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FOREWORD

________________

By Ron Wolf

IN NOVEMBER 1991 Bob Harlan, the Green Bay Packers chief executive officer, offered me what I considered to be the opportunity of a lifetime. He was looking for a new general manager to help change the culture and direction of a franchise that had not accomplished a great deal for the better part of the previous twenty-eight years.

Bob told me it would not be an easy job. However, he also promised I’d have all the resources necessary to help me carve out a new path. I wanted to prove that after twenty-eight years in the player personnel departments of the Oakland/Los Angeles Raiders and the New York Jets (I was the de facto general manager of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers at the start of that franchise), I could run a franchise. Many of my friends in pro football told me to turn the job down. They saw Green Bay as a football wasteland. They knew that players from other organizations viewed the Packers as the last stop in their football lives, literally an exile, if you will, to the frozen tundra, with no hope of success.

The Packers had not won a world championship since 1968, when they beat the team I worked for at that time, the Oakland Raiders. Since then, the Packers had reached the playoffs only twice (one of those a strike year) and had won just one playoff game.

I admit I did not know any of this when Bob and I first talked about my taking over the general manager role. It wasn’t until the late great Packers public relations director Lee Remmel, who knew more about Packers history than anyone ever will, explained to me the remarkable history of this magnificent franchise that I understood the enormity of the position I had been handed.

And what a wonderful experience it became.

I recall the local media reported when I was hired that I would get the kind of power not seen by a Green Bay Packers executive since the days of Vince Lombardi. That was a lot to absorb. After all, to be mentioned in the same sentence with the Green Bay Packers and Vince Lombardi was an honor unto itself.

We got the job done. We found a franchise quarterback in Brett Favre, a head coach in Mike Holmgren, we brought in a lot of other great players, and with our scouting staff we assembled a team that would not only be competitive, but would win one Super Bowl, go to another, and re-establish the Packers as a powerful, proud franchise our fans deserved.

As the Packers returned to prominence, and have remained there, opponents have seen just how special this place is.

They speak in glowing terms of playing in Lambeau Field; of interacting with the fans (still the best in the NFL); of old friendships with Packers players; of great games and great players; and, yes, of the cold weather that comes in November and December in Wisconsin. I felt that always gave us an edge. Lambeau Field became a tough place to play in late in the year.

The highlight and privilege of my football career was as executive vice president and general manager of the Green Bay Packers. It was an honor to be able to work for such a marvelous organization and in such a hallowed place. The Packers remain the crown jewel of the NFL, and I consider myself very fortunate to have been able to be a small part of its resurrection.


PROLOGUE

________________

IT STARTS WITH the stories. It always starts with the stories.

In the sports world, there may be no better storytellers than ex-NFL players. Maybe it’s because they spend months smashing against one another in practice, or biding their time on the road, or bonding in their misery during another interminable meeting. But football players always have great stories to tell.

Maybe it’s the travel or the emotional and physical toll every game takes on players, all of whom know the next play could be their last. A wrecked knee, a shattered shoulder, one more concussion, and, they all know, a career could be over.

So every player relishes every moment they spent in the game they love and respect and, yes, sometimes fear.

That’s where those stories come from. Deep down and, oh so personal, they remember everything and everyone from the game that dominated their lives. The timeframe of particular games may fade, and details aren’t always clear, but they remember the plays that matter and they remember the guys they played with.

They are grand, verbose, richly crafted tales of days gone by when the NFL was a different game. Are those stories embellished? In some cases almost certainly they are. But so what? The stories paint a picture of a time that will likely never be seen again, and they exist only in the minds and imaginations and flowery phrases of the guys who were there.

“That’s the great thing about football,” says Tim Krumrie, the All-Pro nose guard from the Cincinnati Bengals, whose freak play on a warm September afternoon in 1992 at Lambeau Field changed the course of a franchise. “You love to share those stories with players and fans. And there are always great stories.”

Yes there are, and that’s the point of this book. These stories, told in a way that only the guys who were there could remember and tell them, paint the best picture possible of how the game was played.

“I’ve got a thousand stories,” notes Bob Lurtsema, who played for the New York Giants, Minnesota Vikings, and Seattle Seahawks back in the 1960s and ’70s.

Then he laughed.

“Most of them I can’t tell you,” he added.

But he did relay how the NFL was a true fraternity when the game was played six months out of the year, and when training camp really was used to get players in shape and NFL salaries were such that most players needed an offseason job.

He talked about his great friend, the late Hall of Famer Packers guard Fuzzy Thurston, whom Lurtsema collided with for the first time as a rookie when Thurston was in the final season of his epic career.

He remembers how Thurston complimented him on how he played and how Lurtsema, the wide-eyed clueless rookie, believed it.

“Then I saw the game film the next day,” Lurtsema said, laughing. “I was terrible.”

But through the crucible of football, the two men became close friends.

“I remember I got 400 tickets for Fuzzy for an event I emceed,” Lurtsema said. “Then he turns around and sells them for $330 a ticket. I said, ‘Fuzzy, what the hell are you doing?’ But that was Fuzzy.”

In the offseason, they sold time share properties together in Florida and surely shared the stories only two former players could share.

“We had a great relationship,” Lurtsema said, pausing. “I miss him every day.”

For me, getting the stories to put into this book wasn’t the hard part, but, admittedly, finding the players to tell those remarkable tales in the first place, well, sometimes that was a struggle. Then again, anything worthwhile is worth the struggle.

To that end, I offer my heartfelt thanks to all those people who told the stories, and the people who helped me find those people. In both cases, they didn’t know me from a hole in the wall but still took the time to help.

It started with Paula Pasche of the Oakland Press in Michigan and John McFarland in Dallas, Texas, both of whom provided the names and contact information for players that allowed me to begin this rather remarkable journey.

From there, one connection usually led to another, and another after that. Eventually, a collection of player names with their disparate and often wonderful stories about their days in pro football coalesced into a book that is different from any other I’ve written.

Thanks also to the media departments of several NFL teams, including the Tampa Bay Buccaneers, Detroit Lions, Minnesota Vikings, Washington Redskins, along with Aaron Popkey and Katie Hermsen of the Green Bay Packers. They all provided valuable assistance finding players who, in some cases (and as I suspected), probably never wanted to be found.

Special thanks also to Andrew Howard of the NFL Network, as well as the communications folks at the National Football League Players Association and the NFLPA’s Alumni Association, all of whom provided invaluable help and helped me track down a number of players. It is appreciated.

I’d also like to thank former Chicago Bears safety Doug Plank, the No. 46 in the vaunted and infamous “46 Defense” created in the late 1970s by then-Bears defensive coordinator Buddy Ryan. Opponents over the next few years, including the Green Bay Packers, would feel the full fury of that defensive scheme that helped the Bears create perhaps the most dominant defense the NFL has ever seen.

Doug retired before seeing that defense at its rampaging best in 1985, when the Bears took home, to date, their only Super Bowl title. But Doug has stayed close to the game and to his old teammates, and was a huge help in finding other Bears from the 1980s to speak to. He also provided some great insight on his own. I’m not sure how far I would have gotten without Doug’s help, so thanks again for that.

Another terrific source was former San Francisco 49ers linebacker Gary Plummer, who eloquently and hilariously told me some stories that, even after years of writing about the Packers, I had never heard before. He played for the 49ers late in his career after a decade of frustration with the San Diego Chargers. But he was part of a great Packers-49ers rivalry that lasted four seasons and produced some of the most memorable games in the history of both franchises. His lyrical view of playing against the Packers in Lambeau Field drives home again how special that place is on so many levels.

And thanks to all the other players who took the time to speak with me about their memories of facing the Packers. In many cases, they responded to emails or voicemails from out of nowhere, perhaps out of curiosity or maybe a feeling that it was time to tell their stories again.

Asked for fifteen minutes of their time to talk about their memories of playing against the Packers, they often gave twice that and signed off by saying, “If you need anything else let me know,” and “Good luck.”

Yes, some of the players I’d hoped to talk to said no politely; and, poignantly, two players, whom I had sought for weeks and finally found, declined, saying that their memories simply weren’t good enough to remember those days.

One of them paused to consider the offer and then sighed.

“It’s just not there anymore,” he said of those once-treasured memories of the game he played for years.

Unfortunately, that brought back into stark relief the fact that, as important as the game and the friendships and the stories and the glory might have been, for many former players there is a physical and mental price to pay. And for some players, that bill is coming due. But, for many others, it was a price worth paying.

“I’d do it all over again,” Krumrie said, who lives with a fifteen-inch titanium rod in his left leg after a gruesome fractured leg in Super Bowl XXIII.

Finally, I’d also like to thank my new friends at Albion College, who allowed me the time and resources to do the kind of job on this book that was required.

It is a coincidence, I suppose, that Albion College was the place that back in the mid-1950s provided an opportunity to a kid named Fritz Shurmur to play football and baseball, in which he flourished. Shurmur then stuck around for a year as a graduate assistant football coach for a local legend named Morley Fraser and then took over as the team’s defensive coordinator until 1961.

Shurmur would go on to a distinguished coaching career at both the collegiate and professional levels, including a stint with the Packers that would include a victory in Super Bowl XXXI in 1996, where he led the NFL’s best defense. His name will figure prominently in the memories of several opponents.

And, as always, thanks to my wife, Theresa, who provided valuable advice, support, and more than a few pep talks. She’s gotten awfully good at this over the years, and I appreciate it more than she’ll ever know.


INTRODUCTION

________________

DAN REEVES LOOKED over in awe at the team on the other sideline and saw what he wanted to be when he grew up.

Back in the mid-1960s, when the National Football League was a far different animal than it is today, Reeves was still just a kid, learning the ways of that raucous and complicated and violent world, and wondering where, and if, he’d fit into it.

He was still a few years from playing in a Super Bowl for the Dallas Cowboys, and years still further away from coaching Super Bowl teams in Denver and Atlanta.

But he saw with his young eyes all those decades ago how the game was really played, and he saw it by watching the Green Bay Packers—the best team and the best organization in football at the time.

He still remembers when his Dallas Cowboys played the Packers in a meaningless exhibition game, when the Packers were at the height of their dominance and potency.

“I remember a pre-season game in 1965, and I was just a rookie,” Reeves recalled. “And I remember the thing that got my attention was that on punts their defense stayed on the field. I couldn’t believe it. I had (Hall of Fame linebacker) Ray Nitschke on me in a pre-season game, and I had (Hall of Fame defensive tackle) Henry Jordan on me during the regular season. I said, ‘Where is this thing going?’ I couldn’t believe it. They kept their (starting) offense and defense out there on special teams. That told me a lot. That told me that everything mattered. Everything, no matter how small it seemed.”

And that memory has stayed with him through the years, impacting his view of pro football from then on.

“When we played the Packers, we said, ‘This is where we wanted to be,’” Reeves said. “It was a great measuring stick.”

Those Packers were coached by the already legendary Vince Lombardi, with a roster of players that would one day populate the Pro Football Hall of Fame. But all Reeves could see back then was a coach and a team that took nothing for granted and took a break not even for one play–even in an exhibition game. As a young Dan Reeves, and countless players to follow, would learn, that was how greatness was attained.

And for two seasons, the Cowboys and Packers engaged in epic battles that would help define the modern day NFL and would, in time, allow the Cowboys to become the team it wanted and needed to be.

“The Packers were the best and everyone knew it,” Reeves said. “And that’s the way they always acted.”

The Green Bay Packers have been a part of the NFL since the league’s tenuous creation back in the 1920s. One of the original teams located in a small Wisconsin town few people could find even with a map, and named after a meat-packing company (really!), the Packers nonetheless have always been the heart and soul of the league.

And the names have resonated down through the ages: Don Hutson and Curly Lambeau. Vince Lombardi and Bart Starr. Ray Nitschke and Paul Hornung and Jerry Kramer and Henry Jordan and Herb Adderley, and as the years went by, James Lofton and Paul Coffman and Mike Holmgren and Brett Favre and Reggie White.

It has never seemed to stop, and, perhaps more important, it never seems to end.

“Their teams just never seemed to have any weaknesses,” said San Francisco 49ers tight end Brent Jones, whose teams battled the Packers for NFL supremacy in the mid-1990s. “They were the gold standard.”

And maybe that’s what best defines a franchise–when their opponents speak of them with respect and, yes, maybe a little awe.

Perhaps it was the players, who, at some point in their careers when they donned the green and gold, appreciated the significance of playing in Green Bay the most. They could see the impact from both sidelines in a way other players simply could not.

One player with an especially interesting view was fullback Harry Sydney. He was the quintessential journeyman player who battled for everything and, as a result, appreciated it all. He got his first taste of pro football in the upstart United States Football League, playing two seasons for the Denver Gold and one for the Memphis Showboats.

In 1987, he finally caught the NFL’s eye and was signed by the San Francisco 49ers, which had taken its place as the league’s showcase franchise.

With the 49ers, under head coach Bill Walsh, Sydney learned how to play the game with an accuracy, precision, and dedication to detail that set the 49ers apart from most other teams. In his five seasons with the 49ers, Sydney contributed to two Super Bowl championships.

He was cut by the 49ers during training camp prior to the 1992 season and was immediately picked up by new Packers head coach Mike Holmgren, a former 49ers assistant who was looking for players who knew the right way to play and who understood his offense.

“I saw what Mike was trying to do, and I was excited to be a part of it,” Sydney said.

Sydney saw almost immediately that there was no culture of winning in Green Bay, and that had to change.

“It was just little things, really,” Sydney said. “You started by calling everyone in the building by their first names. That showed you knew who everyone was, and that their roles were every bit as important as the players and coaches. That’s all that mattered.”

Putting the pieces in place was Ron Wolf, who had spent nearly his entire adult life as a player personnel director, learning the game at the knee of the American Football League’s Al Davis—the often brilliant, always irascible owner of the Oakland Raiders—who enjoyed nothing more than tweaking his more established NFL brethren.

Wolf had watched the 1968 Packers, many of whom were still recovering from the aftereffects of the Ice Bowl win over the Dallas Cowboys a week earlier.

“I really don’t know about the Packers,” Wolf said. “I didn’t pay much attention to them. The guy who ran the team (Davis) didn’t think in those terms. He thought much more in terms of what he had to do to better his team and defeat teams like Kansas City, Houston, and San Diego. Especially San Diego. Boy, they had a good team, and so did Kansas City.

“When we played the Packers in the second Super Bowl, we really thought we would have a chance. I remember that second Super Bowl. We were fighting the Vince Lombardi shadow that was all over the National Football League. And without success. We got trounced by the Packers that day.”

It was an image Wolf never really forgot, and when the opportunity came in 1991 for him to run his own franchise, he jumped at it.

And the coach he hired, Holmgren, was the maestro. He was a gregarious big man who had the perfect temperament to coach in Green Bay. He understood his role and realized he needed to be as much an ambassador as a coach. He was slow to anger, but when he did the heavens shook.

“A lot of that was orchestrated,” Sydney said. “I remember one game Mike was all over the officials, and one of the officials came over to him and said, ‘Don’t talk to me like that. I’m not one of your players or coaches.’ Mike’s attitude was that if a player screws up he’d yell at the coaches. But he’d still get on guys all the time.”

Sydney played one season for the Packers before retiring, and then in 1995 he was named Green Bay’s running backs coach. His depth of knowledge regarding Holmgren’s complex West Coast offense was invaluable, and he recounted tales of his experiences with young running backs who tried, and often failed, to grasp what they were supposed to do in that scheme.

One of his favorite stories, and players, was a fast, talented, somewhat misdirected tailback from The Citadel named Travis Jervey.

A special teams demon, Jervey was a free spirit who one time joined with fellow rookie running back LeShon Johnson to purchase a lion.

“Travis was smart as hell,” Sydney said. “He could talk about anything—politics, weather, anything. We all loved Travis. He loved the game, but he wasn’t in love with the game. I remember one time Mike called us up for a pre-game huddle, and we’re all ready to go and the tension is building and Mike says, ‘Does anybody have anything to say?’ Travis says, ‘Yeah coach, got any gum?’ It was great.”

Another running back, Vince Workman, played in Green Bay from 1989 to 1992 before signing a free agent deal with the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in 1993.

“I never wanted to leave,” he said. “It was a business decision. I wanted to come back. I wish I’d never left.”

Workman got that opportunity to return, and, after retiring in 1996, he was hired by general manager Ron Wolf as a college scout in 1999. In 2001, head coach Mike Sherman made Workman assistant strength and conditioning coach, a position he held for four seasons.

Now out of day-to-day football operations, Workman remains close to the game and to some of his teammates in Green Bay.

“It was a great time,” he said. “You talk to a lot of former players, and a lot of them are always coming back to Green Bay. The Vince Lombardi-era guys and guys from the ’70s and ’80s, they’re always coming back. Some guys have even made Green Bay their permanent home. It’s a very unique situation.”

There have been times when the Packers were awful. But even in those days, when Green Bay was considered a pro football wasteland, there was always something special about the place and the players and the fans.

“Green Bay has always been one of my favorite places to play,” said former Detroit Lions defensive end Al “Bubba” Baker. “It was always special to go there, and it was always a good game.”

“It was a wonderful experience,” said 49ers linebacker Gary Plummer. “Playing at Lambeau Field, I remember thinking that the reality has exceeded the expectation.”

“It’s hallowed ground,” said Chicago Bears safety Doug Plank. “And the more years you play there, the more special the place becomes.”

But it was more than just great players, or a great atmosphere, or a great tradition. To play the Packers was to play football in its purest form. The Packers didn’t invent the vaunted and feared “Packers Sweep,” but they perfected it to the point that, even today, teams can’t do it the same way.

They did not invent the forward pass, but with players like Don Hutson and Lynn Dickey and James Lofton and Brett Favre, they took it to places it had rarely gone, and has rarely gone before or since.

And they did not have a lock on home-field advantage, but they knew, as did every opponent who entered the cramped, dingy visitors’ locker room, that they were playing a team that did not expect to lose in front of the home folks.

“It would always be a street fight,” Plank said. “I think I had more penalties playing against the Packers than any other team I played against. But it was never dirty; it was just always so hard fought. That’s just the way it was back then.”

But when the game was over, win or lose, opponents often knew what to expect from Packers fans.

“I’ve never been in a stadium before a game or after that fans have been as nice as Packers fans,” Reeves said. “They’d invite you over to have a bratwurst while you’re waiting for the team bus. They were great fans. You know you’re part of the NFL if you play in Lambeau Field.”

[image: image]

What follows is a book unlike most other Green Bay Packers books. Instead of focusing on the iconic players who have made up the franchise, this one looks at the players on the other side of the line of scrimmage, and on the other sideline.

More than a few players over the years probably felt as a young Dan Reeves did. They looked over and saw what they wanted to be when they grew up.

Perhaps no one else can talk about watching the famed Packers Sweep coming right at them than the guys who had to face it. Who better to discuss Brett Favre surveying the field, wide-eyed and ready to make another remarkable play, than the players who dealt with it at that time and in that place? And stories of playing at Lambeau Field in the teeth of Wisconsin winter are the only ones to be believed: the first-hand accounts by those who were there.

To play the Packers in Green Bay was to play in a setting unlike any other. And even hardened veterans who did not play there until late in their careers felt the tug of history. Whether it was staying in a Green Bay hotel in the 1960s with a TV that only got three channels (if the antenna was at the right angle) or players in the 1990s who saw the state of Wisconsin transform on game day, this was an event that even visiting players understood.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
cccccccccccccccccccc





OEBPS/Images/img.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
FACING THE
GREEN BAY
PACKERS

PLAYERS RECALL THE GLORY YEARS OF THE TEAM FROM
TITLETOWNUSA

epitep 5y CHUCK CARLSON

Foreword by Ron Wolf

vl





