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When Joe Gibbs spoke, his
players listened. That's be-
cause the pro football coach
showed brilliant people skills.
He knew which motivational
buttons to press, and when to
press them.

Gibbs praised players public-
ly and reprimanded them pri-
vately. He spoke the truth and
backed up everything he said.
That sincerity came across in
his voice; he looked people in
the eye when he spoke. He
was clear on his goals and-
what he wanted the team to ac-
complish.

He didn't scream, curse or ca-
jole. He was stern but respect-
ful, aware that he was speak-
ing to professionals.

His players thus believed in
him and responded to his call.
As a result, Gibbs became one
of the top coaches in National
Football League history. He
led the Washington Redskins
to three Super Bowl victories,
an accomplishment equal to
San Francisco's Bill Walsh and
justbehind Pittsburgh'sChuck
Noll, the all-time leader with
four.

Gibbs coached the Redskins
for 12 seasons from 1981 to
1992, compiling a 140-65over-
all record for a .683 winning
percentage, the fourth-high-
est all-time markfor coaches
with at least 100 wins. He also
posted a 16-5 playoff record
for a.762 winning percentage,
the best one ever for a coach
with at least 10 playoff wins.
He was enshrined in the Pro
Football Hall of Fame in 1996.

"He was a great leader, a
great verbal leader, very char-
ismatic,very smart," said Darr-

yl Grant, a defensive tackle
who played 10 seasons under
Gibbs. "He's a guy who, with
his words, could rile you up to
move just about any moun-
tain, and you respected that
about him. You knew he was
right. We went out and did the
things that he said."

Gibbs kept everything sim-
ple.Hebelievedthatcomplicat-
ing matters would lead to con-
fusion and, ultimately, losses.
Heregularlyremindedhisplay-
ers that hedidn't have a lot of
rules and implored them to use
common sense when making
decisions. He made sure that
players who didn't weren't
withtheRedskins toolong.

The players found Gibbs ap-
proachable and flexible. He, in
turn, enjoyed their company.
Hewasn't taciturnandregular-
ly created conversation with
them, even if it had nothing to
do with football. That was the
curiosity in Gibbs.

"I find people's lives interest-
ing," he wrote in his book
"Fourth and One" withJerry
Jenkins. "It's exciting to find
out how people got where
they are in life. I like to know
how and why they make deci-
sions.And peoplehave had tre-
mendous influences on my
life. I watch them, study them,
and when they are admirable,
I try to learn from them."

In addition, Gibbs never
gave his players an excuse to
fail. If the Redskins lost, he
said "We lost," and didn't sin-
gle out a player or segment of
the team that came up short.
By pointing fingers, he sur-
mised, players would believe
they're not that good. Because
he never allowed them to be-
lieve they were bad, they tend-
ed to overachieve.

Gibbs, 60, had the instincts

of an overachiever in his
youth. He loved playing sports
andwanted to be the best at ev-
erything, whether it was base-
ball, basketball or football.

But he wasn't a great athlete;
many of his peers didn't pick
him to play in games. Unde-
terred, he worked extra hard
to improve. He spent hours
and hours after school and on
weekends, for example, prac-
ticing shooting a basketball or
passing a football.

"It was my lack of natural
ability that made me so com-
petitive," Gibbs wrote. "Noth-
ing came easy for me. I had to
work hard to excel, and I was
willing."

His determination brought
results. He earned a scholar-
ship to play football at San
Diego State University in 1959.

In college, Gibbs never
showed the potential to play
pro ball. But he was stillhun-
gry to learn the game's intrica-
cies. He stayed late to watch
game films. Hespent extra
time reviewing strategies. His
knack for diagramming 'X's
and 'O'simpressed his coach,
Don Coryell, who hired him as
an assistant in 1964. Gibb-
sthen held a series of assistant
coaching jobs before becom-
ing the Redskins coach in 1981.

The Redskins started 0-5
under Gibbs. But he didn't
panic by cutting players orfir-
ing assistant coaches. He also
didn't perceive the streak as a
doomsday scenario. He in-
stead took it as a humbling,
character-building motivator
that would make him a better
coach. He looked to the future
by focusing on the present.

"Sometimesnegative motiva-
tion is the best," Gibbs wrote.

Gibbs also put more empha-
sison the team's primaryoffen-
sive strength: future Hall of

Fame running back John Rig-
gins. Gibbs made the sure-
handed Riggins the lone back
in the offense so the Redskins
could maintain ball control
and reduceturnovers.

His strategy worked. The
team committed 21 turnovers
in the first five games, com-
pared with only 16 in the final
eight games, when the Red-
skins went 8-3 and missed the
playoffs by one game. Their
momentum carried into the
1982 season, when Washing-
ton finished 12-1 and won
Super Bowl VXII, the first of
three for Gibbs.

The 1982 season included a
tremendous off-the-field chal-
lenge for Gibbs. All NFL play-
erswent on strike after the sec-
ond game. Although Gibbs
was on management's side, he
took the initiative to maintain
team unity.

He advised the veteran play-
ers to remind their teammates
to stick together. He also told
the players that, if they were to
cross the picket line, to do it si-
multaneously. That way, he
thought, there'd be no jealousy
oranimosityamongtheplayers.

By staying composed, Gibbs
again sensed right. While
other teams were in chaos
once the two-month strike
ended, the 2-0 Redskins main-
tained their stride. Theywon
10 of their last 11 games, includ-
ing the Super Bowl.

Every year, Gibbs worked
hardto make the Redskins suc-
cessful. He was a perfectionist
who logged 100-hour work-
weeks to craft game plans.He
slept on hiscot in the office at
least three days a week.

"Sometimes, we'd be arriv-
ing in the morning, and he'd
just be getting up," Redskins
linebacker Neal Olkewicz
said.
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