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… rage, rage against the dying of the light
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Foreword



by Steve Almond


There is a fine late-night row to be had over which of George Plimpton’s sports books ranks as his most daring. Plenty would nominate Shadow Box, in which our slender hero gets his nose flattened by light heavyweight champion Archie Moore. Others would agitate for Open Net—a perilous venture into the world of pro hockey—and still more, Paper Lion, which culminates with Plimpton nearly becoming the first quarterback ever decapitated during a scrimmage.


Fine and rousing as these accounts may be, I am here to tell you that the distinction belongs to the volume you hold in your hands. I assert this knowing full well that Mad Ducks and Bears is the author’s most obscure athletic odyssey, little known even to devout Plimptonians.


In fact, what makes the book so courageous is that fact that it does not hang neatly on what we should probably dub the Plimpton Hook: that of the plucky amateur ethnographer sent hurtling into the hazards of professional athletic combat.


Mad Ducks and Bears is a much stranger and more improvisational composition, an extended suite of riffs that bop wildly in tone from madcap to mournful. The essential subject here is football, specifically the rigors of serving as a lineman. Plimpton’s guides through this inferno are a pair of world-class bullshitters: Alex Karras, a motormouthed defensive tackle (dubbed “the Mad Duck” for his deranged pursuit of quarterbacks) and the infamously hirsute offensive tackle John Gordy (“the Bear”). The initial aim of the project, as outlined by Gordy, is to provide a remedial guide for manhandling opponents.


I’m happy to report that the finished book contains precisely zero percent of such instruction. Instead, Plimpton allows these two to mouth off. There are long sections devoted to Karras and Gordy’s disastrous business endeavors, including their devout and doomed efforts to peddle a high-end vibrator known as the Picomaster. (Karras winds up with a basement full of them.)


Many pages are spent at the annual Karras golf tournament, an endeavor of such startling and persistent oddity—midgets play a prominent role, as do llamas—that Fellini would have classified the event as implausible. We also get surreal excursions into the alcoholic adventures of the famously Texan quarterback Bobby Layne, and a portrait of his brutal hazing rites.


First published in 1973, seven years after the blazing success of Paper Lion, Mad Ducks offers us football not as a ritual of discipline and valor, but as a pretext for anarchy.


The book is also astonishingly forthright about the darker motives that roil beneath the pageantry of the gridiron. Here’s Gordy explaining why he returned to football after being driven from the game by nervous anxiety:




“Oh Christ!” he said. “The best thing in football was to really pop someone. One of the great joys of my life was to get a bead on a guy and really put him out. Absolutely! To lift him up right under his chin, or under his throat with the top of your helmet and put him on his back on the grass. You’ve done your job, you’ve gotten your good grade. The movie’s going to show it. That’s it. Yes, that’s why I came back to the Lions the next year.”





Do players speak like this anymore? Not often. The essential business of the league (marketing violent spectacle to the masses) has led us to an historic moment in which such candor is virtually verboten. And yet we now know—thanks to actuarial experts hired by the NFL itself—that up to 30 percent of all retired players will suffer “long-term cognitive ailments,” which is lawyerese for “brain damage.” To read Mad Ducks and Bears in this context is to understand that pro football has always been predicated on huge men who report to work every day with helmets, shoulder pads, and homicidal intent.


Even more piercing is Gordy’s assessment of football fans. We watchers get off no easier, I’m afraid.




Gordy said intensely, “It’s the frustration. They take out their frustrations through what we do on the field. They can’t go around hitting people. They’re scared to, or they don’t want to—it’s barbaric—so they pay football players to do it. But the trouble is that the game doesn’t really rid them of their frustrations. I’m not even sure that a win satisfies them, but a loss makes them grotesque. They wait for you at the end of a game. They hang over the fence, their faces twisted with hate, and shake their fists—these little people.”


He was visibly upset. He began pacing around the room. “You can feel the mob rule ticking in these people.”





Because Plimpton is freed from the mission of documenting his own incompetence, he can devote himself to the larger universe of football. “I am an eavesdropper at heart,” he tells us. And he makes excellent use of this vice.


Point Plimpton in the direction of a peewee game that Karras coaches, and he will return with this startling dispatch, one that speaks volumes about the medieval gender roles that football enforces, even among its youngest acolytes:




The teams churned back and forth, neither scoring. Behind the Jet bench a few girls stood watching the game, shifting their weight from one long, thin leg to another. “Is that your brother?” I heard one of them ask in disgust. “He fell down. He’s gross.”





It can all seem that silly. But Plimpton is too sensitive a correspondent to overlook the fragile ego dramas that prevail. He devotes a full page to a postgame interview with one of Karras’s charges, an overmatched player nicknamed Puffer:




I continued, “Puffer, did you put out any lightbulbs?”


He did not answer. He walked with his head down. My heart sank.


“No,” he said softly. “I ran away.”





This is football, boiled down to its essence: to succeed you must fear the perception of cowardice more than you fear injury. The end result, in the here and now, is a game that devours its own players, even as it bathes them in luxury and fame.


I laughed so much reading Mad Ducks and Bears that my wife often made me get up and move into the other room. But I also found the book to be more searching and sad than Plimpton’s others. Perhaps this was because of his deep love for Karras and Gordy, his willingness to elicit and record not just the hijinks but the elemental terrors of their trade.


I’ve quoted Plimpton extensively because the elegance of his prose demands transcription, not description. And so I must leave you with one final passage, the one that continues to haunt me. It comes late in the book, as Karras is sitting in Plimpton’s apartment. The two are discussing the dead bodies that, according to local lore, sometimes float by on the Hudson River.


The general perception is that these are the corpses of criminals and stool pigeons. But Karras reveals the solemn truth:




“Well, look close the next time you see a bunch of floaters going by and you’ll see they’re all old washed-up football players. They can’t afford cement boots. And they’ll all be linemen,” Karras said. He stared moodily down at the currents and sighed. “Quarterbacks and tight ends die comfortably, in big beds, and the Irish setter is whimpering on the other side of the door, and someone is mowing the great lawn outside the big mansion. But the linemen give it up in these little rooms in the poor sections. They wake up on a cot in a room the size of a closet, and they look at their pushed-in kissers in the little mirror, and they pull out their old football jerseys with the number on the back out of the bottom drawer of the beat-up dresser, and they put them on and go up to the bridge there… and they drop off the Triboroughugh and float down here… There goes one. That’s Ed Glurk, number seventy, good journeyman tackle for the Eagles in the fifties. Always was a nice guy. Look how he rides nice and high in the water. Just behind him, that’s Al Wojciechowicz—good Polack kid who played guard for the old Yankees. He’s got his jersey on inside out. Look at him turn in the water. He always had classy moves.”





Karras is just joshing around, of course. But he’s also telling us the deeper truth about football, the one we prefer not to hear, about the disposable nature of its heroes, and our own habit of turning away from the human ruin.


We needn’t dream up any Glurks or Wojciechowiczs. We’ve got our own Websters and Seaus and Duersons. New bodies drift past every year. And yet we stubbornly cling to football as a place of refuge. It’s a tainted paradox. Or a dissertation nobody will ever read: The Modern Killing Field as Personal Salvation.


This is the small miracle Plimpton achieves in Mad Ducks and Bears. He makes us love football more deeply, for its rogues and its folly and its thrills. And yet he also gently reveals to us the depths of our own corruption, those moments when the game gives way to sorrow, when the floaters appear and linger in our periphery and we must face the cruel truth that, for a few seconds anyway, we are no longer children.















Author’s Note



August 1993


I am especially pleased that this revised edition of Mad Ducks and Bears is being published. It rectifies an error of judgment on my part. Going over the galley proofs of the original version in the summer of 1973, I realized I had made an editorial blunder by including a “diary” kept during a participatory journalistic stint as the quarterback of the Baltimore Colts—a kind of repeat of what I had done a few years before with the Detroit Lions and written about in Paper Lion. I was doing this for the purpose of a television documentary. The diary I kept and put in the book had only a tangential relationship to Alex Karras and John Gordy, the two Detroit linemen who are the true subjects of Mad Ducks (Karras) and Bears (Gordy). True, John Gordy, out of football because of an injury, was my adviser for the documentary (rather charmingly entitled The Great Quarterback Sneak) and Karras, still with the Lions, was gunning for me when I quarterbacked for the Colts during an exhibition game against Detroit. Both appear from time to time in the diary, but they are overshadowed by what I had to say about the Colts, who were a championship team of the time—John Unitas, Bubba Smith, Bill Curry, Ted Hendricks, Tom Matte, Mike Curtis, et al.


So it seemed to me that summer day that the book was badly out of kilter. I went to my editor at Random House and said, “Hey, we have two books here.” He looked at me—thinking of the printing schedule—and said, “No, we do not!”


So that was that. For years, when I spotted the book in someone’s library, or thought about it, I felt the regret that it wasn’t what I wanted it to be. Now it is.


If a reader is curious about the diary, it can be found in the original edition, perhaps in the stacks of a local library. Among other things, it describes the Colt-Lion exhibition game, which was played at Ann Arbor, Michigan, on a hot August day in front of 106,000 people, the largest crowd, I believe, ever to see a professional football game up until that time. Just as I had done with the Detroit Lions, I was sent in to quarterback a few plays… which I did, I must say, with considerably more effect than my performance with the Lions. With them I had lost twenty-nine yards in five plays. As the Baltimore Colt quarterback, darned if we didn’t make eighteen yards in four downs—fifteen of them, I must admit, on a roughing-the-passer penalty!


Thus, there are things of value in the diary. Still, it does not belong here… rather like a guest who arrives on the wrong day and finds himself settled rather awkwardly into a family gathering. Best to focus on those remarkably entertaining if roguish linemen—Alex Karras and John Gordy.















CHAPTER 1
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This book was not my idea.


I had happened to be in Detroit watching the Lions prepare themselves for a Sunday game against the Chicago Bears. I had been invited to watch the practices, then the game, and to stay over the next night for the annual team hayride—a mid-season ritual initiated in 1960 by Darris McCord, the defensive end.


After one of the midweek practices John Gordy came up to where I was standing on the sidelines and started talking about his idea for a book. He was one of the offensive guards on the Detroit Lions, about the best in the league at that difficult position. During the time I had spent with the team, he had been a sympathetic friend and a lively source of information. He was called “the Bear” because his body was covered with a thick pelt-like thatch of hair, and on his way to the shower, a towel around his middle, one of his teammates would invariably lean out of his locker room stall and call out, “Hey John, don’t forget to take off your overcoat!”


Gordy’s notion for the book was simple and practical. It was to be about linemen. He had figured out that of the twenty-two different positions on a football team (counting both offense and defense) there are fourteen players who can be described as linemen. He was including linebackers, who do indeed often play head-to-head on the line of scrimmage. It was his conservative reckoning that at one time or another fifty million Americans had played on the line of scrimmage, and that well over one and a quarter million active players (if one counted the nine- and ten-year-olds in the Pony Leagues) were colliding against each other every autumn weekend.
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A handwritten introduction to Mad Ducks and Bears in the author’s spiral notebook. (Plimpton Estate)























“That’s a whole mess of people,” he said. “Now my point is this: they’re all potential readers. The people who are doing it now, those one and a quarter million, will want to know how to do it better. They’ll have to get the book in order to survive against these linemen who have read it and put its theories in practice. As for the other fifty million, the retired linemen—well, they played in the line at some point in their lives, and it was the best thing they ever did, and maybe they’ve gone a bit to flab and they’ll want to read the book to be refreshed by what it was they once went through. We’ll cash in on the nostalgia kick.”


I interrupted. “Maybe it wasn’t the best thing they ever did in their lives. Maybe they hated it.”


“Well, then they’ll buy the book to try to figure what the hell they did it for,” Gordy said. “They’ll buy the book in droves—all those puzzled people.”


“It all sounds very carefully thought out,” I said.


I asked Gordy what he felt I could do to help. I could “put it together,” he said. It wouldn’t take much time. There would be some diagrams; it would be a sort of “manual.” He would devote himself to the text on offensive line play, and for the defense he felt that his training camp roommate, Alex Karras…


I blinked. “Karras!”


In truth, Karras was an excellent choice. He was an All-Pro defensive tackle, relatively short for that position—being a massive hydrant-like figure of 245 pounds—but possessed of tremendous strength in the upper part of his body and a startling quickness of foot which carried him into opposing backfields in a savage bustling style of attack which caused some observers to refer to him as “the Mad Duck.” Since he was not overpowering, but relied on deftness and guile to get to the opposition, his theories on defensive lineman technique would be valuable; furthermore, his mind was freewheeling, full of fancy, and he loved to drift into extemporized skits and monologues, which would help brighten the instructional text of the manual.


I told Gordy I’d think about it overnight, and the next day I went up to him during practice and said I would do what I could to help. The thought of working with those two friends was irresistible. Gordy grinned and said that was fine.


After the team practice I spoke to Karras. The locker room was almost deserted when he appeared; he had been sitting in the training room treating a bone bruise in the whirlpool. He liked the idea of the book. He said that he was very eager to get on with it. “It’s important,” he said, “that right off we instruct our readers that they should never be intimidated by the opposition.” His voice rose in the empty room, and I knew that an impersonation was imminent. Reaching into his locker, he produced a golf hat with a decal which read JEWISH OPEN; he set it on his large pumpkin-shaped head and peered out through the black horn-rimmed spectacles he wore off the field.


“All right, men, listen up! As your head coach, with The Big Game coming up tomorrow, I’m telling you that I want this game. Why should we be scared? We’re going out there tomorrow and we’re gonna crack heads. They’re gonna know they’ve been in a ball game, right? And the team I’m talking about is the Kansas City Chiefs, just in case some of you people didn’t know. Now I understand that a lot of you guys are scared of the Chiefs. I understand there’s been a lot of whimpering and players going and getting sick in the back of their lockers thinking about playing the Chiefs. Well, I don’t think that’s the proper spirit, men, and that sort of attitude is not in my book. There’s no need to be scared. Their front four is big, but they can be dominated if we go out there and want to crack heads. Now let me diagram a play that’ll show you how I want you to dominate these people.”


Karras turned to the locker room blackboard and with a piece of chalk drew the traditional symbols for the offensive line.


[image: image]


He stepped back. “Okay. That’s our offensive line. Now here’s the Kansas City front four.” He stepped forward again with the chalk.
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As Karras was halfway through drawing the absurdly outsized circles designating the Chief front four, Friday Macklem, the Lion equipment manager, came out of his office and said, “Hey, Alex, what are you fooling around with that blackboard for?”


“We’re writing a book,” Karras said.


Friday looked at the strange diagram. “Why not?” he asked. “The big question,” he said after a while, “is whether the country is ready for it. What’s the book about?”


“Well, largely about linemen,” I said. “About their life, how they perform their skills…”


“You going on the hayride Monday night?” he interrupted.


I nodded.


“That’s the best possible introduction to the behavior patterns of linemen you could ever ask for.” He whistled and shook his head. “If you survive, you may want to take on another assignment.”


I watched the Sunday game, in which the Lions beat the Bears, but I had an engagement that kept me in Detroit on the evening of the hayride. I told Darris McCord that when I was done, I’d drive out and try to find his party. He gave me directions to Howell, a small town twenty miles northwest of Detroit, to the Kaiser farm there. When I got to the farm I was to step out of the car and listen, and off in some direction I’d be able to hear the general hubbub from the hay wagons; even if the party was a couple of miles across the fields. I could strike out cross-country to meet up with them.


It was after eleven o’clock when I arrived at the Kaiser farm and got out of my car. It was cold and I could see my breath. A full Halloween moon was up, and underfoot a thin ice crust cracked as I walked across the farmyard. Sure enough, in the distance, beyond a dark line of trees at the end of the pasture, I could hear the hollering and the carrying-on—first a sharp scream or two, then a maniacal warbling laugh, as if someone, far across those frozen fields, was being tickled to death.


I started across the fields toward the tree line. The first Lion I met was Mike Lucci, the team’s middle linebacker; he jumped when he saw me looming up. “Christ!” His wife was with him, a young girl, pale-faced in the moon and looking dazed, as if she could not rid herself of a disturbing mental image. Wisps of straw stuck to their clothing.


“You’ll come to a road,” Lucci said. “Turn down it toward the noise. They’re on their way back to the farm. We couldn’t take it any longer.”


“The big ones are crazy,” the girl said succinctly. “It’s very scary.”


It was easy to find the party. There were two wagons—one drawn by tractor, the other by a pair of horses—moving side by side to allow the players to leap, vast hurtling shapes in the darkness, from one to the other with great bellowing cries. The straw in the wagons was alive with motion.


A number of people were walking alongside. I joined Nick Pietrosante, the big running back.


“Who’s up there?” I asked.


“Mostly the linemen,” Pietrosante said. “Everyone else has got down and is walking.”


Gordy’s head appeared above the side of the wagon, his hair askew with straw. He asked me up; I declined. A pumpkin flew out of the wagon in a high arc and landed with a dull thud beside me in the darkness.


“We had a pumpkin fight down the road a piece,” Pietrosante said. “There must have been twenty pumpkins in the air at the same time.”


“Where’s Karras?”


“He’s probably up there in the straw. The Mad Duck’s in his nest.”


“The what? The Mad Duck?”


“They’re all mad ducks, absolutely certifiable,” Pietrosante said.


“Are there any girls still up there?” I asked.


“Maybe one or two have sifted down to the bottom.”


Even when we got back to the Kaiser farm, the merrymaking continued in the wagons, standing huge in the center of the farmyard, rocking and squeaking on their axles. The horses were led away, moving swiftly from the traces, so that the farmhand had to trot hard to keep in front of them. A girl got down from one of the wagons, her dress bulging grotesquely where the players had stuffed her with hay. A beer can arched out after her and clattered tinnily at my feet, crushed in on itself by a hand of such enormous strength that the can was almost as flat as a shingle. In the farmhouse a vacuum cleaner started up; revelers were getting the straw cleaned off their clothes.


Darris McCord appeared at my side. “Well, what did you think?” he asked.


“It’s a great party,” I said.


“It’s finishing earlier this year. Usually it goes on until dawn. We don’t hardly ever lose a game after the hayride. Of course, maybe it’s because everything seems easier after it’s over. Most anybody who survives feels he can beat up on the world.”


“I never actually got up in the wagons,” I admitted. “I walked alongside. But the linemen certainly like it.”


“Yes,” said McCord. “For us, it’s the normal way we live—in heaps.”


I never saw Alex Karras at all that night. Somebody told me that he had fallen asleep in his hay wagon, tucked under a heavy blanket of straw like a huge mouse.


Afterward I kept in touch with both Karras and Gordy, but the manual never progressed the way I imagined it might. My original notion was that the two players would write, or perhaps dictate into a tape machine, various short essays on such topics as “The Pass Rush,” “How to Brush-Block,” “The Proper Three-Point Stance and Common Mistakes,” and so forth. We would get someone to draw the Xs and Os of the necessary diagrams, and I would put it all together, perhaps in a month or so. It would be called The Pit, or In the Trenches, or perhaps High Numbers in reference to the 50s–80s category of numerals that linemen wear on their jerseys. We would add a catchy subtitle such as “Or How to Bite Through a Helmet.” Then we would sit back and see if John Gordy’s prognosis about the tens of thousands of potential readers had any validity.


But slowly the book became something else. Neither Gordy nor Karras did their obligatory essays. When I saw them in Detroit, or they came to the apartment in New York, there was very little discussion about the technical aspects of football. Sometimes Gordy rearranged the furniture, set up standing lamps, and rushed around indicating the various routes of the offensive guard. The apartment seemed very small at such times. Karras and I watched nervously. But he did this rarely, and I don’t think Karras ever did any such demonstrations. Perhaps it did not really interest them.


What did begin to emerge when we got together to “work on the book” was an irreverent, roguish account of their lives as football players, full of anecdote, reminiscence, and story, often tempered by grievance, but always with an underlying attitude of humor—as if their occupations were only acceptable in that light. It was good that the emphasis swung away from the original concept, because I worked slowly with what they gave me, having other things to do, and finally Gordy quit football and Karras got into his twelfth year, which would have made our lineman’s manual, if we had kept to that idea, as outdated as a book by Bronko Nagurski on how to play fullback.


Then something else contributed to the shift in direction of the book. Following my stint with the Lions in 1963—joining them to write a book about an amateur amongst great professionals—I thought I was done with such participation forever. But in the summer of 1971 I was coaxed “out of retirement” (as my friends put it) to do a television special—once again playing last-string quarterback, this time not with the Detroit Lions, who felt that television crews would disrupt their training season, but with the Baltimore Colts, who were the world champions and did not feel that my presence, and the television entourage, would unhinge them.


I trained with the Colts for almost a month—preparing to quarterback four plays against my old teammates, the Lions, in a preseason game at Ann Arbor. Right up through that confrontation I kept a diary and filled up an extraordinary number of notebooks, not because I had so much to say but because I dislocated the thumb on my throwing hand during practice, which necessitated holding the pen in my fist and writing the daily notations in an enormous scrawl which filled a page after a word or so.


Selections from the diary have been included in this book. It seems appropriate; Gordy and Karras were very much a part of the experience. Gordy (in his first year out of football) was my technical adviser at training camp, tutoring me endlessly in the plays the Baltimore coaches had devised, and also helping the television crew. Karras, of course, was still active, the first-string Detroit tackle, and he would be waiting for me at Ann Arbor. Someone asked him how he was going to react to my presence on the field. He thought for a while. He said finally, “I am primarily a very docile person… easygoing… very happy. The only time I am really violent is on the football field. I’m going to catch him and I’m going to knock his block off. It’s as simple as that.”















CHAPTER 2
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When Karras and Gordy turned up in my New York apartment, shucking their coats, and coming down the steps into the living room, it seemed to me that a proper starting place for their book was to get them both to talk about that moment when they knew they were going to become football players.


Whatever their professions, most people can recall such a moment, one special instant when they suddenly know what to make their mark in, as if someone had suddenly opened a door for them and said, “Well, there it is. It’s in there.” Perhaps a number of people slide into their professions without being aware of such a moment, but it turned out that for both Karras and Gordy there had been an occasion they could look back on and say that was the pivotal point.


For Karras it was a shot he made on a basketball court when he was in high school in Gary, Indiana. He was sent into a game against a team running third in the state. Karras had no particular wish to go into the game. He was a reserve; because of the athletic proficiency of his older brothers, he lacked confidence; furthermore, the pressure on him was inordinate, the game being extremely close and in its final minute.


“I went down the court,” he said, “and they threw me the ball. I don’t know what made me do it, but I said to myself that for once in my life I was not going to pass the ball off. That’s what I generally did—I’d get the ball and throw it to someone else quick, like a bomb was ticking in it. But this time I took a shot, pushed it up with one hand, and it went in, and we won the game.”
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An early draft on the process of becoming a lineman, complete with edits in the author’s hand. (Plimpton Estate)


Gordy was laughing. He sat on the living room sofa, Karras opposite him. “Oh God,” he said.


“I’m serious,” Karras said. He seemed hurt that this private divulgence was not being accepted solemnly.


“Basketball!” Gordy was finding it hard to contain himself thinking of someone of Karras’s physique on a basketball court.


“No, I’m serious,” Karras said. “That’s when I found my confidence.”


“Okay, okay.”


“And if the shot hadn’t gone in?” I asked.


“I probably would have ended up as an elegant fop,” Karras said expansively. “Maybe I would have learned the harpsichord. At this very moment I might be the secretary of the interior, lolling on a sofa in Washington with an ecology student, reaching out from time to time with a long arm and hitting a sad chord on the harpsichord, instead of sitting around with you bums. Of course, I could have turned out to be a bum too.”


“That’s for sure,” Gordy said.


“You want to know something?” Karras crossed his knees and put his fingertips together. “I don’t think I would have been much of a football player if I didn’t have a name like Karras. That hard K sound is the key. If my name was Harris, an H instead of a K, and they’d baptized me Alexander… with that name, ‘Alexander Harris,’ I’d never have made it as a football player—at least not as a defensive tackle. It’s not a football player’s name. Maybe I could have been a flanker with a name like that… but more likely I would have turned out to be the secretary of the interior.”


“Would you say this theory was true of other football players?” I asked.


“Absolutely,” he said. “John Unitas. Think of that name. It suggests authority and teamwork. Twenty percent of a football player’s genius is the name he was born with. Leo Nomellini—what does that name bring to mind but power and an afternoon of terror for the guy going in against him? Sam Huff? A guy that’s going to blow you over. Csonka? It sounds like a blow to the gut. Dick Butkus? Look at the collection of consonants—that’s why he’s a great linebacker. If his name was Robin Jenkins, he couldn’t have made it in the Ivy League.”


“I see,” I said. I was trying to think of a name in football that did not necessarily conjure up such associations.


“Or take the other side of the coin,” Karras said. “Milt Plum. That’s why Plum was never a great quarterback with the Lions, however gifted he was with natural ability. He was destroyed by his name. His parents probably wanted him to play the cello and take them for picnics up on the hill when they were eighty years old, so they called him Milt. You played bridge with him when you were at Detroit, right?”


“That’s right,” I said. “He was very good.”


Karras nodded. “Of course, there’s not much his parents could have done, given that name Plum, but suppose they took out the Milt and called him Jack and spruced him up with a good middle name. Suppose they called him Jack Kong Plum.”


“Jack Kong?”


“Sure. Some of his aunts might have objected—on the grounds that there weren’t any Kongs they could recall in the Plum family tree, but someone called Jack Kong Plum would have been a helluva quarterback. He’d talk different, and he wouldn’t have played bridge, and he’d walk different with a name like that. He would have started out right in football.”


“What about you, John?” I asked.


“My freshman year in high school,” Gordy told us, “I was five feet two and weighed one hundred and nineteen, and I played trumpet in the band. We marched at the games. I didn’t care at all about football. I ate hot dogs and looked at the girls. Then I changed high schools. I didn’t have any friends in the new place, Isaac Litton High School in Tennessee, and I was lonely. Then one day a girl walked up to me in the corridor and told me that if I went and got a crew cut—this shows you how long ago it was—maybe some of them would start talking to me. A red-haired girl. Well, I hightailed it down to the barbershop and came back with a crew cut that apparently made me acceptable enough so that I was invited to the weekend high school dance.


“Well, that night I got into a fight. I was leaving the place with a girl who was a cheerleader. A guy by the name of Joe Henderson came running out and wanted to know what I was doing taking his girl home. He was a huge guy, about six foot eight—”


“Did he have hair under his arms?” Karras asked.


“He did,” Gordy said. “He had a lot of hair under his arms. He grabbed me. Out of fright I swung a punch at him, and down he went, right there on the street under the arc light. I reached down and grabbed his jacket, and he busted out crying and carrying on and asking me to leave him alone. This big guy, and all of a sudden there he was on the ground.


“Well, I got this tremendous surge of confidence. After that, I didn’t play the trumpet anymore. I didn’t even know that professional football existed then, but I would guess that knocking down that guy put me on the road to it.”


“To think,” Karras said, “that you drove that poor nice Tennessee boy to an early grave.”


“What are you talking about?”


“Probably a nice big gentle boy who kept canaries at home and took care of an elderly aunt who coughed a lot, and he went out every morning on his bicycle at six A.M. on the newspaper route, throwing the Nashville Hillbilly up onto front porches, and he only had one thing in life he truly loved, which was this pretty cheerleader, Margie, whom he dreamed about every night as he lay there hoping his aunt wasn’t going to have a coughing fit, and you went and popped this guy.”


“What do you mean?” Gordy said in anguish. “He was a big thug. Margie? What are you talking about?”


“… was forced to run away to sea,” Karras was rambling on. “Completely driven out of that town. People kept coming up to him and yah-yahing at him for being beaten up by a hundred-pound trumpet player. His canaries wasted away. His aunt got so weak from worry that she died from the effects of lifting a cupcake off the shelf. He had nothing left. Shipped out of New Orleans, and the dope fiends got him in Hong Kong.”


“Hong Kong?”


“… and his last words, just barely overheard, through the smoke of that dope den: ‘Save the last dance for me, Marge.’”


“That’s horrible,” said Gordy. “Ridiculous.”


“Hey, Alex,” I asked, tapping a pencil. “What about childhood idols? Was there anyone in football you kept a picture of—something like that?”


“Hell, yes. On my bureau top when I was a kid I kept a picture of Bronko Nagurski. It was a sort of formal picture. He was dressed in a team blazer, wearing a big tie with a wavy design of flowers. It was the biggest picture in the room; you would have thought it was my dad. I wanted to be a fullback. In the dark his eyes followed me everywhere. He was the biggest idol I ever had.”


“Did you ever meet him?” Gordy asked.


“Well, years later, the season I was suspended and went into professional wrestling, this one time I went up to Minneapolis for a match. I was late, and I came running into the place and the promoter said, ‘You’re on the tag team tonight.’ ‘Wonderful,’ I said. He didn’t mention my partner on the tag team. So I went down to the locker room. Locker rooms that wrestlers use are different from any other—dingy and small and dirty, and always with this very distinctive smell, a body smell that’s worse than anything you find in places where football and baseball players have been. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because a lot of wrestlers are big, haystack guys that sweat a lot and maybe take a bath once a month. The smell of wrestlers lies in these little rooms in layers.


“Well, I went down there to change my clothes, and in the shadows I saw this older man practicing with a pair of dumbbells, pumping his arms. I kept looking at him. A much older man. Suddenly it came to me that it was Bronko Nagurski, my childhood idol, standing over in the shadows and pumping these barbells toward the ceiling. I could hardly believe it. I went over and introduced myself; sure enough, it was Nagurski. He was my tag-team partner. I stared at him, bug-eyed. Hell, I knew more about him than he did.”


“Was he that down-and-out that he had to wrestle for a living?” Gordy asked.


“I don’t know why he did it,” Karras answered. “I always heard he had a fortune salted away somewhere. Certainly he was the cheapest man who ever walked the earth. It’s the God’s truth that he was wearing the same tie he wore when he played with the Chicago Bears.”


“Come on!” Gordy said.


“I swear. I saw it! It was hanging on a hook right there in the locker room, a big tie with a flower design—the exact same one that was in the picture on the top of my bureau.”


“Go on,” Gordy objected. “Nobody wears the same tie for twenty years.”


“Nagurski does,” Karras insisted.


“It would have rotted off his neck,” Gordy said.


“Well, maybe this one was made of some special material—asbestos, or something—but sure as I’m sitting here it was the same one.” He glared at Gordy.


“That’s crap,” Gordy said.


The tension in the room was eerie. I always remembered that while the two of them were roommates, and good friends, invariably they had a fight in training camp, exploding at each other on a hot August day—an annual event.


“Hold on,” I said. I cast around for something to say. “Would anyone like a drink before lunch?” They grumbled out some orders and I went to the kitchen to fill them.


When I came back the two of them had calmed down and Gordy was just finishing a dissertation on the benefits of a beef and bourbon diet. Karras began talking about jockeys’ diets. “You know what jockeys do?” he was saying. “They eat so much that they stuff themselves, and then they throw up. I’ve seen them do it. ‘Give me some more broccoli… excuse me for a minute. I’ll be right back.’”


“You’ve seen this?” Gordy asked.


“Well, there’s not much to see,” Karras said. “I mean, it’s not like watching a five-hundred-pound Jap wrestler get sick.” He shifted in his chair. “I’ll tell you who did turn the stomach. That was Bob St. Clair of the 49ers. He used to eat uncooked steak. When I went out for the Pro Bowl some years ago, I sat with him for the pregame meal. He said to the waitress, ‘Bring me a cold steak.’ She asked, ‘What do you mean by cold?’ He said, ‘Cold and raw.’ She looked surprised, but she went and got him a raw steak and he ate the whole thing.”


“Yes, I’ve heard that about him,” Gordy said.


“I’ll tell you something else about St. Clair,” Karras said. “He shot a deer one time—Leo Nomellini of the 49ers told me this—and when the deer went down, he ran for it. He dove at that deer and cut it open and grabbed at the heart and ate it. Ate it right out of the deer.”


Gordy said, “Get out of here!”


“God’s truth,” Karras said. “Leo Nomellini told me. Ask him. Actually, St. Clair got sick that time. Not because of the deer’s heart. Something else. He had the grippe or something. He really believes the raw food idea. Even his kids eat their meat raw. He takes the steak and cuts it in very thin pieces for them. It takes him a long time to eat, because there’s so much chewing to do—maybe twenty minutes for each piece…


“The biggest eater I ever heard of,” he went on, “was Mack Lewis of the St. Louis Cardinals. He was about six foot thirteen inches tall and he weighed about four tons. He was gigantic. He played at Iowa. He was a great, jolly giant. He laughed all the time. Everything amused him. Someone would say, ‘Hey, it’s three o’clock in the afternoon,’ and that would just about double up Mack Lewis—he’d laugh for six minutes.


“Well, the coaches at St. Louis tried to pare some of that weight off him, so they put him at the Fat Man’s table. He’d sit there, roaring with laughter, and they’d put a little thin sliver of steak on his plate. That’s it. That’s all he had—that, and a little glass of water. But the weight never seemed to come off him; he still weighed four tons. So the coaches followed him, and they discovered that fifteen minutes after his meal at the Fat Man’s table, he was at the frozen custard stand down the road from the training camp eating these pails of ice cream. He couldn’t help himself. The coaches kicked him out. I’m not sure he minded much. He was the best-humored man there ever was. He didn’t care if he was in football or not, as long as he had something to laugh at.”


“I don’t suppose that laissez-faire attitude is at all typical?” I asked.


“It’s better to be more positive,” Gordy said. “And lay off the ice cream.”


“But I always had doubts,” Karras said. “Obviously I’m grateful for what football’s done for me, but I wasn’t so sure at the beginning. I hated high school and college football, mainly because I was constantly being pushed around and forced into it. I hated the whistles that are always shrilling in the background when you’re being goaded. I assumed that in the pro leagues whistles weren’t needed, so when I finished college football, that was what I hoped I’d heard the end of: whistles.


“But when I graduated I was picked for the All-Stars. I got to training camp, and Otto Graham, the coach of the All-Star team, called us together for a big pep talk. He had a whistle around his neck and he said we were going to beat the hell out of the Detroit Lions, who were the champions the year before, in the All-Star game. He said, ‘We’ll be the first All-Star team to win against the National League champions since… since eighteen oh three.’ I wish coaches would all shut their mouths, so we don’t have to run our asses off trying to keep them looking good because they’ve made statements like that. We had a hard day of scrimmaging. Charlie Krueger was on the team, and he had come from Texas where Bear Bryant is the coach and the whistles go from dawn to night. He kept saying, ‘Man, this is easy. This is apple pie.’ Meanwhile, I was dead. I’d been smoking three packs of cigarettes a day. But Charlie, he was in top form and he kept saying, ‘Man, this is a breeze.’


“When the scrimmage was over, I started walking to the gym. But Otto Graham yelled, ‘All right now, let’s all line up at the goal line.’ So I turned back and lined up on the goal line with the others. Then Graham said, ‘Now when I blow this whistle—’


“Well, that was it, man. I knew what was coming next: grass drills. Sure enough. ‘—I want you guys to fall down and get up and fall down and get up, fast, real fast, until I blow the whistle. Then stop. When I blow the whistle again, I want you to run three steps forward, three back, then three forward until…’


“Well, that was it for me. I started walking out across the playing field for the locker room. Otto Graham saw me, and he blew his whistle—which was not good judgment—and shouted, ‘Where are you going?’ I said, ‘I’m leaving. I’ve had enough.’ He said, ‘Where are you going?’ His eyes were bugged. He looked like someone had hit him very hard in the throat. I said, ‘I’m going to the Detroit Lions camp.’ He said, ‘You can’t go there. You’re supposed to stay here. You can’t go to the Lions camp.’ I said, ‘Oh yes I can.’ He said, ‘Oh no you can’t.’ I said, ‘Oh yes I can.’”


“Man, that was some dialogue,” Gordy said.


“Everybody was standing on the goal line ready to do these grass drills and they couldn’t believe their ears. So I said to Graham, ‘I don’t want to play in the All-Star game.’ He said, ‘What?’ I said, ‘I’m not playing.’ He said, ‘Well, what’s the problem?’ I said, ‘I don’t want to do any of this stuff—these drills.’ He said, ‘Wh—, wh—, didn’t you do this in college?’ ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But I’m not going to do it here.’ That really threw him. He said, ‘You’ve got a real bad attitude.’ So I said, ‘Yeah? How much are you paying me here in this camp? A hundred and fifty dollars to fall down. And stand up. And fall down again. I’m twenty-three years old. I’m going to the locker room.’ I began to walk in, and one of the came running after me to get ahold of me. I said, ‘Don’t, fellow.’


“Well, they finally got me to hang around. The rest of the time in camp I had this bad shoulder. ‘Oooh, my shoulder hurts.’ Graham wrote the Detroit coach, George Wilson, a letter in which he said I had the worst attitude he’d ever seen in a football player. He had no idea how I’d ever gone as far as I had in football. I would be of no help to the Detroit Lions.


“Well, after the All-Star game I got to Detroit. Wilson told me, ‘There’s this letter,’ and he showed it to me. So I said, ‘Well, that’s his opinion.’ Wilson said, ‘You’re right.’ I thought, This guy’s got to be halfway decent. I got along famously with George. He was the only coach I ever got along good with… He didn’t carry a whistle.”


“So from that point on, there were never any doubts?” I asked.


Karras shook his head and sucked in his breath. “I’m telling you, I began wondering about the game again—the first time I ever started in a pro game. It was against the Chicago Bears in an exhibition game in Norman, Oklahoma. What a way to break in! What happened was that Jim David was playing cornerback for us, and he was the roughest who ever played that position. If a line judge wandered into his area he was looking for trouble. Well, Harlon Hill, who was playing flanker for Chicago, came into Jim David’s territory on a little look-out pattern. The Chicago quarterback threw the ball to someone else, but that didn’t make any difference to Jim David, no sir. Someone was in his area, so David took a few steps and whack! he broke Harlon Hill’s jaw. Hill got to bleeding pretty bad, so George Halas, the Chicago coach, took him out and sent in some guy whose only function was to get revenge on Jim David. And he did, too. He hit Jim David and busted his teeth. All his teeth just fell out. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. David stayed in the game, wobbling around, his jersey just red with blood, and it was a horrible sight, especially to a rookie like me. Then Gil Mains, our big tackle, kicked somebody and somebody kicked Gil Mains, who fell over and dislocated his arm. He had to be taken out. Then someone from the Bears got hurt. They brought out a stretcher. By the time they got him off the field he was covered with these sweat bugs that live in the ground in Norman, Oklahoma. Then Rick Casares of the Bears fumbled the ball and their center picked it up and started to run. One of our people hit him with a flying tackle and completely compounded his ankle, just tore his foot all around. He was sick as hell. He was going y-a-a-a-a! The guy’s name was Damone. I’d played against him in college; he used to play with Northwestern. I stood around and watched this with my jaw down to my knees. I mean, what was I getting into? It was the fiercest thing I’d ever seen. About eleven guys were hurt in that game in Norman, and on the way home in the airplane the public relations man for Chicago keeled over and dropped dead. Right out of his seat. So I said, Well, maybe I’ll give this sport a year. Then I’ll quit.”


“Jeezus! What about you, John?” I asked. “Did you ever think of quitting?”


“Well, I did quit,” Gordy said. “In nineteen fifty-seven, my first year, and I was playing first string, the Lions won the championship—the top of the world. But it wasn’t for me. I had a horrible time. The pressures were so considerable. And the hassles! Bobby Layne was on my back all the time. I never felt a part of the team. I remember before the championship game we had a meeting in the locker room in Tiger Stadium to vote on the disposition of the championship shares. The lockers are wire mesh, and I was sitting in the back of mine, peering out and watching what was going on. Layne was running the meeting, and he began to yell at somebody. Hell, he was yelling at me! ‘God damn it,’ he said, ‘are you going to vote or not?’ I didn’t think I could! I was the first-string guard, but hell—I was a rookie.”


Karras was clucking sympathetically.


“It wasn’t only that,” Gordy went on. “Every Sunday I had to play against these monsters. Twice a season I had to come up against Leo Nomellini and Art Donovan and get myself thrashed. It wasn’t any fun at all. Well, after that first championship season, I went home to Tennessee and everyone I knew from my team was coaching, and they all seemed so happy. They walked around with big half-moon grins. They seemed so happy that I looked at myself, all smashed up and nervous, and thought, What the hell am I doing?”


“You couldn’t come up with much of an answer, could you?” Karras said.


“Just visions of a future involving Leo Nomellini and Art Donovan,” Gordy replied. “So then LeRoy Pearce, who was a young end coach at Tennessee, asked me if I’d like to take a job coaching the offensive line at the University of Nebraska. I was offered exactly what I was getting playing with the Lions: seven thousand. Well, how could I turn it down? It meant I wouldn’t have to think of Nomellini or Donovan anymore. Of course, I had no crystal ball to see how big and lucrative professional football was going to become. In the back of my mind was always the notion that playing pro ball was just an interim before getting into coaching. So that when that job was offered, I jumped at it.


“Well, I discovered that the pressures are exactly the same in coaching. It was no fun at all. Every Sunday I sat in front of the television set and watched the fellow playing in my position with the Lions, and I felt sick that I wasn’t out there. I was being eaten alive by nostalgia.”


“What was it you were nostalgic for?” I asked. “The physical aspects?”


“That was a big part of it,” he said. “A couple of times at Nebraska I actually hit the kids I was coaching. I got so mad that I’d line up opposite them and go at them to show them what it was like. I did it without any pads. It made me feel great.”


He noticed me staring at him. “Oh Christ!” he said. “The best thing in football was to really pop someone. One of the great joys of my life was to get a bead on a guy and really put him out. Absolutely! To lift him up right under his chin, or under his throat with the top of your helmet and put him on his back on the grass. You’ve done your job, you’ve gotten your good grade. The movie’s going to show it. That’s it. Yes, that’s why I came back to the Lions the next year.”


“What about the pleasure of winning?”


Gordy thought for a minute, looking at his big hands, and then said a curious thing: “The great pleasure of winning was sitting next to Alex after the game on the stool outside the lockers and realizing that you were free the next day, and that you didn’t have to spend twenty-four hours going through the nightmare of rehashing what you did wrong, or worrying why you lost, and that you didn’t have anything to fear when it came time to watch the game films on Tuesday. What I’m saying is that part of the joy of winning was that you could just forget about it. That’s odd, isn’t it—that you would go through all that pressure and pain just to forget about it. And, of course, the horror of losing is just the opposite—that you’re not going to be allowed to forget it. The nightmare. You’re stuck with it. You’re going to see it in the game films. It’s only after the films and being made to run grass drills by the coaches—almost like doing a type of penance—that the nightmare begins to fade. That was the best part of football: not to have nightmares…”


Karras said, “That’s right. It made winning awfully sweet. Of course, there were the obvious pleasures—the associations you made.”


“That was the best part?” I asked.


He thought awhile. “I guess the best part for me was the thrill I got seeing what great football players can do physically—to see what they really can do. It’s breathtaking to see Jim Brown do things that the normal player can’t. That’s why the Pro Bowl game means so much to football players: we get to see the sort of company we keep. I guess the greatest thrill I can remember happened to me in a Pro Bowl game, and hell, it was a play where I didn’t do what I was supposed to do. I was the goat, really, and yet I’m not sorry…


“In their game plan,” Karras went on, “the other team decided that they’d run takeoffs on me every once in a while—that is, influence me by pulling the guard opposite on a sucker play and hoping I’d pursue, which being an aggressive tackle I was likely to do, and then slipping the ball carrier, who was likely to be Jim Brown, into the hole I’d vacated. It’s called the ‘Oh, shit’ play, because that’s what the tackle says when he realizes he’s been suckered and pulled out of position and the fullback’s ripping through his spot.


“Well, I’d been out late the night before—when it’s Pro Bowl time in Los Angeles the players aren’t much tempted to be in bed at eight—and I’d had a few drinks and I didn’t feel good. Consequently, I wasn’t as aggressive as I would have been normally; I didn’t feel like pursuing that pulling guard. Well, the other team didn’t know that, so they called the ‘Oh, shit’ play, with Jim Brown carrying the ball.


“Next to me in the defensive line, I should add, was Gino Marchetti. Greatest, roughest end there ever was. Brutal. He’d been out with me the night before. He had a headache, and he wasn’t going to be influenced either. So the two of us stayed, and they ran Jimmy Brown right at us. His guards were gone. He had no interference. It’s the worst thing that can happen in the sucker play, that the tackle is not influenced. Not only did I have a straight, unimpeded shot at Brown, but so did Marchetti. My greatest desire was to really put Brown down—the greatest running back ever—and I was going to kill him. So I uncorked as hard as I possibly could. Marchetti must have had the same thought in mind, because he went at Brown like he’d come out of a cannon. Both of us, and we hit him pow! You could tell he was hurt. He was knocked back about ten yards, his head snapped, and he was like a buffalo going down; he still had the ball but he was shaking his head. The defensive backs, they saw it too, and they began to swoop down on him, like scavengers, to pick at him. They moved for him, but Marchetti and I, we were savoring what we’d done; we just stood there and gloated.


“Well, something happened. As Brown was going down, he caught himself. He shook his head a couple of times, and as the scavengers were barreling in on him, he regained consciousness and went eighty-six yards for a touchdown! The most fantastic, brilliant run I’ve ever seen in my life! I stood there, next to Marchetti, and we watched it like spectators. I suppose we should have finished him off when we had the chance. But I don’t regret it. It was probably the greatest thrill I’ve ever had in football.”


“I can understand that,” Gordy said. “In professional ball, and especially in something like the Pro Bowl, you often ask yourself, What am I doing out here on the field with these great athletes?”


“When I was in the steel mills,” Karras said, “the open hearths… well, I can see myself there, you know, with a shovel, and talking to Stashakowski. ‘How ya doin’, Stash?’ He says, ‘Okay, boy.’ I can see that; it doesn’t surprise me. But to see myself doing the same things those great football players are doing—none of us can really understand or believe that. I’ve never met a football player who could.”


“Absolutely right,” said Gordy.
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