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by ROBERT PARKER/Editor

“Tanmppa Bay selkects Riddy B,
rumTingg hack, Uniieesitity of SSotkrern
Callitoniaid.”

From the 482 names that paper the
right wall, a BLESTO scout lifts the
strip with Bell’s name from the
halfback column and transfers it
across the room to the Tampa Bay
heading on the opposite wall. The
1977 National Football League player
draft has begun, and by the following
night 336 names—defensive players
in red, effensive in black—will be
transferred aeress the room to the 28
NFL teams whieh seleeted them.

It is May 3,1977, at Veterans
Stadium, Philadelphiia. The Philadel-
phia Eagles are hosting the nine NEL
teams which belong to BLESTO, one
of the league’s two major scouting
combines. At a long table in the
center of the room sit BLESTO scouts
who have seen the players perfiorm,
while adjoining rooms house assist-
ant eeaches of the nine teams, each
linked by phene to his NFL city.

To fans of non-playoff teams, the
build-up to the NFL draft is as
suspenseful as are the final games of
the regular season. For a club’s
fortunes are directly linked to how it
uses its draft choices over a three- to
five-year period.

“We have a tradle. The Saltile
Seaifravkks semd! theiir firstroaHad ek
to Dalls.. . .amt the Cowboys take
Tomy Dormset?, halftlaeck, Universiity of
Pittshuggh.

The room buzzes. Whe get the
edge? How do you evaluate a player?
How do you match his speed, size,
intelligence, and desife te your @wn
needs? And how de you sompare his
position and his level ef competitian

with that of 1,000 ether seRiers i8
decide which man’s ability, whieh
man’s position is Mest IMpet-
tantto your ®am?
Bro feetball persennel
people tackle sueh

tithendill idealital

complex data the same way it is done
in business: on a computer.

Thus, one “civilian” also sits at the
long table. He is Jim Renouf, a
stocky, deep-voiced computer speci-
alist from Western Publishing Com-
pany, which sells computer services
to BLESTO. In fromt of Renouf sits a
29-pound computer termimal with a
keybeard and printout. The phone
piece tucked into its back provides
BLESTO a direct line during the
entire draft with a mineload of infor-
mation stored in a Umiivac 1110
eomputer in Racine, Wis.

The scouts sit facing the wall of
players’ names, recording the order
in which they are selected. (A fan
would face the wall with team
listings, to see who selected whom.)
“mlllleight,” says one, “the first seven
picks are players BLESTO rated best
in their posititom.”

At the head of the long table sits
the director of BLESTO, Jack Butler.
A former Pittsburgh defensive back
who had 52 interceptioms during his
9-year career in the 1950s, Butler has
the square jaw and bright eyes of a
man who was strong against both the
fun and the pass. Both here and in
hrs iwe-room headquarters in down-
town Pittsburgh, he is continually
sought fer advice, and his gentle
veice does not conceal the tough-
ness of his epinions.

Ovigins of BLESTO

BLESTO was organized in 1963 as the
Bears, Lions, Eagles, Steelers Talent
Organizatiom=it was later joined by
the Bills, Chiiefs, Colts, Dolphimns, and
Vikimgs—ibust its scouting reports
were rather primitive when the
owners hired Butler in 1966 and
suggested he look into the com-
puter.

“I didn’t know what cemputers,
what programming were all about,”
he says. “Qme consultant asked
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exactly what was it Lwenitedi | ididiitt
know—exactly! And there were
language problems, such as when
they talked of core storage and down
time and COBQL.. ILchba chiactitiooggot to
night colllege.”

That first year’s printout was
equally primitive. Butler describes
the four categories of gpeed:
excellent, good, average, and slow.
Good men could be spotted—Ron
Yary, still a Vikimg tackle, was the
top-rated of 977 adhlletes—but

“general comments” was the catch-
all heading for most imfflormation.
Today, BLESTO records a man’s
speed in hundreditis of a second and
the conditions, the weather, the time
of day, the track surface, and who
did the timing. It also records height,
weight, injuries, a dozen abilities
based on position, and if ratings are
based on coaches’ commmemnts or
personal observation of practiice,
games, or film. Each player’s record is
filed under a combimation of the
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code number of his school and his
jersey mumber.

Butler sends one of eight area
scouts to see a potential pro in the
spring and fall. The better of these
seniors are also observed by one of
three regional scouts and possibly
BLESTO's national scout. Copies of
their written reports go to each
BLESTO team, but the material is also
key-punehed in Racine, Wis. and
entered on a computer disk,

Twice each year, complete com-
puter printouts on the seniors are
sent to each BLESTO team (sup-
plemented by semi-annual meetings
in which the scouts talk directly to
the coaches of BLESTO teams). Many
lists are printed:

—Alphabetical by name.

—Alphabetical by school.

—Owenall athletie ability, all pesitions,
nationwide.

—Ranking by ability for each
position, matiomwide.

—Oweralll ability, all positions, in
each scout’s area.
—Rankimg by ability, for each
position, in each scout’s area.
—Rankiing by position, mationally,
according to speed.

=Ranking by position, mationally,
according to size.

—A name and address listing.

Each athlete’s combined statistical
information is printed out in one line
in these listings. In addition,

—A history flle, a two-page printout
onh each player ineludes as well the
written eamrment By eaeh seout.

Grading of Players

In the first 30 minutes of the May
draft, 11 players are chasen. At about
this point in any draft, the blue chip
players are gone, and each team
begins to use more of the 15 minutes
it is allotted for the balancing act
between its needs and the best
athletes remaining. Thus, the key to

BLESTQO's service is the grading it
gives to each player.

Ratings range from .4 to 3.1. Very
few players are rated from .4 to0 .9;
such an athlete could start his first
year for any team in the league. Most
high round draft picks rate from 1.0
to 1.5, the lower the number the
earlier the pick; these are eventual
starters. Above 1.8 means an athlete
may have size, speed, and talent but
not all three; these will be free
agents, with a potential te make the
etub.

The first round has ended after
three hours. Watching closely is the
Steelers’ Art Rooney, Sr., whase son,
Art, Jr. originated BLESTO. He is a
short man, with white hair and a
cigar stuck into the side of his mouth.
He says little, but the affeetion he has
for the draft process is clear, as Is the
affection that these football men
have fof him.

“Tihat was a tough first round, Mr.
Rooney,” says Jack Butler. “Some
teams really took a gamiblke.™

A scout always has questions. He
knows be is judging another human



being. He also knows his rating may
differ from the computer’s, which is
programmed to interpret cold
statistics: the school’s level of
competition, the quality of its
coaching, the player’s size and speed
relative to his position, an injury
record, his performance record.

Thus, scout and machine comple-
ment one another.

“How can the computer evaluate
the performance of a defensive end
who is projected as a pro limeback-
er?" asks Butler. “He has mever
played linebacker, and it will reject
him as a lineman because he is too
light. Another thing," he taps his
heart, “how do you put thison a
computer?”’

Jim Renouf agrees that emotions
are difficult to quantify. But the close
to 40,000 lines of instruction he has
given to the Univac 1110 cover every-
thing from body and leg structure to
home telephone numbers. Last year,
operators at Western Publishing key-
punched 3,500 separate reports on
1,004 seniors.

Renouf has set up the computer so
that information may be retrieved in
15 seconds or less. This is a far cry
from the 25 hours it sometimes
required under the original system in
1966. That was an alphabetized
sequentially batched system using a

scientific computer language, FOR-
TRAN, explaims Renouf. “It just
wasn’t geared to BLESTO's needs.
Jack needed a random access system,
so he could ask for the 10 fastest
players, over six feet six inches, or
whatever criteria he had, and receive
a response quickly. He also meeded
COBOL, a computer language better
suited for file manipulation; and it
was clear that identifying players by a
code number weuld inerease the
eomputer’s effiicieney.”

Renouf worked 16 hours a day for
six months in 1970 to set up 20 basic
programs for BLESTO"s needs. Not
only did he set up an “online, mass-
storage-oriented, random access
system,” he also had to design a
repoft farm that weuld be simple for
not only the scouts to follew but alse
the key-puneh operaters.

The highly sophisticated system is
key-word driven. Thus, Renouf
enters the word “draft” when a
player is chosen. He types the mame
on the keyboard, and the computer
files the player under the proper
round and team and is able to print
his basie scouting statistics on
Fequest. Omee a player is selected, he
is eaded ineligible for the draft; his
Rame is Aet purged, sinee the enline
system is desighed te print an up-te-
the-minute status ef the draft by
pBsitien, By FeURd, er By team.

In order to answer requests for the
top remaining players by such
categories as BLESTO rating, speed,
weight, or position, the player master
file is randomly organized according
to an interlocking coding system. In
ceding the retrieval criteria, for
example, defensive corner back is
pesitien eede 16. When this retrieval
eade is matehed to a table code that
prevides aeeess to the data stored in
the eammputer, the information on a
player is ready for printing. All
infermatien remains in the eomputer

so that draft choices by round and by
team can be printed in subsequent
years.

Team Criteria

The selection process has slowed to a
crawl. Like certain recent Super
Bowls, there is more excitement in
the buildup than in the event itself.
And the NFL draft also prompis more
second-guessing, for the process Is
not actually ever at the end of twe
days. Whiich team chose better
playeis? Wiich tearm better filled its
needs?

“Fiirst of all, you have to pick a

player that fits your system, even if
other players are rated higiver,”
points out Herman Ball, Eagles’
directer of player personnel. “Then,
you can't really evaluate a draft for
three years, until you see how a
player matures. Is he contributing
more each year? Does he make it
mere diffieullt each year for another
player te make the team?’

If recent Super Bowl appearances
are any criteria, BLESTO teams,
which represent but one-third of the
NFL, are breaking in the right
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players. “The key," says Dick Haley
of the Steelers, “is judging a player's
potential developmemit. For you
need new players each year, even if
you have won the Super Bowl. And
each team will go at it with different
standards. The Steelers, for example,
don’t require defensive linemen to
be as tall as some teams do. We've
had suceess with men 6-2 of so, and
othe¥ teams wemn’t consider that
height."

The Steelers, of course, built them-
selves through wise draft choices in
the early 70s. They enter the draft
with 300 men on thelr list and a room
full of information. They begin with
the BLESTO repotts, then follow up
with their ewn scouting reports on
players of positions in which they
have an interest. "At any peintin the
draft,” Haley says, "we knew pretty
mueh the size and speed ot éveryene
Whe I§ fefid”

Other teams acknowledge a
greater reliance on BLESTQ's com-
puter during the draft. Les Miller of
the Kansas City Chiefs describes how
his office of player personnel often
calls after a round for both the tep 10
athletes remaining, and the top
offensive linemen,and then eheeks
the infermation with its ewn reeards.
“The round in whieh yau draft a
player is vital. You den't take a player
iR the see8Rd reuURE whe will still be
there in the fifth FoURd, But y8u 48
take a player whe will be gone
Befgre yBHF third rednd tyrA
¢gmes.”

Thus, Jack Butler says, “for ali the
information we have stored, we
don’t deal with facts and figures only.
We are making judgmenits. We can
time a player exactly, but when a
scout says, ‘this man is quick,” what
the hell is guiekrrss? It's subjeetive.
§e the eamputer is a great tael, and
witheut it we weuld need 200 elerks
te keep traek of aur reeards—if we
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could=lut 1 don’t want to over-
emphasize its role. Because when
you get down to it, what matters is
how well a player fills a need and
how well we have judged the
intangibles, like quickness

Euture Applications

Between the slow rounds on the
second day of the draft—=when one
team is not requesting the name of
all linemen who are 6-4 and 240, with
4,9 speed, or another is not asking for
all players with 4.6 speed, whatever
position—Renouf occasionally
needles Butler on the further use
that eould be made of the computer.
Why, for example, eannet the same
data be entered for pro players?

In all competitive situations, there
is a certain secretivemess—as TENMPO
faced when it agreed not to publish
BLESTO ratings of specific players—
and one wonders if coaches would
release sueh vital information as
weight and speed. But Butler has
ebviously eonsidered the question.
Fer he weuld like te add minutes
played as a pre te sueh a reeord. But
he is eBvisusly werking WRder
Budget eanstraints. At the moment,
the next praetical step, Re believes,
will Be 18 review a sesut’s werk=ts
s68 Rew well he has predicted pre
patential and if Re is mBre gecHrate
With E8HIR types 8f players:

You cannaot quiet a creative
computer man easily, however.
Mamy NFL teams use computer
systems for ticketing, budgeting,
personnel, and some teams use the
machine in formulating their game
plan. They analyze the tendencies of
their opponenits as well as them-
selves, What does an offense {or
defense) tend to do on third down,
when the ball is on the 40 yard line,
when there is ene miRute te play in
the Ralf, when the team is ahead (6r
beRind), when five yards are needed
fer a first dewn? If a given tendeney
ean be faund, the defense (8F
effense) ean attack semewheie &lse.

Knowing this, Renouf has a vision
of himself on the sideline with his 29-
pound computer terminal. “There is
no question that I could call every
play in a game based on past ten-
dencies, and I bet | would win more
than my share.” But, alas, the NFL Ras
a rule prohibiting sueh maehines o
the sidelines. "“They want te keep
the Ruman element as part of the
game, and | Rave I8 admit dhey’re
FigRL,"” says ReAsuf.

"Miee Oatidéavld Ratdhess chemose Rolf
Bemiishhée, kiaeer, Uniteesitity of
Califernisia at DRaigs™

The last of 336 selections has been
made. It is early evening on May 4. It
has been a long, slow two days,
spiced by the speculation over
certain picks. The BLESTO seeuts are
leaving,

But the assistant coaches from
each BLESTO team remain. As they
wait, the computer termminal is
chattering away. The maehine is
printing BLESTO's rating of the tep 25
unselected athletes in eaeh pasition.
These seniors are ABW free agents,
and seme of the sesuts will be
hepping planes te thair URiversity iR
Repes af signing them:

From now on, BLESTO teams are
once again in competition. a
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