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      JIM MARSHALL
 Only One Game


      

         

         Have you ever done something so embarrassing you just wanted to disappear? It happens to everybody, even professional football

         players.

      


      Defensive end Jim Marshall was one of the greatest players of all time. He entered the NFL in 1960 after earning All-American

         honors at Ohio State.

      


      After playing one season with the Cleveland Browns, he joined the Minnesota Vikings in 1961. For the next nineteen years,

         through 1979, he anchored the Vikings’ defensive line. During his time with the club, the Vikings earned a well-deserved reputation

         as one of the toughest defensive teams ever.

      


      From the mid-1960s through the early 1970s, Marshall teamed with end Carl Eller and tackles Gary Larsen and Alan Page to form

         a legendary defensive front nicknamed the “Purple People Eaters” 

         for their bright purple jerseys and their ability to sack quarterbacks.

      


      Over the course of his career, Marshall helped lead the Vikings to four Super Bowl appearances and was an annual selection

         to the Pro Bowl. If the dictionary needed a picture next to the entry defensive end, Jim Marshall would be the top choice.

      


      When Marshall finally retired after the 1979 season, he held a host of NFL records. In his twenty-year career, he played every

         game of every season, a record 282 consecutive games, including 270 with the same team, the Vikings. Including post-season

         play, he played in 302 consecutive games.

      


      The closest Marshall ever came to missing a game was when he was hospitalized for nearly two weeks with bronchitis. But he

         checked out twice — to play football. In 1995, Sports Illustrated selected Marshall’s consecutive game total as the NFL record least likely to ever be broken.

      


      Another of his NFL records that still stands is his twenty-nine total career fumble recoveries. But Marshall might be happier

         if that number stood at twenty-eight. One of those recoveries in one of those 

         282 games was the most embarrassing moment in NFL history.

      


      On October 25, 1964, the Vikings traveled to San Francisco to play the 49ers. Had it not been for Jim Marshall, no one would

         remember the game today. Neither team made the playoffs that season, and the game had little impact on how either team finished

         in the standings.

      


      Midway through the first half, the 49ers were pinned down deep in their own territory. At the ten-yard line, San Francisco

         quarterback George Mira crouched behind the center and barked out the signals.

      


      Jim Marshall crouched on the right side of the line. If the 49ers ran the ball, Marshall was supposed to hold his position.

         If they passed, he would try to sack Mira.

      


      The ball was snapped. Mira quickly dropped back into the pocket at the three-yard line and looked downfield. He wanted to

         pass.

      


      The left side of Minnesota’s line pushed forward, forcing Mira to step up in the pocket and then move to his right. On the

         opposite side of the field, Jim 

         Marshall was sandwiched in a double-team block. He was out of the play.

      


      For a moment, it looked as if Mira would scramble. Then he spotted running back Billy Kilmer open in the middle of the field.

         Mira threw.

      


      Kilmer (who later injured his legs and switched to quarterback) caught the ball at the twenty-seven and turned to run upfield.

         He was surrounded by Vikings.

      


      First one player, then another, and finally a third took shots at Kilmer as he spun and twisted at the 30-yard line, trying

         to get away. As Kilmer struggled to stay on his feet, Jim Marshall headed upfield.

      


      Marshall was unique among defensive linemen at the time. At six-foot-three and nearly 250 pounds, he wasn’t just big and strong.

         He was also fast. Even though he was twenty yards away from the play, he took off upfield in pursuit of the ball. Few other

         players would have even bothered.

      


      Kilmer’s dance gave Marshall time to catch up. As Marshall crossed the 25-yard line, Kilmer, still trying to spin loose, dropped

         the football.

      


      Marshall’s extra effort was about to pay off. As the ball bounced free downfield, he charged in at full speed. He picked the

         ball up off the ground at the 

         34-yard line in full stride. Ahead of him, he saw nothing but open space.

      


      It was every defensive lineman’s dream. Marshall tucked the ball under his arm and took off.


      Only it wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare.


      Jim Marshall was running the wrong way!


      Somehow, he’d gotten confused. When he’d snagged the ball and seen the open field ahead, he’d forgotten where the line of

         scrimmage was.

      


      As he reached midfield, the only players chasing him were a few other Vikings, who were hoping to catch up and turn him around.

         But the 49ers and most of the Minnesota players just stood on the field, dumbfounded. They had never seen a player run the

         wrong way before.

      


      As he rumbled on, Marshall turned and looked back over his shoulder several times. All he saw were his own teammates, who

         he assumed were running after him to congratulate him after he scored.

      


      Marshall’s long legs ate up the yardage in huge chunks. No one was going to catch him.


      When he crossed the goal line into the end zone, he grabbed the ball in his huge right hand and flipped it underhanded toward

         the crowd in celebration. 

         Then he turned back to accept the congratulations of his teammates.

      


      They were not smiling.


      Then Marshall looked at the referee. Instead of holding his hands parallel over his head, signaling a touchdown, the referee

         held his arms over his head and placed his palms together, the signal for a safety.

      


      Safety? thought Marshall.

      


      Then it hit him. He realized what he had done. He had run the wrong way and crossed the wrong goal line. When he threw the

         ball into the crowd, he had effectively downed the football, giving the 49ers two points.

      


      He held his head between his hands and looked for an escape hatch on the field. He wanted to crawl out of sight, fast.


      The crowd roared and laughed at the 49ers’ good fortune.


      But there was nowhere for Marshall to go. After the safety, the Vikings had to kick off to the 49ers. Jim Marshall had to

         go right on playing.

      


      He felt terrible, but there was nothing he could do about it now. His teammates tried to make him feel better. They knew he

         was a good player and hadn’t made the mistake on purpose.

      


      

         Marshall took full blame and promised himself to play the rest of the game as best as he could. He wasn’t going to let one

         mistake ruin his career.

      


      In the second half, Marshall went on to play what he later considered to be the greatest half of football of his life. He

         was everywhere, hounding George Mira behind the line, stuffing the run, and even going downfield again to tackle receivers.

         Then, late in the game, with the Vikings trailing 22-20, the two-point spread due to Marshall’s safety, he got another chance.

      


      The Vikings again had the 49ers pinned deep in their own territory. George Mira faded back to pass. Jim Marshall came charging

         in. This time, he was moving in the right direction.

      


      Slam! He crashed into Mira, knocking the ball from his hands. It fell to the ground.

      


      Marshall’s teammate Carl Eller picked up the ball. With Marshall following close behind and cheering him on his way, Eller

         rumbled into the end zone for a touchdown. That score was the difference in the game. The Vikings won, 27–22. Now it was Marshall’s

         turn to laugh.

      


      “No one goes through life without making a major mistake,” Marshall told a reporter years later. “One 

         of the things I’ve tried to tell young people is that you can look at a mistake as an obstacle or an opportunity. I took it

         as an opportunity to prove I was a capable football player. It helped me focus on being the best I could be.”

      


      He did that, and more, in the remainder of his record-setting career. After all, it was only one game.


   











      JANUARY 9, 1969


      [image: art]


      JOE NAMATH
 Broadway Joe’s Big Boast


      

         Brazen young quarterback Joe Namath of the New York Jets had everyone’s attention. Lying alongside the hotel pool in Miami

         a few days before Super Bowl III, he brashly made predictions as the press gathered around him.

      


      Sprawled in the lounge chair, his long, tousled black hair framing his wide face, he looked as if he didn’t have a care in

         the world.

      


      “We’re a better team than Baltimore,” he quipped of the Jets’ opponents in the game. “[Baltimore quarterback] Earl Morrall

         would be a third-string quarterback on the Jets,” he added.

      


      All around him, the writers scribbled his comments furiously into their notebooks. They knew that once his words reached Baltimore,

         the Colts would be outraged.

      


      The journalists weren’t surprised. Ever since Namath 

         had entered the league four seasons before with a then-record $400,000 contract, he’d been something of a braggart, a player

         whom some thought was more interested in having a good time than playing football.

      


      But as much as Namath talked, and no matter how much fun he had, he usually backed up his words with his play on the field.

         He didn’t see why the Super Bowl should be different from any other game. He had confidence in himself and his team. He expected

         to win.

      


      Later that same day, he appeared before the Miami Touchdown Club to accept their award as pro football’s most outstanding

         player. During his acceptance speech, he added fuel to the firestorm his earlier comments had started. “We’re going to win

         on Sunday,” he said. Then he paused and added, “I’ll guarantee it.”

      


      When Namath’s comments were reported in newspapers around the country the next day, the experts laughed and snickered. Being

         confident was one thing, but guaranteeing victory? That was an entirely different matter. After all, the Colts were 

         champions of the National Football League. The Jets were only champions of the American Football League. No AFL team had ever

         beaten a team from the NFL.

      


      The American Football League had been organized only eight years earlier, in 1960. Not until 1967 did the NFL even acknowledge

         that the AFL existed, when they agreed to meet the AFL champion in the Super Bowl. Thus far, the games had been mismatches.

         In the first two Super Bowls, the NFL champion Green Bay Packers had easily defeated their counterparts from the AFL.

      


      The two leagues were in the process of discussing a merger, and the Super Bowl was part of that discussion. The NFL wanted

         to do away with the game, since they felt that the mismatches were detracting from their own championship game.

      


      But the AFL was hoping to change the NFL’s mind. Without the Super Bowl, the AFL would lose credibility.
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