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			Introduction

			I remember the words as if they were said yesterday: “If you don’t do this I will kick your ass.” As the youngest of seven kids, I had heard this kind of threat my entire childhood. But this time was different. Those words came from my brother Joe as he leaned over to me at a memorial service in Southern California for our father, John Hock, after he passed away in 2000. It had been a few months since he was diagnosed with lung cancer and the doctor said that a person without his high pain threshold would have noticed that this was no usual cough. But they caught it much too late. Now we stood just a few short months after that diagnosis and his passing. Following the service, my siblings and I listened in rapt awe of the stories of former NFL greats Les Richter, Duane Putnam and others. Tears and laughs, and because we are Irish, just a few beers. The stories provided comfort. Friends of our father, sharing memories of their dear teammate and their days playing together for the Los Angeles Rams of the 1950s. 

			The “this” my brother referred to was to write and capture these stories, maybe even turn them into a book. I began writing it in 2002, and it took more ten years to finish. I started writing after the birth of our first son while working as the spokesman for US Senator Dianne Feinstein from California. I went in one direction and another with figuring out exactly what to write, and then started a business of my own and put the project on hold for a few years. Honestly, the book was never meant for an audience wider than my mother and our immediate family—and my two sons who never had the privilege of meeting their grandfather. The Rams were an integral part of our parents’ lives; they grew up just blocks away from the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum that the team called home. Both of my parents’ families had settled within a short walk from the stadium seeking better lives after the Great Depression. Yes, the Rams loomed much larger than just a sports team in our family. They represented something bigger—a way to connect and stay connected—to the stories, to our family history, to the history of Los Angeles, a city my parents loved.

			In 2016, after twenty years in St. Louis, the Rams moved back to their longtime home. It seemed hard to believe. Some called their return to Los Angeles a relocation. Yet it was more like a restoration. In August of 2016, it was surreal to walk into the Los Angeles Coliseum with my wife and two boys through the same Tunnel 8 that my mom had entered to watch my dad roughly sixty years before. Even though I tried to hide it from my boys, as the Rams took the field that day my eyes welled up with tears as I could feel my dad’s presence in a place he loved so much and a team he loved so much. 

			I wanted to pass on stories of the Los Angeles Rams to my sons so they would learn not only about their grandfather, but about this incredibly dynamic and historic professional football franchise. Make no mistake, the Rams of the 1950s were innovative. They were glamorous. And most of all, they were exiting. And like the city itself, what I found most remarkable was that the Rams were comprised of big stars and everyday workhorses like my dad—a quiet, humble and stout offensive guard—that are needed make things run if any effort is to be successful. 

			The Rams were the first major professional sports team to move west of the Mississippi River. They were the first to integrate, roughly a full year before Jackie Robinson shattered Major League Baseball’s color barrier. They were the first to paint a logo on their helmets. They were the first team to reach one million fans in a season. They were the first team with a television contract. 

			Their 1950’s roster is a who’s who of the NFL Hall Fame. Names such as quarterback Norm “The Dutchman” Van Brocklin, wide receiver Elroy “Crazy Legs” Hirsch, Bob Waterfield, end Tom Fears, defensive back Dick “Night Train” Lane, and linebacker Les Richter. Other notables from the era was a wunderkind public relations man named Pete Rozelle who would go on to become the boy commissioner of the NFL at age thirty-three. Head coach Sid Gillman was an architect of the modern passing game. Owner Dan Reeves was a genius in business, but troubled by alcohol. Heck, even the iconic comedian Bob Hope was a part owner of the Rams and Walt Disney’s son-in-law was on the roster at the time. 

			The Los Angeles Rams were indeed Hollywood’s Team. 

			This is the story of that incredible team and my dad and his colorful teammates and coaches and of a team place in a very special time in place in our history. It’s also a story that of simple, humble people like my dad and mom that were blessed and honored to be part of something much bigger and a game that has become such a fabric of our society. Father on the Line is about their story and how my dad sacrificed his body for a game he loved. 

		

	
		
			PART I

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Rabbit Skinner Comes Home

			Consider the way Hollywood would film the opening, this story of Los Angeles and professional football. Play at cinematography and place the cameras to show off our main character’s best features. A giant, this guy, he wears an Army soldier’s haircut, duffle bag strapped over shoulders that would fill a closet. For this—the movie version—he’d be wearing his Army uniform and corporal’s stripes.

			On location, outside a small bungalow in South LA, sunlight beats against the house’s stucco. It’s warm, this January day in 1953.

			Imagine the camera shot from the sidewalk: our character’s back fills the frame as he steps toward the house. He’d need to turn sideways to get through the front door. Who he is seems less important than where he’s going, that house that seems too small. His age? About to turn twenty-four. Yet he’s slow up the two steps to the porch, walking as if his knees are stiff. He lingers to look around, enjoying all he has missed for so long. The camera tightens its focus, catches a glimpse of a name tag pinned to his chest. Then Corporal John Hock’s parents open the door…

			Cut to our hero’s grown-man face as he peers out the side-by-side windows of his childhood bedroom, small and west-facing and so bright with January sun that you know the room would bake in summer. Big-chested at 230 pounds, he makes the window seem small. The glass reflects cars rushing by on Western Avenue. John Hock—my dad—presses the palm of a hand against the pane as if to make certain the window is real. His eyes fix on a spot somewhere the camera can’t see, and he searches the sky, a slight smile suggests that he’s looking at all his best tomorrows.

			Then he brings his hand to his jaw, that large hand with fingers thicker than most men’s thumbs, thumbs wide as a Bible. He cups the chin as if he’s taken by a thought.

			Wait! the director shouts. No! Not that!

			The jaw, you understand, my dad’s jaw, already draws enough attention to itself. Though my dad was big, blond, and blue-eyed, what separates him in any crowd or photograph, what people always remember, what you can’t help but see, is that jaw.

			Broad and long, with a cleft dead center in the chin, it’s a jaw you could imagine was made of granite, a jaw God intended for Mount Rushmore. Its cousins are the jaws Disney Studios gave to Mighty Casey as he swung the bat in the 1946 cartoon, or years later to Paul Bunyan as he cleaved forests with his axe. Dad’s profile makes Kirk Douglas’s famous jaw forgettable.

			So, hand on the windowpane, please—and then the camera draws back. Begins to build distance between itself and my dad, shows the tiny house in its surroundings, only a few yards from the back door of a Roman Catholic church. From there, the camera rises high above the bungalow—a helicopter shot—dad and his world shrinking as the grid that is Los Angeles is revealed, streets and houses proliferating, endless sidewalks straight as sidelines, and palm trees tall as goalposts. At last the camera floats high enough to pan across several flat miles, and there! The Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum—just a long walk from the house where dad grew up.

			The stadium sits empty now, in January, but a little film editing changes that. The picture grows hazy, and a fade-in fills the coliseum with tens of thousands of football fans who cheer and applaud. Under their roar is the grunting and thumping of men who fling their bodies hard against each other, a referee’s whistle, a profanity shouted from a sideline. On the field, pass follows pass, touchdown follows touchdown. A newspaper headline spins into the picture to show a team familiar with glory (the banner reads: “THEY BEAT THE BROWNS! Rams win NFL Championship!”). And then, as if carved in marble, come the names of players who are already legendary: Van Brocklin, Tank, Crazylegs, Deacon Dan.

			The future John Hock sees out the window of his childhood home has become clearer

			If everything happens as it can in the movies, in a few months dad will suit up in blue and gold, don a helmet decorated with the Rams’ famous curling horns. When the starters rush from the sidelines for their first play of the season, he’ll come with them, fall into a three-point stance on the offensive line and await the snap. With my dad’s brawn to shove aside a Colt here or a 49er there, the Rams will be on their way to another NFL championship.

			Fittingly, this will all happen in his hometown. It is 1953, and the city he left for college seven years before has become something rare and strange, a place where the impossible can become real—a place so full of change that whole neighborhoods might seem unfamiliar to a man who has been so many years away.

			 This Los Angeles carries remnants of its Old West and Spanish colonial histories, but now strip malls and drive-in churches light the night with neon. Here, men design jet propulsion engines while others draw cartoons about sending a mouse into space. This Los Angeles is as fake as an African jungle on a stage set and as real as the concrete coliseum where a linebacker cracks the ribs of a quarterback; dangerous as big finned cars careening on a smooth highway, comforting as a suburb laid out in a perfectly predictable grid. Los Angeles is glamorous and middle class and poor. Full of promise, impossible to predict. It’s a city so new that by the time the sun rises, it’s already tomorrow.

			The perfect sporting complement for that Los Angeles is the Rams: forward-thinking, impatient, innovative, gimmicky. Like their city, they are a feisty outlier challenging the nation’s east-of-the-Mississippi establishment. From 1948 to 1951, the Rams played in the NFL’s championship game, winning the last, and they hold just about every NFL record for passing and scoring. Yet those gaudy numbers aren’t enough to satisfy Los Angeles, whose city leaders dream of something other than NFL football, who long to hear the crack of a major league bat and watch a summertime double play.

			America’s most exciting town. The nation’s most exciting NFL team. And an affable giant of a man coming home and hoping to play for both.

			A fast-talker could sell that script to Hollywood.

			In the movie version, my dad turns from the window. My grandmaother­—his mother—is calling; she’s fixed him dinner. Steak with potatoes, the meat broiled to medium with enough gristle to put “hair on your chest,” she’d say—his favorite. Football will come soon enough. For now, he can enjoy being a regular guy, a GI happy to be in his parents’ house, sipping a cold beer, and hopeful about a new job.

			◆

			When my dad first left my grandparents—Harry and Elizabeth Hock’s house for the University of Santa Clara in Northern California in 1946, he left behind a city still stunned by the Depression, exhausted by World War II. Seven years later and back from Army service during the Korean conflict in occupied Japan, he found that money and bulldozers and new ideas and new faces had scrubbed the city fresh.

			People were betting on Los Angeles—and the bets were paying off. In truth, people had brought their hopes to Southern California since the turn of the century, but especially since the 1930s when Depression economies throughout the country convinced hundreds of thousands to move west. The Hocks were part of that migration, driving cross-country from ailing Pittsburgh in 1937 when my dad was nine years old. His father, Harry, worked for US Steel and was one of thousands laid off and looking for work for month after month. Losing all hope, Harry had moved out a month before the wife and kids, telling young John that he’d see them soon in California. At the time, it must have felt like the other side of the planet.

			The Rams themselves landed in Los Angeles in 1946, having abandoned poor attendance and money problems in Cleveland to make themselves the first National Football League team west of the Mississippi River. Not even the combination of a rookie star quarterback (Bob Waterfield) married to a movie star (Jane Russell) and an NFL championship in 1945 had drawn enough paying fans in Cleveland to offset that season’s reported $50,000 loss. At first, NFL owners vetoed the move. Los Angeles was some two thousand miles farther than Chicago, the closest NFL city, and an airplane could take eighteen hours to cross the country. League owners saw long and expensive road trips. But Rams president Dan Reeves, then only thirty-three years old, is reported to have shouted at them, “And you call this a national league?” When that logic didn’t convince, he won their approval for his move by agreeing to pay other teams’ travel costs for games played in LA—an early indication that Reeves and the team wouldn’t play the game as others did.

			Both the Hocks and the Rams added to a Southern California population boom that would for decades shape the region and even the nation. In 1930, seven years before my dad’s family arrived, the United States Census had counted about 2.2 million people in LA County. The population estimate for 1953 when my dad’s army service ended? More than double that at 4.6 million. Four-point-six.

			During those years, Burbank added 70,000 residents and Long Beach, 110,000. In southeastern Los Angeles County, the area called Lakewood boomed from 980 people to an estimated 81,550—a spectacular growth rate of 8,221 percent.

			LA, the city, also grew. The numbers for Van Nuys, where Rams quarterback Bob Waterfield and Jane Russell had met in high school, grew from a mere eleven thousand people in 1930 to about seventy-four thousand in 1953, the year Waterfield retired from the game. The Leimert Park neighborhood, just west of where my dad’s family settled, doubled its population. As journalist Carey McWilliams wrote in 1946, “Every city has had its boom, but the history of Los Angeles is the history of its booms. Actually, the growth of Southern California since 1870 should be regarded as one continuous boom, punctuated at intervals with major explosions.”

			Many new residents had come from Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Missouri—states struck hardest by the Dust Bowl. Some people found work in the orange groves and agricultural fields east of the city, but perhaps six to seven hundred thousand came during World War II to work in factories to fuel America’s war machine, such as those that manufactured aircrafts and parts in Long Beach and the San Fernando Valley. In a 1941 newspaper column, the famous reporter Ernie Pyle called them “Aviation Okies.”

			Other new residents were sailors and soldiers returned from World War II’s Pacific Campaign. Many young men, aged nineteen or twenty or twenty-one—unmarried, looking for work—found that driving under a cloudless blue yonder was preferable to walking Boston’s rain-splashed sidewalks, that tanning on a Santa Monica beach was more fun than shoveling snow from a Toledo stoop. Veterans found work building little houses that pimpled what had once been farm fields in Lakewood and other suburbs, and veterans bought those houses, too. In Holy Land: A Suburban Memoir, Lakewood resident D. J. Waldie writes of how the federal government threw money at veterans so they could buy homes—no down payment and 4 percent interest. Waldie’s Lakewood subdivision added 17,500 of these houses in three years. They were small, built rapid-fire, and equipped, according to Waldie, “With a Waste King electric garbage disposal, oak floors, service porch, stainless steel kitchen counter, and a stainless steel double sink.” He quotes what the subdivision’s sales manager once said: “We sell happiness in homes.”

			Los Angeles drew more than its share of dreamers, too—the people who saw money in the marquees, who hoped for fame through film. Victor Mature arrived from Louisville, Kentucky; Hedy Lamarr came from Europe; and Bob Hope, who would one day own a share of the Rams, arrived in 1938 via Broadway and a deal with Paramount Pictures. For each film-famous face, thousands of others appeared only as gofers on stage sets or as servers in restaurants and bars. All told, their numbers were dwarfed in the population boom by the WWII veterans and the immigrants from the western South, but the most successful of the dreamers became the image LA showed the nation and the world—that beautiful, handsome, funny, perfectly lighted, and charismatic face of Hollywood.

			◆

			On an Army base outside Tokyo, in the summer of 1952—six months before he would muster out of the army—my dad received a football player’s version of a “Dear John” letter. His stateside team didn’t want him anymore.

			That team was the NFL’s Chicago Cardinals, who had made him the ninety-ninth pick in the 1950 draft. He played in all twelve Cardinals games during his rookie season, when Chicago finished a less-than-mediocre 5–7. But then the government sent its own draft notice, so off Hock went.

			First, the army sent him to Fort Ord in California for basic training and a season assigned to special services, the wing of the military meant to entertain the troops and raise morale. My dad’s job, naturally, was to play football. From Fort Ord, he headed across the Pacific for more of the same: an assignment with Camp Drake’s Bulldogs—the best team in the Far East Command. My dad, who had once faced the NFL’s Eagles and Steelers, was now playing against Yokosuka Naval Base and the Tokyo Quartermaster Depot.

			And that was fine. Heck, it was good. Each game provided a distraction for soldiers and sailors on R&R, a taste of stateside life, a safer violence. No complaints from John Hock. Sure, he’d expected that service ball wouldn’t match up to the NFL, that his teammates might be a bunch of deadpans. But they weren’t. They acted like pros. Did what was expected without asking too many questions. That’s what he told a reporter from Pacific Stars and Stripes on a late October day in 1952, in a damp locker room just after drills had ended. The reporter had done the fly-on-the-wall routine while the Bulldogs practiced, then followed players into the locker room with pen and paper to gather tidbits. He chatted with an all-American from Tennessee while nearby Camp Drake’s coach painted stripes on game balls so they’d be easier to see. Another player was tightening new cleats onto his shoes. My dad stood at his locker, giving his knees a rest. Even at the University of Santa Clara they’d given him trouble—he’d worn a large knee brace for the team photograph his senior year. He didn’t talk about the pains, but he knew he needed to take care. His career as an offensive lineman would last only as long as those knees. Could be years. Could be tomorrow. He babied them when he could.

			Knowing my dad had played in the NFL, the reporter wandered over. He wanted to know what the pro thought of his new teammates.

			Most of these boys have played some good college ball, my dad said. They do things right. They really surprised me.

			And that was that. Stoic and humble, my dad had never been one to jabber with a lot of words.

			If the reporter had pressed, though? If he’d asked more questions? My dad might have acknowledged that heck, well, sure it was better to be with Camp Drake than a team like Quartermaster Depot, which Drake had beaten, 74–0, the week before. Seemed every one of Drake’s Bulldogs had scored a touchdown—even dad, getting a turn on defense and falling on a dropped lateral in the end zone.

			Seventy-four to zip? You didn’t find such lopsided scores in the NFL.

			Comparisons are a strange thing in wartime, though. You start making them, you can’t stop, and each one added to the next seems to make less and less sense. If you start comparing the NFL to the Far East Command Football League and Camp Drake to Quartermaster Depot, you can’t help but compare serving in Japan to serving in Korea, showering in a locker room to shivering in a foxhole. You take the field in a small stadium to cheers from guys who have battled back and forth across the thirty-eighth parallel, and you can’t help but wish the Chinese and North Koreans could be swept 74–zip. And that’s when you know none of it makes sense. Best, then, to put aside comparisons, follow orders, do what the United States government wants you to do, and be grateful to be spared bullets and bayonets and grenades.

			Gratitude matters. Guys in foxholes sometimes get real “Dear John” letters. Cold, brief sayonaras. Dad’s kiss-off from his team had been perfunctory, too. But it had come with a pretty big postscript.

			Chicago didn’t want him anymore, that was true. But the Cardinals had swapped him to Los Angeles for a rookie linebacker from Tennessee and a tackle out of Texas Tech. His new bosses had been willing to give up two players for him, and those boys could suit up right then, didn’t have to miss one more season while playing the likes of Yokosuka Naval Base. Maybe that’s why Chicago had traded him—for the chance to get help right away.

			The Rams? They had wanted him even knowing they’d have to wait—like a sweetheart who takes your ring and says she won’t date anyone while you’re away.

			◆

			It was small, that bungalow on Fifty-Second Street at the corner of Western, so tiny he did not have a bedroom and slept on the back porch. Not much changed from when he was a boy, when he’d so often wake from a deep sleep to a tap on the siding or the window glass. Outside, a priest from neighboring St. Brigid’s would motion with a finger, and my dad would know that some other altar boy hadn’t shown for Mass. Within a few minutes, he’d be out the back door, past the my grandparents’ rabbit hutch, and into the sacristy, dressed in a surplice, ready to play his role. He knew the game plan: when to kneel, when to pour water over the priest’s hands, when to ring the bell during the Eucharist. Amen.

			Then, back home to do his part there, to feed and give water to the rabbits. Selling furs was how a boy could earn pocket change, maybe contribute to the family. Pittsburgh had been devastated by the Depression, so my grandparents had left, but Los Angeles didn’t hand them thick rib eyes and an easy chair. In fact, answering the census worker who arrived at the door in 1940, my grandparents reported that only one person in the household held a job: daughter Ruth, ten years dad’s senior, who had worked the previous year as an office clerk for a credit collection bureau. My grandfather, Harry, had been out of work for eighty-six weeks, nearly two years. His last job, the census worker noted, had been an assistant at a filling station.

			Dad was twelve. He didn’t have a job. He had rabbits.

			Decades later, when he talked about the rabbits, the story would take a comedic turn—how young John sold rabbit skins! He’d tell the story and chuckle, and his kids, themselves grown, would consider the spectacle of some miniaturized version of their father, going door-to-door with a bag or a sack full of fur, or maybe to a shop somewhere, asking a nickel or a dime a pelt. Dad did that? Can you imagine? My siblings and I would often ask ourselves. It seemed kind of crazy in the middle of Los Angeles.

			Take a moment and step up to the rabbit hutch with my dad, the boy. It’s morning, still cool. If the rabbits acknowledge him, it’s difficult to tell; mostly they stay where they are, legs tucked beneath their bodies, whiskers twitching. He begins as his father taught him, reaching into the cage with one hand and grabbing one by the soft scruff, calming it with caresses as he takes it against his chest and with his free hand fastens the hutch door. Dumb, harmless—the rabbit knows nothing about the knife. He sets the rabbit down—on a table or on the ground—but doesn’t let it go. Pets it, talks to it until it is calm. With his free hand, he grips the pipe, what he always uses. The blow needs to be quick and accurate, just as he was taught. Hit that spot behind the ears where the head meets the neck. Hit it hard, to stun. Now, move fast—knife to throat, slice. Blood spurts, and he doesn’t want it on the fur, so he lifts the body by its rear legs, hangs it with wire or a peg, lets the blood drain. The rabbit is already dead, and soon the legs stop kicking, the body gives up its twitch. Now, with the knife, which must be sharp, he cuts circles around the rear legs and with his fingers yanks the fur down, first past the legs, then the torso. To knick the fur here and there with the knife makes everything easier. There’s a soft tearing sound as the meat lets go of its skin. Some call this stripping the jacket, and when the job is finished, what’s left is a handful of rabbit fur and a purplish carcass.

			It’s a small violence, maybe more than most boys could stomach. But my dad isn’t most boys. He’ll never object to a chore, never complain about a job. It’s in him to help his family, his church—later his teams and his country. It would always be in him to help, and he would do whatever needed doing. Show him the Xs and Os of serving a Mass or skinning a rabbit or blocking a linebacker on a sweep left, and he’d follow the plan. It didn’t matter whether he was sleepy, or the rabbit twitched, or his knees ached. In his quiet, you’d never know if he was troubled; he’d never say. He’d do what was expected.

			These boys, he had told the newspaper reporter in Japan, they act like pros, they do what’s expected. They do things right.

			In January 1953, the man who had been that boy was home. He had become strong, quick. Having wrestled some in college, even good enough to go the Olympic trials, he had moves and balance. But the world was full of strong, quick men. Some with healthy knees. Not all of them made it in professional football. If he was to succeed with the Rams, my dad needed something all the other strong, quick men didn’t have. If he was to play for the NFL’s most exciting team in what was probably America’s most exciting city, he would need to bring to bear that talent he’d shown as a boy who skinned rabbits. It was perhaps his greatest gift: a willingness to take up any load, to tolerate any pain.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Training Camp

			The summer sun, throwing its first light from behind the San Bernardino Mountains, promised a sweltering day in Redlands. Seventy miles inland and planted amid desert brush and fruit orchards, Redlands often simmers ten to twenty degrees hotter than Los Angeles with its blessed ocean breezes. Mornings, though, can be cool, sixty-something, like this one in July 1953. Farmers checked irrigation systems, fed chickens. At the University of Redlands campus, inside Melrose Hall dormitory, my dad and other football players slept. Outside their closed doors, coaches padded past; some might have grinned or suppressed a chuckle, knowing the ruckus to come.

			At the controls of the dorm’s public address system, a coach flipped a switch, spun up the volume, pressed a button. 

			“READY-SET-HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

			Like a football version of reveille, the recorded voice boomed into every corner of Melrose Hall. Loud and fast, less a quarterback’s voice, more an auctioneer’s.

			“READY-SET-HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR! HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

			It’s six thirty in the morning, rookies. Welcome to training camp.

			Up and down the hallways, players bolted awake, grumbling. My dad stirred in his bed. You expected to rise early at training camp, but not to the crowing of a rooster this rude.

			“HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR! READY-SET-HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

			In all Hock’s years of football—high school, college, pro, and military—he’d never heard a snap cadence this fast. Or this loud. And never before coffee.

			“HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

			An air raid siren would be more melodious.

			It had been almost six months since dad’s return to Los Angeles from Japan. Since then, he’d signed a contract with the Rams, rested his knees, and worked himself into shape for training camp. Though he had a year of NFL experience, the Rams’ coaches wanted him to report early with the rookies. He was, after all, in his first year with the team, and he’d been out of the NFL for two years. So, on Monday he’d driven from Los Angeles, heading for that Redlands furnace where the Rams had held their annual training camp since ’49. Their home for the next several weeks would be Melrose Hall with its thin mattresses and even thinner pillows. Like other dormitories at the University of Redlands, Melrose was built to take the edge off the heat: with high ceilings but only two stories, long and wide with shallow-pitched tile roofs, and lots of windows to open for a breeze. The long porch was sheltered, too, not for worry of rain, but to offer shade. Paired ionic columns framed the entry from the college’s quad. Out back, a short stroll away, were the practice fields.

			Dad had arrived with rookies who’d come from as far and wide as Spokane, Washington, and Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, hoping they might turn their love of a violent game into a paycheck. Among them was Verdese Carter, an offensive tackle who had been a Negro all-American at Wilberforce University, and who had lined up beside my dad with the Camp Drake Bulldogs. Carter was taller than dad by an inch and a half, outweighed him by twenty or so pounds. Together, they’d helped Camp Drake to the first-ever Far East Interservice championship game, what the military had called the Rice Bowl, as if it were an Asian cousin to the Rose Bowl or Orange Bowl. The military even scheduled the championship on New Year’s Day, when all the big bowl games were played. The 1953 Rice Bowl pitted dad and Carter’s Bulldogs against the Yokosuka Naval Base Sea Hawks, the teams meeting in a Tokyo stadium the Japanese had built but the Americans had commandeered and renamed for New York Yankee great Lou Gehrig.

			Camp Drake scored first, near the end of the first half, then again at the start of the second, and eventually won, 25–6. A mere twenty days later, Corporal John Hock had traveled the breadth of the Pacific Ocean, arrived at Fort Ord in California, and received his discharge papers. Now, he and Carter were competing for a spot on the offensive line where both had primarily played tackle.

			Despite the name, an offensive tackle never tackled anyone. He played on the offensive line—that group of oversized men whose job was to be both battering ram and wall. On running plays, offensive linemen threw themselves at opponents in carefully choreographed patterns intended to clear paths that their fleet-footed teammates could rush through, carrying the ball. On passing plays, the line formed a protective circle around the quarterback, intending to give him an uninterrupted second or two to find an open man downfield to catch his pass.

			In the middle of the offensive line were two guards and a center—men who were generally stouter, harder to move, but also gifted with better balance and dexterity. Imagine a dancing elephant, and you’ve got a guard. The two tackles, on either edge, needed to be rangier—generally bigger and taller—and needn’t be so nimble-footed. After all, it’s easier to walk on the edges of a crowd than it is to walk through the middle. Since college, John Hock had regularly played tackle on the left side, protecting the quarterback’s blind side. So had Verdese Carter.

			When Hock and Carter and other first-year players arrived at Redlands, they dressed out in Rams practice jerseys and helmets, then participated in a few easy drills and posed for newspaper photographers. Redlands locals gathered for the hubbub; ten- and eleven-year-old boys played at tackling the rookies, but mostly hung on their legs. That first day was a get-to-know-you affair. Tuesday would be the first true day of camp: workouts in hundred-degree heat.

			But first:

			“HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR! READY-SET-HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

			Though the recorded voice belonged to an assistant coach, the idea to wake the rookies this way came from the top man, Coach Hampton Pool. Beyond the welcoming prank, he wanted to make a point. Later that day, he would explain how every scoring record in the NFL belonged to the Los Angeles Rams, and he wanted the team to break its own marks. The way to do that, he theorized, was to speed up the offense. If you thought of a football team as a factory that manufactured points, and there were only sixty minutes in a game, the way to score more points was to speed up the production line. Every touchdown or field goal needed to come quickly and efficiently, so you’d sooner have an opportunity at another. Therefore, each play had to be quick—and each play started with the snap count.

			“The faster you run off your plays, the more plays you can squeeze into a ball game,” Pool told reporters, two of whom also stayed in Melrose Hall and were awakened with the rookies. “By increasing the tempo, you run less chance of being penalized for delaying the game. Also, the slower the cadence the more margin for error. If a player misses the beat by a fraction of a second, he can jam up the whole play.”

			Hamp Pool spoke as if what he’d come up with was an innovation that would change football.

			Or was it a gimmick?

			Maybe the rookies wondered themselves. For Hock, especially, and for other Angelenos, it was likely a familiar conundrum, an ongoing existential question, because in postwar Los Angeles every day seemed to bring a new something: gimmicks that could be innovations in disguise and innovations promoted with gimmicks. Which new things should you take seriously? Which could you ignore? Take, for example, night golf. A year before, a rich toy manufacturer hosted a golf-under-the-lights tournament at the Inglewood Country Club, hoping to prove that Americans in the Philippines or elsewhere could tee-up in equatorial jungles during the cooler after-hours. He paid Joe Louis, the former heavyweight champion, to play under a portable seven hundred thousand–beam candlepower lamp. “A light-bearer wears the spotlight on his head in a man-from-Mars effect,” reported the Los Angeles Times, “and covers the course on a scooter-type affair.” Take it seriously? Or laugh about it?

			What about the humongous four-level stacked freeway whatsit opening that summer near downtown? The idea was to connect Highways 101 and 110, and politicians said it would be the first interchange of its kind—meant to use less land than a cloverleaf. An interchange for the future! Sure, but even drivers with a good inner compass struggled to understand how this ramp led to that direction. They merged lanes into the stack with a prayer on the lips: Please, God, help me find a way out. Would the interchange prove to be an innovation or a Rube Goldberg version of highway design? Or this: a few months before training camp, Warner Brothers Studios released the Vincent Price film, House of Wax, the first full-length 3-D stereoscopic film in color. Theatergoers had to wear flimsy red-and-blue cellophane-lensed paper eyeglasses to see that waxy-faced fellow in cape and hat run right toward them. Gimmick or innovation? Few, if any, were better than Hollywood at blurring the lines.

			Was it money? Fancy? Optimism? Perhaps it was the newness of Los Angeles itself, all that originality generating new problems the way the city’s pioneering highways had created smog a decade earlier. New problems called for new solutions. So, week in and week out, Los Angeles became a place where eager, hungry minds looked for problems to solve—and innovation and gimmicks thrived. Not only thrived, but were in demand. Because if you didn’t have the next big innovation or a gimmick to sell, someone else did.

			“However,” wrote Frank Finch, the Rams’ beat writer for the Times, “if they turn on that blasted recorder tomorrow at sunrise, I’m moving downtown.”

			◆

			This training camp was Hamp Pool’s first as head coach; maybe the wake-up call was him trying to make his mark. He couldn’t have felt comfortable in his new position.

			A year before, he’d been feuding with his one-time friend and his predecessor, “Jumbo” Joe Stydahar. Pool had won that go-around, and the head coaching job with it, but he was the Rams’ fifth “boss coach” in eight seasons. All but one predecessor had been let go with a winning record; several had led the team to championship games, two had won it all.

			Adam Walsh had coached the Rams in Cleveland and in their first Los Angeles season. Back east, he’d led the team to its first championship, beating Washington, 15–14, for the title in a game played in snow with a temperature around zero. Fans burned hay in barrels to stay warm. Players slipped around the field in rubber-soled shoes. But the next season, out in the sunny west, Walsh’s Rams went 6–4. Dan Reeves, the team’s principal owner and president, fired him.

			The Rams promoted an assistant coach, Bob Snyder, who became at age thirty-four the youngest coach in the NFL at the time. He went 6–6, but a four-game losing streak ended his first season. Following an exhibition-game loss the next season, he resigned, citing ulcers. 

			Clark Shaughnessy, another assistant and already admired as a football innovator, was next to plant his backside onto the hot seat. More than a decade earlier, Shaughnessy had needed only one season to coach Stanford University from a 1–7–1 joke into a 10–0 Rose Bowl champion. The change was so rapid that Shaughnessy’s Stanford team became known as the “Wow Boys.” Shaughnessy, nicknamed “Shag,” worked that miracle by resurrecting an old, seldom-used offensive formation based on bulk and strength—the “T,” which put three running backs behind the quarterback to make a shape like the capitalized letter. But instead of power running, Shaughnessy emphasized speed. The scheme confounded defenses relying on misdirection to mask which player would get the ball and which direction the play would go.

			As head coach for the Rams, Shag kept innovating. He moved one of those “T” halfbacks up to the line of scrimmage so that particular halfback would be eligible to catch a pass. With that move, Shag created what was to become the wide receiver and the modern passing game. The change was so revolutionary and successful, especially with future Hall of Famers’ Bob Waterfield and Norm Van Brocklin sharing quarterback duties, that other teams tried (and failed) to outlaw it at a meeting of the NFL rules committee. “There’s nothing wrong with the play,” Shaughnessy scoffed, “except some teams can’t stop it!”

			Yet after Shaughnessy’s second season, with the Rams finishing 8–2–2, Rams president Dan Reeves fired Shag.

			Reeves cited “internal friction,” according to a Times report. The source of tension might have been an overly complex playbook that had begun to annoy the players. Or it might have been a postgame tongue-lashing Shag gave to some assistant coaches who been drop-down drunk in front of players after a game. Or it might have been all that and more. In NFL Head Coaches: A Biographical Dictionary, 1920–2011, author John Maxymuk describes Shaughnessy as “a milk shake drinker who neither drank nor smoked,” and “aloof with a superior attitude and a penchant for cutting, sarcastic comments.” Shaughnessy sued the Rams for more than $33,000, what he said was owed on his contract.

			Reeves promoted Shag’s assistant, the six foot four, 260-pound “Jumbo” Joe Stydahar. Said Shaughnessy, proving his cutting, sarcastic ways: “When Stydahar gets through coaching the Rams, I can take any high school team in the country and beat them.”

			Stydahar was no milk shake drinker. The son of a West Virginia coal miner, he was said to be capable of drinking whiskey while smoking a cigar and chewing tobacco, all at the same time. The press enjoyed his palaver. Stydahar took Shaughnessy’s ideas about passing and, with the help of assistant coach Hampton Pool, pushed them further. In 1950, under Stydahar, the Rams scored sixty-four touchdowns. Van Brocklin threw for 554 yards in one game, breaking the record at the time by 86 yards (a record still standing more than six decades later). In two seasons under Stydahar, the Rams went 17–8 and won the 1951 NFL championship.(Still the only title in LA to this day.)

			But even that couldn’t save his job.

			When Stydahar left the Rams at the start of his third season, he accused Pool of betrayal. The two had been teammates with the Chicago Bears, longtime friends, and Stydahar had given Pool oversight of the Rams’ offense and defense. Pool, who had played offensive line but was a running back at heart, loved designing schemes and strategies based on speed. He had a master’s degree in education from Stanford, and he relished study, staying up nights, and waking early to devise new game plans. The first photo of him as a Ram to appear in the Times showed him sitting at a desk with his necktie loose and with a sharp pencil in hand, reading an open three-ring binder. “Joe was a big, happy guy, the nice guy,” Rams linebacker Don Paul later told Mickey Herskowitz, the author of The Golden Age of Pro Football. “Pool was the guy who worked his butt off.”

			Eventually, Stydahar came to believe he’d given away too much responsibility. “Pool wanted to run the club—the whole works—his own way,” he told the Associated Press. “I went to Dan Reeves on several occasions and asked him to do something about it. He refused. I asked for a showdown—and it went against me. That’s well and good. It’s probably good for the ball club. I’m glad I got out.”

			Professor Pool, as local sportswriters called him, finished that 1952 season, his first, with a 9–3 record. The Rams’ last game was a playoff loss to the Detroit Lions. For the league’s defending champs, it was a disappointing finish.

			Now, it was training camp, and the professor needed to show something so that he could keep his job.

			“READY-SET-HUT-TWO-THREE-FOUR!”

			◆

			Back in Los Angeles, football wasn’t Rosalind Wiener’s first concern. Probably, it wasn’t even her twenty-second. Or eighty-ninth. Pick any number. Football wasn’t on her agenda. Instead, Roz Wiener—staring hard into Los Angeles’s future—saw baseball.

			The Wednesday before the Rams training camp began, she had won an historic election to the Los Angeles City Council. At age twenty-two, she had become the youngest person ever elected to the job; like Van Brocklin’s passing yards in a game, it is a mark that still stands. Nor had any woman served on the council since World War I, and no one Jewish since the turn of the century.

			Months earlier, no one—not even Wiener—would have envisioned this happening. Though active in campus politics at the University of Southern California and with the local Democratic party, she had been thinking law school in 1953, not elected office. But she’d joined a committee to pick candidates who might run as Democrats for city council vacancies. “We didn’t like anybody,” she recalled years later. Then someone on the committee said to her, “You talk so much, why don’t you run?”

			So she did, fresh out of USC, where she had graduated with a degree in public administration. She had no platform when she started, no funds, no natural constituency. She filed her candidacy papers five minutes before the deadline. But Roz Wiener ran for LA’s fifth council district as if she’d been preparing her whole life for the role—and perhaps she had been.

			A photograph of a two-year-old Roz shows her standing by a billboard of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Her mother put the picture in her baby book. Mom and Dad were New Deal Democrats, and Sarah Wiener was a fierce champion for FDR, using the drugstore and soda shop she and Oscar owned on Western Avenue to campaign on Roosevelt’s behalf. Roz grew up writing “Dear Mr. President” letters in the same tone she’d use to write an uncle. One of FDR’s secretaries would write back: “Dear Roz, The President is very busy.” When Roosevelt died, she—in her own words—went to pieces. She had loved FDR the way other girls loved Frank Sinatra.

			To help fund Roz’s city council campaign, her mother hosted card games. A nephew sold polliwogs and donated the money. Throughout her district, Wiener walked: door-to-door through the heart of central Los Angeles out to Sepulveda Boulevard, seven to eight hours a day, scheduling her visits around I Love Lucy episodes because the television show was so popular she knew people would be home watching. She walked so much she wore out thirteen pairs of shoes, which LIFE magazine captured in a photo published that year. The young woman who arrived at voters’ doors showed herself to be energetic and full of ideas, a short brunette with green-brown eyes and an infectious smile. With voters, she left a bar of soap wrapped with a business card that read, “Let’s Clean Up City Hall.” On those cards, she put check marks next to her goals, including: “Bring Major League Baseball to Los Angeles.”

			As a native Angeleno, Wiener knew that in the eyes of the country—and even to many locals—Los Angeles was a second-class city. New York was the cream, the big brother with whom Los Angeles (and others) had a one-sided rivalry New Yorkers hardly noticed. After all, New York was busy being New York: catching theater on Broadway, enjoying a ticker-tape parade, spending Wall Street money to catch the Yankees in the World Series… Why would New York even notice Los Angeles?

			 Los Angeles cared what New York thought, but if Los Angeles wanted New York to come out and play, it needed a game worth The Big Apple’s attention. If Los Angeles wanted to be a top-tier US city, Wiener believed, it needed Fortune 500 companies and a major opera house. Most of all, it needed major league baseball.

			Los Angeles was home to the national pastime, but the Hollywood Stars and Los Angeles Angels played in the minor leagues. That put LA on a field with Oakland and Seattle, not Chicago and New York. Sure, the Rams played teams from back east, but in 1953 the National Football League was a sports afterthought. Maybe the Rams won championships and regularly drew some eighty thousand fans to games, but the nation didn’t care. When the weekly Sports Illustrated was founded in 1954, it gave only about a page each fall issue to pro football. College football warranted several pages. So did horse racing, golf, boxing, and even fishing. Only professional ice hockey might have mattered less than the NFL.

			If the Rams were at all useful to Los Angeles and Wiener in the effort to become top-tier, it was mostly as an example showing that pro sports could succeed in the Pacific Time Zone. No major league team played in a city farther west than St. Louis. Any baseball club would face a financial risk by packing up the moving trucks and driving out Route 66, just as Dan Reeves had taken a big chance when he moved the Rams from Cleveland. But if an NFL team could succeed in Los Angeles, surely the Dodgers or Cubs would draw!

			For her first act as a city councilwoman, Roz Wiener introduced a resolution encouraging the LA Memorial Coliseum’s governing commission to let the local American Legion stage a baseball game in the coliseum. Though the coliseum had been used for track and field along with football, Wiener wanted to show major league owners and local skeptics that the great oval, Los Angeles’s largest public gathering space, would serve well as a baseball venue.

			The resolution was a gimmick, sure, but it was a gimmick with a purpose. Maybe it would take years to bring baseball west. (Let’s be realistic, she might correct. Probably it will take years.) But she had to start her efforts somewhere.

			That’s how Roz Wiener began her quest to change Los Angeles sports history.

			◆

			Norm Van Brocklin nicknamed my dad “Lantern Jaw,” as in: “Hey, Lantern Jaw! Don’t you know who you’re supposed to block?” Other players called him“The Hooker,” playing off his last name. Tank Younger called him “Cotton” because he would sometimes foam at the edges of his mouth during games. 

			Perhaps more importantly, Professor Pool started called him an offensive guard, shifting my dad away from his familiar spot at left tackle. Maybe the Rams had too many tackles and too few guards. Big as my dad was at the time, when compared to other Rams tackles he proved a few inches shorter and pounds lighter. Today, he would been the size of an NFL fullback. Maybe the balance and footwork he’d learned as a college wrestler made him better suited for guard, especially in the system Pool wanted to use, emphasizing speed on the offensive line over size. Whatever the reason, shortly after training camp began, Pool told my dad to get used to playing one step to his right at guard, in the heart of the offensive line.
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