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Springfield, VA – I have often been asked the question, “Whom would you like to take a cross country bus trip with?”  For years, my answer has always been….John Madden.
I never met Coach Madden, so I have no idea if he was a “nice” person.  In fact, I rarely, if ever, form an opinion of a man unless I have met him (having testosterone issues, I nearly always form opinions of women at first glance….no apologies).  But I have been able to watch the Madden on television, both as a very successful coach of the Oakland Raiders, and subsequently as a commentator for televised National Football League (NFL) games.  I found that as a person whose only experience playing organized football ended rather unceremoniously as a 4th grader on the St. Anthony’s football team, Coach Madden was a superb educator and entertainer (as a classroom teacher I regard these as interchangeable terms).  Madden used charts which he illustrated and narrated to show his viewers what had previously, for many of us, been “insider” information with respect to what was actually taking place on the football field, especially in the trenches of the linemen.  Much of what I know today about professional football came from those presentations by John Madden.
Apparently I was not alone in my admiration for Coach Madden.   When he passed away unexpectedly this past week at age 85, his death provided far more media coverage than Senator Harry Reid’s passing the same week.   Reid had been Senate Majority Leader for 8 years and a significant member of Congress for 20 years, yet there were far more  inches of obituaries and tributes for Madden than for Reid.   Accolades for Madden came from all generations, mine for his coaching and broadcasting, my son’s generation primarily for his broadcasting, and for my grandchildren for the extremely popular video game which bears his name.
You may notice that I have frequently been referring to Madden as “Coach.”  This is a courtesy often extended, particularly by one who has been an athlete or coach to others who have been coaches (much like political titles….once a Senator or Governor or Ambassador, always that).  Also, I myself later in life became a coach (in track and cross country) and developed an appreciation and awareness of the responsibilities and attributes involved in becoming a successful coach.  To this day, my former athletes and fellow coaches call me Coach.  I quickly noticed that no matter the sport certain individuals seem to always have winning teams, and others just never taste that success.  Coach Madden became head coach of the Raiders at the extremely early age of 32, and in the following 10 years made it to 7 conference title games, won a Super Bowl, never had a losing season and won nearly 8 out of every 10 games.  Few others have even approached this level of success in any sport.
As I mentioned earlier, my playing football days ended early. As a scrawny, maybe 70 lb 4th grader, I was assigned to play end, both offense and defense, as we had only 12 players on our squad.  When I played defense, every opposing team noted my size and immediately ran a series of sweeps around my end, usually with me getting blocked backwards and then trampled.  We wore cardboard helmets then, and I was often knocked unconscious.  We went 0-8 that season, and then our family moved to a farm in the countryside where I attended a 3-room school with no sports teams.  I mention this because it helped me later to develop an appreciation for the violence of football and the sophistication of designing plays to take advantage of weaknesses of opponents.   Madden made all this clear in his television presentations. 
What fueled Coach Madden’s popularity was his “guy next door” persona. When watching him on television, you felt as if you were having a beer with the guy next door.  He had a fear of flying which led him as a broadcaster to travel to games all over the U.S., initially via trains, later in his own customized bus.   This allowed Madden to visit with, and speak to,  us “ordinary dudes” during stops on his travels and to absorb true “Americana” which was always reflected in his television commentary.   
We miss you, Coach Madden, and if we do happen to meet in an afterlife, please put me near the top of your list to do that cross country bus trip together - hopefully in your new, tricked out cruiser.
I thought you might like to know.
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