up.

Various meetings were held, but the rookies stood firm. Within for-
ty-eight hours, the Chicago Tribune decided to call off the game. For the 
first time in fifty years, the Chicago All-Star Game was not played. For the 
first time in the history of the NFLPA, a union decision was carried out in 
the best interests of the whole and not in the interests of a few. We believed 
that the All-Stars would return to their respective teams and help us spread 
the gospel. We were riding high!
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