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  For Ray Ciesinski, whose love for football, his country, and friends and family, continues to touch us.

  Editor’s note: While a new chapter has been added to this edition of Game of My Life: Washington Redskins, some statements and information in other chapters may be reflective of events that took place when the book was originally published in 2007.


  INTRODUCTION

  It’s been six years since this book was first published in 2007 and my attachment with the Washington Redskins has grown. My association with the Washington Redskins isn’t your typical love affair. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. I grew up cheering for the enemy: the Dallas Cowboys.

  Being a Cowboys fan was probably inscribed on my birth certificate. My father served in the Navy, and both my uncles graduated from the Naval Academy. So in the fall of 1963, at eight months old, I was placed on my grandfather’s lap every Saturday to watch Navy football. That season, the Midshipmen had a Heisman trophy candidate named Roger Staubach, who made so many jaw-dropping plays that president John F. Kennedy started attending games and practices. My mom says that whenever my grandfather got excited watching Roger the Dodger, he would jump up and down, causing me to wave my arms wildly in the air.

  As I got a little older, and Staubach joined the Cowboys, everyone seemed to cheer for Dallas. But I shifted most of my allegiance to a team that no one on the east coast had even heard of: the Denver Broncos. What made a seven-year-old switch teams? I liked the horse on the helmet, and I discovered Denver had the league’s most exciting star, Floyd Little. Still, the Cowboys remained a popular choice in the Mackie household. Since the Broncos were rarely on TV, we spent many Sundays watching Cowboys-Redskins games, along with the Giants and Cardinals, who seemed to be on TV more often than the local, usually blacked-out team, the lowly Eagles.

  Due to the rivalry between the Pokes and the Skins, I knew Washington’s players well. They had quarterback Billy Kilmer, one of the toughest guys I’d ever seen. His single-bar facemask was turned down so far it looked like he enjoyed having a perpetual bloody nose. They also had Larry Brown, a tireless runner who seemed to dish out as much punishment as he took.

  Then there were defensive players like Diron Talbert and Pat Fischer. I didn’t like Talbert because he always seemed to be sacking Staubach and dishing out verbal advice that would no doubt goad number 12. When I asked my dad what Talbert was saying, he replied with his usual eloquence: “He offered to piss in Staubach’s cornflakes.” Fischer also infuriated me. He was this little guy, but he seemed to beat the crap out of everyone around him. He’d shadow Bob Hayes into committing the dropsies, and knock the hell out of receivers like the Eagles’ Harold Carmichael and the Cardinals’ Mel Gray.

  But the guy who annoyed me the most was Redskins coach George Allen. He was always licking his fingers and clapping his hands, walking up and down the sidelines nervously. I thought everyone was supposed to dress like Tom Landry, but Allen never wore a tie. The bottom line, though, was that Allen had transformed the Redskins into one of the most feared teams in the league. And I didn’t like it.

  A few years later, I started collecting autographs. My mom would take me to the Eagles training camp nearby at Widener College in Chester, Pennsylvania. There I got signatures from linebacker Bill Bergey, Carmichael, and a 30-year-old rookie named Vince Papale. In 2006, the movie Invincible surreally captured my memories of those summers. Seeing how much I loved going to pro training camps, my father decided to take me to my parents’ alma mater, Dickinson College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, to see the Redskins.

  At first I didn’t want to go. From pictures I’d seen, Dickinson was this small school in the middle of nowhere. Plus, the idea of watching the Redskins wasn’t very appetizing. They were the enemy, after all. But the opportunity to spend time with my dad, now divorced, was something I always cherished. So I went.

  Thanks to Ben James, a family friend who had a long association with Dickinson, I not only got to meet all the Redskins, I also toured the team’s locker room. I saw names on lockers that I had only seen on TV: Kilmer, Talbert, Fischer, Roy Jefferson, and Ron McDole.

  After that, I gained a new perspective and appreciation for the Redskins. They weren’t this evil team, but a team of stars who contributed to the game I loved.

  Fast forward to 2000. I’m living in Washington, D.C., and writing football articles for the Redskins organization. I’m strolling the halls of Redskin Park and routinely see Deion Sanders playing checkers, Bruce Smith riding the stair master, ageless Darrell Green looking like a tenth grader, and then-rookie LaVar Arrington surrounded by swarms of reporters. One day, coach Norv Turner came into our office after practice, his whistle dangling, and asked me how to use the fax machine. Suddenly, I was living in an ESPN commercial. I wrote articles for the Redskins for another four years: the Marty Schottenheimer era, ball coach Steve Spurrier’s regime, and back to the future with Joe Gibbs.

  In writing this book, I was able to reconnect with many of the Redskins stars I remembered so well as a kid growing up during the 1970s. I was also hit with another reality; even though a lot of these players were now in their 60s and 70s, many were still working full time. Up until a few years ago, I was naive in thinking that most former pro football players had become rich from the NFL and were living the good life somewhere on a Florida golf course.

  Broncos Hall of Famer Floyd Little set me straight about that. Even though he’d been a highly successful owner of two car dealerships, Floyd told me about the NFL’s embarrassing pension plan: what it provided players was below the poverty level. “It’s the NFL’s black eye that no one wants to talk about,” he told me. “Many of my former teammates have not been as fortunate as I have. The NFL has turned its back on many of them.”

  As I put together this book, Redskins great Mike Bass continued to educate me about the lack of suitable health and pension plans. He talked at great length about players from the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s, who were now in wheelchairs, and how the NFL had a bunch of lawyers telling them their condition was not a result of the game.

  I looked into it and found that most players from those eras receive monthly pensions somewhere between $200 to $500 a month. This hardly covers the mounting medical expenses they’re incurring.

  One of the most heart-wrenching examples is Packers and Cowboys Hall of Famer Herb Adderly. He receives $126.82 a month. Because of the way he’s been treated, Adderley refuses to wear his Super Bowl rings or his Hall of Fame ring. Still, NFL Films loves to show highlight reels of his tremendous impact to the game—including his interception return for a touchdown in Super Bowl II—to market the great tradition of the NFL.

  As a result of their hardships and my experience in connecting with these players in writing this book, team colors and allegiances are now dissolved to me. The players who sacrificed their well-being for the future prosperity of the NFL that we all enjoy today are all heroes to me, regardless of team. The NFL may have forgotten them, but they are remembered here and in other forums where fans pay tribute. They were the guys I read about and followed as a kid. Because of their efforts, many of today’s players will be able to retire wealthy, while these guys— the pioneers who made their riches possible—continue to work 9-to-5 jobs.

  Enjoy reading the stories of these 21 Redskins legends. You’ll see that their commitment, sacrifice, and love of the game are inspirations to anyone who is passionate about football, even if you once cheered for the Cowboys.

  -TOM MACKIE


  Chapter 1

  SAM HUFF

  Before Tom Landry became the iconic coach of the Dallas Cowboys, he was a player and defensive coordinator with the New York Giants, One day in 1956, Landry went to Giants head coach Jim Lee Howell and showed him a new defense he had devised where the middle guard actually stood up and positioned himself back a few yards behind the line of scrimmage.

  Howell gazed at the young prodigy and smiled. Landry had just invented the 4-3 defense. And the person who became the stalwart of this new position—middle linebacker—was a rookie defensive tackle named Robert Lee (Sam) Huff.

  “Coach Landry told me, ‘You are now the quarterback of the defense,’” says Huff. “That made quite an impression on me. I really took that responsibility seriously and I always tried to set the tempo.” For anyone who ever saw Huff play, “tempo” was just a euphemism for “devastating hit.”

  Born October 4, 1934, to Joseph and Catherine Huff, the future Hall of Famer learned honesty and discipline from his parents.

  “I never stole anything, and my parents always taught me to have respect for my elders,” says Huff. “I also learned about having a solid work ethic. My father was a coal miner. To this day, I’ve never worked harder than him.”

  Growing up in rural Farmington, West Virginia, Huff gravitated toward football because it seemed a natural fit for him. “I loved football and baseball,” he says. “I couldn’t really play basketball because I couldn’t hit people. It was a game with too much finesse for me.”

  After being drafted out of West Virginia University in 1956 by the Giants in the third round, the former guard and defensive tackle suddenly became the NFL’s most feared defensive player on one of the league’s most recognized teams.

  “A lot of people point to me when they talk about those great Giants teams in the 1950s,” says Huff. “But I was just one component of the defense. We had a lot of great defensive players, like Andy Robustelli, Emlen Tunnell, Rosey Grier, Jimmy Patton, Jim Katcavage. Our offense had stars like Frank Gifford, Alex Webster, Charlie Conerly, Roosevelt Brown, and Kyle Rote. Plus, Vince Lombardi was our offensive coordinator!”

  With Huff and his Giants playing in championships, and with the Yankees making so many World Series appearances, New York was ringing with sports heroes.

  “The Yankees were in the World Series practically every year, so much that I even shared my locker at Yankee Stadium with Mickey Mantle,” says Huff, about those 1950s teams. “We were young and well recognized everywhere we went. We won the NFL championship in 1956 and played for the championship in ’58 and ’59. It was a magical time and we felt like it would go on forever.”
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  Sam Huff revolutionized the middle linebacker position. While with the New York Giants from 1956-63, Huff was the most feared man in the NFL. In 1964, Huff was traded to the Redskins, bringing his trademark toughness and winning attitude, AP images

  POLITICS AS USUAL

  Teams inevitably change, and the Giants were no different. In 1959, Lombardi was tabbed as coach of the once-proud Green Bay Packers. The following year, Landry was named to lead the expansion Dallas Cowboys. By the end of the 1960 season, Howell retired as head coach.

  “Even though we continued to play in championship games, facing Lombardis Packers in 1961 and ’62, and the Bears in ’63, it became a different Giants team, especially the defense,” says Huff, who doesn’t hesitate to point to the man who, in his mind, ruined the team: “The guy who replaced Howell—new head coach Allie Sherman.”

  Instead of instructing Huff to play the middle with reckless abandon, Sherman forced the perennial Pro Bowler to play with more of a thinking-man’s approach. “Allie Sherman didn’t know anything about defenses. He was an offense guy and I think, out of jealousy for Tom Landry, he refused to run Landry’s defense,” says Huff.

  Sherman changed the defense to one that reacts to what the offense was doing. Instead of roaming free to make tackles, Huff had gap responsibility. Being forced to stand his ground and not instinctively pursue the play reduced his role to that of a dogger.

  “I became more like a defensive tackle,” he says. “As a result, I had a blocker on me on every play. We had been so successful with Landry’s 4-3. We didn’t understand why we were changing. Guys like Andy Robustelli and Jim Patton didn’t understand the new scheme, so I spent a lot of time trying to explain it. But it didn’t make any sense to me.”

  The new, non-aggressive scheme made the Giants’ defense average. But Huff was a team player, and because New York kept winning thanks to the offense’s great production, he kept his mouth shut.

  “We’d go the whole season outscoring teams,” says Huff. “It wasn’t until the championship games, when defenses really count, that Sherman’s lackadaisical schemes were exposed.”

  In the ’61 championship against the Packers, the Giants were blanked 37-0. In the ’62 championship, they didn’t fare much better, losing 6-7.

  “By the time we faced the Bears in the ’63 championship, I decided we had to make a statement or we were going to lose another championship,” says Huff. “Sherman had no idea, but when we walked onto that soggy, freezing Wrigley Field, we decided to go back to playing Landry’s 4-3 defense.”

  The Giants shut down the Bears offense most of the game and led 10-7 at halftime. Then Giants quarterback Y.A. Tittle had his knees shredded before the half by a vicious hit from linebacker Larry Morse. Huff told Tittle that he didn’t need to play the second half for the Giants to win.

  “But Y.A. was a proud quarterback who absolutely loved the game,” Huff says. “He had never won an NFL championship and there was no way he wasn’t going to play.” Unfortunately, his knee clearly affected his play and Tittle threw five interceptions.

  Chicago came back to win, 14-10, and Huff had had enough. “Before Sherman came along, I was making 15-20 tackles a game. Once he arrived, my tackles were about half that,” says Huff. “He didn’t even hire a defensive coordinator when Landry left. I became like a player-coach. I’m a team guy. I wouldn’t have cared about my tackles if the defense was still performing at a high level, but we weren’t. The offense was the best part of the team.”

  Huff decided to go to Sherman and talk about changing the defense back to Landry’s 4-3. “Sherman’s response to me was, ‘You play what I tell you to play,’” says Huff. Shortly after their “discussion,” Huff was traded to the Redskins for running back Dick James, defensive end Andy Stynchula, and an undisclosed draft pick. The Giants also unloaded defensive linemen Dick Modzelewski to the Cleveland Browns and Rosey Grier to the Los Angeles Rams.

  “I was devastated,” recalls Huff. “I had played for the Giants for eight seasons. My whole life was in New York. Then Sherman just tore up the team. I had to move my family to Washington. It was an extremely disruptive time.”

  Huff uprooted his family, pulling his kids out of school, and headed for his new team, the Redskins, who hadn’t posted a winning record since 1955.

  CHANGE OF SCENERY

  Along with the trade for Huff in 1964, the Redskins decided to swap quarterbacks as well. They sent their starter, Norm Sneed, to Philadelphia for Eagles quarterback Sonny Jurgensen.

  Like Huff, Jurgensen was a veteran player who’d had his share of success. He won an NFL championship in 1960 with the Eagles as a backup to quarterback Norm Van Brocklin. The following season, Jurgensen took over QB duties and led the NFL in passing yards and TDs. He continued to put up great numbers in 1962, but then suffered injuries in 1963 that limited his production.

  “Sonny and I hit it off right away,” says Huff. “We were both veterans who felt like we were treated badly by our former clubs. He quickly became the leader of the Redskins offense and I the defense.”

  With Huff and Jurgensen leading the Redskins, the team improved from 3-11 in 1963 to 6-8 in 1964. Meanwhile in New York, the Giants were just a shell of the 1963 championship team without Huff, registering a pathetic 2-10-2 record.

  “I had made up my mind that I wasn’t going to retire until I got back at Allie Sherman,” says Huff.

  GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY SAM HUFF

  Earlier in the 1966 season we had lost to the Giants in New York, 13-10. It always hurt losing to my former team, especially with Sherman standing across the field. The Giants won only one game that year, and it was against us.

  By the time the Giants came to Washington, it was just after Thanksgiving and we had lost three straight games, two of which were on the road. I was glad to face my old team in front of the great Redskins fans.

  Otto Graham, the great Browns quarterback legend, had taken over for coach Bill McPeak in ’66 and we had one hell of an offense. Besides Jurgensen, there were Pro Bowl receivers Charley Taylor and Bobby Mitchell, and tight end Jerry Smith. We didn’t have much of a running game back then, but our passing game was among the best in the league.

  Typically before a game, I would watch the offense to see how they looked. But this time, I watched the Giants defense. I could tell right away that Shermans defense was awful. I thought to myself, “This is my day.” Sonny and I were captains and I looked over at him and said, “Sonny, were going to kill them!” Just then, Otto Graham walked by holding a clipboard and he said, “What do you think about today?” I didn’t blink. I said, “Otto, this is my day. This is revenge day. We will score over 60 points.” He just stared at me, but Sonny blurted out, “You’re crazy.”

  I told Sonny, “I know I’m nuts, but this is the worst defense I’ve ever seen. Don’t show mercy today. This is what I’ve been waiting for.”

  I was counting on the offense because we didn’t have the greatest defense. The Redskins offense had made some questionable decisions the past few years, like trading our Pro Bowl safety Paul Krause to the Vikings. I knew the Giants were going to score points on us, but I also knew our offense was going to torch them even worse.

  As it turned out, our defense was on fire that day. We intercepted five passes, three of them by defensive back Brig Owens. He returned one 60 yards for a touchdown and later scooped up another fumble, racing 62 yards for another score. If the defense didn’t score on our own, we turned it over to our offense, and Sonny and company lit up the scoreboard.

  Sonny threw touchdown passes to running back A.D. Whitfield and two to Charley Taylor. Whitfield scored two other touchdowns, and even crazy Joe Don Looney scored a touchdown. We were up by some 20 points in the fourth quarter when Rickie Harris scored on a punt. Hell, Bobby Mitchell even went back to playing running back and scored on a 45-yard run for our tenth touchdown of the game!

  Bobby’s touchdown made it 69-41. It seemed like every time I looked up, someone on our team was scoring. Not only was I loving every minute of it, I was savoring every hit. I must have looked like a madman out there. I didn’t care. I think the Giants and some of my teammates were expecting me to let up, like when a fighter’s down for the count. But I just wanted to get back at Sherman so badly. This became my defining Redskins moment. I was intent on smacking any Giants player who came my way, whether it was quarterback Gary Wood, or Joe Morrison, or Homer Jones—it didn’t matter.

  Finally, with the ball on the Giants 20 and with 20 seconds and counting left, I looked up at the scoreboard and saw the 69-41 score, then I looked at the fans cheering, and finally I saw the look of disgust on Sherman’s face. Suddenly, I blurted out “Time-out, time-out!” Sonny looked over at me as if I were crazy. He knew what I wanted to do and called time out. Otto Graham was bewildered. He didn’t know what was going on.

  I told him, “Gogolak needs practice.” This after Charlie had set an NFL record with nine straight extra points in the game. Before Otto could respond I had Charlie go out and try a 29-yarder. The funny thing was that Charlie’s brother, Pete, was kicking for the Giants that day. So I’m sure Charlie felt strange.

  The crowd went nuts as Charlie drilled those final three points for the 72-41 win. They were cheering, “Good-bye, Allie” and singing “Hail to the Redskins.” Today, it’s still the most points ever scored in a regular-season game.

  All those feelings of anger and betrayal for the way I was treated by Sherman finally subsided a bit that day. For the first time, I felt justified and vindicated for what had happened. I’ll never forget that look on Sherman’s face either. He would step down as coach two years later.

  STILL A REDSKIN

  Huff retired from football in 1968, but his retirement was short-lived. Vince Lombardi, a year removed from being the general manager of the Packers, decided to return to coaching and replaced Otto Graham as the Redskins head coach. One of the first things Lombardi did as coach was ask Sam Huff to come out of retirement.

  Huff didn’t hesitate a second before saying yes. Huff returned to the gridiron as a player-coach. “I knew Lombardi during my days in New York when he was the offensive coordinator, so I was the only one who wasn’t afraid of him,” says Huff. “I remember his first comments to the Redskins team were, ‘Gentleman, this is my belief: I believe football is won or lost in last two minutes of the half, and on conditioning. No one is going to out-condition this team.’”

  Lombardi’s emphasis on conditioning hit an all-time high—or low, depending on how you see it—on one of the hottest days at training camp. Huff remembers: “We were doing the old up-down drill: running in place and hitting the deck and getting back up to run in place. As a player-coach you would think I could bypass that old drill. But not when Lombardi was your coach. I remember being exhausted and looking over at Sonny, whose normally pale white face was Redskins burgundy. Then I heard Lombardi saying, ‘Today is the day. Today is the day we’re going to break the all-time record for up-downs.’ Which, in case you didn’t know, according to Lombardi, is 84.”

  The Redskins kept the up-downs going for several minutes, before Huff started worrying about Jurgensen. “Jurgensen’s face was turning purple,” says Huff. “Finally, I sidled up next to Lombardi and I said, ‘You’ve got to stop this drill right now.’ ‘Why?’ asked Lombardi. ‘Because,’ I paused, you’re going to kill Sonny!’”

  Lombardi looked over at Jurgensen’s strawberry face and it alarmed him enough that he finally stopped the drill.

  Raised in Hell’s Kitchen in New York City, Lombardi was tough on everyone, even his wife. According to Huff, the coach would take catnaps on the Redskins bus. His wife, Marie, often rode with the team.

  “One time the bus went over a bump and Lombardi woke up. Staring inches from his face was Marie. ‘Where are we going to dinner tonight?’ she demanded. ‘Lady,’ Lombardi replied, ‘when you travel with the team you eat with the team.’ I was sitting the next seat over and said, ‘Coach, would you mind if I brought Mary—my wife—to be trained?’ He said, ‘Sam, I’m good, but I’m not that good.’”

  It’s easy to see that Lombardi liked to control situations. Huff says the legendary coach was even able to control religious services.

  “At training camp Lombardi brought in a priest to stay in the room right next to his,” says Huff. “The priest was a little guy from Carlisle, Father Sweata. One day I asked him, ‘Coach, why do you have a priest next door?’ He looked at me in all seriousness. ‘Sam, I have to go to mass every morning. I want to make it convenient.’”

  In just one year, Lombardi changed the Redskins’ losing mentality and engrained in them confidence and a tireless work ethic. “Lombardi brought respectability back to the Redskins,” says Huff about the coach who passed away the following year, in 1970, from cancer. “He helped us develop a tough mental attitude. You just loved playing for the guy, especially Sonny. He turned Sonny’s life around.”

  LEGENDARY PRESENCE

  Despite spending the first eight seasons of his career with the Giants, Huff has been a Redskins lifer ever since he hung up his cleats for good in 1969. He’s a Hall of Famer and is one of the few legends who enjoyed outstanding careers on two teams.

  He’s stayed busy by working with Marriott Hotels, tending to his 23-acre horse farm in Middleburg, Virginia, and spending time in his radio programming facility and recording studio, the Middleburg Broadcasting Network, where he broadcasts his Trackside racing show. But most people know Huff as one of the voices of WJFK Redskins Radio, where, since 1973, he’s called games alongside his buddy, Sonny Jurgensen.

  “Sonny is my best friend,” says Huff. “We came to the Redskins the same year and have been buddies ever since. He’s like a brother to me.”

  Huff also spends a lot of time with his family, his children, his grandchildren, and his longtime companion, Carol Holt.

  “I just love the game of football,” he says. “I love everything about it. I did an NFL films episode with Ravens linebacker Ray Lewis and thoroughly enjoyed it. I’m glad to be a part of the Redskins organization. Leaving New York was a tough thing... New York had become my home. But the Redskins gave me the opportunity to start over . . . and exact a little revenge in the process.”


  Chapter 2

  BILLY KILMER

  Billy Kilmer is the first to tell you that he didn’t throw the prettiest pass.

  “I don’t have big hands, so I had to throw the ball with my thumb a lot,” he says, relaxing at his home in Coral Springs, Florida. “Sometimes it would come out irregular or a bit wobbly, but it got there on time.”

  Redskins fans will also tell you that it didn’t matter a lick what Kilmer’s passes looked like; he was still a winner.

  “People might not remember my passes as being rocket-armed because Sonny Jurgensen threw such a nice pass, but I had a strong arm,” says Kilmer. “I was a baseball player and could throw the ball. I think my strength was that I had good timing and I worked on that a lot. I could throw to a hole or open area and have a receiver run into it. I also learned a lot from Jurgensen. He taught me a lot about how to throw the ball and maneuver it. Before going to the Redskins I always had a sore arm, but with the Redskins I learned to put my body into throws.”

  With Kilmer at the helm in George Allen’s conservative offense, he was the perfect field general for someone who understood his role in a run-first, ball-control offense.

  Born September 5, 1939, in Topeka, Kansas, Kilmer grew up in Azusa, California, and excelled in baseball, basketball, and football at Citrus High School. He chose football and became an All-America quarterback at UCLA.

  “I also played basketball for John Wooden at UCLA,” says Kilmer. “I was All-California in high school and one of the top 30 players in the country. I also was good enough in baseball that the Pirates offered me a $50,000 contract.” The San Francisco 49ers chose him in the first round of the 1961 draft (number 11 overall).

  Kilmer considers himself lucky to have played for such a legendary coach as the fabled John Wooden. “I cracked my ankle during my junior year in football and I was going to come back and play for Wooden my senior year, but I had already been drafted by the 49ers in December and had a contract, so I was ineligible to play any more college sports.”

  “I count myself lucky, though, to have played for John Wooden. He taught me a lot about discipline and organization. The guy knew how to talk to kids. He said the right words, pushed the right buttons. It was a great experience. I didn’t get to play a lot, but I practiced every day with the team.”

  GIVING IT HIS HEART AND SOUL IN SAN FRANCISCO

  Kilmers time with the 49ers was life-changing. 49ers coach Red Hickey had a lot of talent at quarterback; there was Y.A. Tittle, John Brodie, Bob Waters, as well as Kilmer. Lucky for Kilmer, Tittle was traded to the New York Giants before the start of the season, so Kilmer saw some playing time. It helped that Hickey had installed the shotgun that took advantage of Kilmer’s athleticism.

  “He alternated the three of us, John, Bobby, and me,” says Kilmer. “I was a running quarterback, so I mostly ran.”
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  After eight seasons with the 49ers and Saints, Billy Kilmer joined the Redskins in 1971, presumably to back up Sonny Jurgensen. That year, he led the Redskins to their first playoff appearance since 1945. In ’12, he led them to the Super Bowl. The rest is history. Diamond Imaaes®

  Kilmer was such a great runner that he rushed for 509 yards and scored 10 TDs for a 5.3 average his rookie season. Still, Hickey didn’t have that much success with the shotgun and scrapped it after six games. John Brodie became the full-time quarterback and Billy moved to running back as they started the 1962 season.

  Now stationed behind Brodie, Kilmer rushed for 478 yards on 93 carries for a 5.1 average. Then with two games left in the ’62 season, Kilmers leg was shattered in a car accident.

  “It nearly snapped my leg off and I was laid up in bed for a couple years,” he says. The injury was so bad that he missed the entire 1963 season. “After that, I came back and played quarterback behind John Brodie and George Mira for a few seasons.”

  Kilmers shifty running style was gone. And since he wasn’t known for his pretty passes, Hickey didn’t believe he had much of a chance to start, especially with Brodie playing so well.

  “I had battled long and hard to get back,” says Kilmer. “My leg had gotten infected and was almost amputated. Even after I was out of the hospital, they discovered I still had some bone chips in my leg, and so the [healing] process took even longer for me.”

  He came back for the 1964 season and played as a quarterback and a running back. His only play of note that gained any attention that season was a humorous one. Against the Vikings, Kilmer caught a short pass from John Brodie and, after maneuvering to get away from a defender, had the ball stripped from his hands. Minnesota defensive end Jim Marshall immediately scooped the ball up and ran it into the end zone—the wrong end zone. Marshall thought it was a touchdown, but it turned out to be a safety.

  PRAYERS ANSWERED BY SAINTS

  For many veteran players, being put on “the list”—that is, the expansion list—is a dubious honor. It means your team has left you unprotected, so the new club can claim you on waivers. When the New players found themselves on the list, including two former Green Bay Packers, Jim Taylor and Paul Hornung. Taylor went to New Orleans for a year before calling is quits. Hornung retired.

  “I remember when they called to tell me I had been taken in the expansion draft. I was playing golf at the time,” recalls Kilmer. “I remember thinking, ‘You know, this might be my big break. It’ll give me a chance to play.’ Tom Fears was the Saints coach and he had coached at UCLA. He knew me and gave me a chance. When I first went to New Orleans, I was the third quarterback, behind Gary Cuozzo and Gary Wood. I remember when they asked me to sign a contract, I didn’t even look at what I was going to make. I just signed it and gave it back.

  “All I said was, ‘Just give me a chance to play. I don’t care what I make.’ And they did. I started the first three games of the season, then they went with Cuozzo for a time,” he says. “We didn’t have a lot of talent, but we played hard. I didn’t like to lose, but it felt good to be playing.”

  Kilmer enjoyed some memorable games. In his first season with the Saints, he came off the bench to overtake the other expansion team, the Falcons, 27-24. The following year, Cuozzo was traded to the Vikings and Kilmer finally became a full-time starter. Despite missing two games, he threw for over 2,000 yards and 15 touchdowns. He also scored a pair of touchdowns on the ground.

  “It was great to be out there playing,” says Kilmer. “People don’t realize this but during the Saints’ first three years when I was at quarterback, we won more games than any other expansion club at the time.” Indeed the Saints won 12 games from 1967-69, which is not bad when you consider that the 1960 expansion Cowboys didn’t win a single game.

  During his time at New Orleans, Kilmer also joined the record books with a spectacular 1969 game against the St. Louis Cardinals. The great Charley Johnson, one of the brightest and most underrated quarterbacks in NFL history, was quarterbacking St. Louis. On this day, Kilmer and Johnson shared a game for the ages. As if it were a touch football game in a nice breezy park, the two quarterbacks fired six touchdown passes apiece as the Saints won a wild 51-42 victory.

  “I actually threw seven touchdowns and had one called back,” Billy laughs. “Charley and I became real close friends later on and talked about that game. The funny thing is, we were 0-6 going into that game, and a friend of mine, George Owen, the personnel director, was fired before the game. I was told they were also going to fire Fears afterwards. That really upset me, because he had given me a chance. So I played my best for him.”

  Unfortunately for Billy, Fears was fired in the middle of the 1970 season and the team faltered after that.

  The only good thing about the ’70 season was beating the Detroit Lions on a last-second, 63-yard field goal by Tom Dempsey—an NFL record later shared by the Broncos’ Jason Elam. With seconds left and the Saints driving to get into a possible field-goal try, Kilmer delivered a perfect 20-yard strike to receiver Al Dodd.

  “Looking back, I didn’t think Dempsey would make it, but I knew he was capable of kicking it that far,” says Kilmer. “But you don’t know. There’s a lot of pressure on a kick like that. It’s the end of the game, two seconds to go. But when he kicked that ball and I saw it take flight, I knew he was going to make it. The aftermath was quite a scene. The fans carried him on their shoulders for an hour. I didn’t think they were ever going to let him down.”

  A WINNING MOVE

  Redskins fans probably remember Kilmer coming to Washington and gracefully becoming the backup to Sonny Jurgensen. The truth is that Kilmer was upset he was going from being a starter to playing behind one of the greatest pure passers around.

  “When I got traded to the Redskins, I knew I was going to be behind Jurgensen,” says Kilmer. “It was upsetting because I was 31 years old. I wanted to play, and there were a few other teams I knew who wanted me. One was Denver; another was Green Bay. But I've always been a team guy, and I figured I’d play a year and then play out my option.”

  But the man who had endured so much pain and speculation about his ability to be a great quarterback became the recipient of a simple twist of fate. During an exhibition game against the Miami Dolphins, Jurgensen fractured the coracoid process of his left shoulder while making a tackle after an interception to safety Dick Anderson. Jurgensen missed most of the season, and the Redskins hopes for a strong 1971 season fell into the capable hands of number 17.

  Kilmer led the Redskins to a 9-4-1 record and the team’s first playoff appearance since 1945. “When Sonny got hurt, I got to play and everything fell into place,” says Kilmer. “George and Sonny and the offensive coordinator, Ted Marchibroda, clashed a lot. Sonny had loved the way Lombardi had done things. I don’t know what the deal was, but I know there was some animosity there. But when I got there, I just bought into their system, and as long as I was winning, they were going to keep me in there.”

  The first of many Redskins quarterback controversies arose during the 1972 season when Sonny, finally healthy, challenged Kilmer for the top spot. It appeared that Allen wanted to go with the hot hand. Kilmer started the ’72 season with a victory against the Vikings on Monday Night Football. He followed that up with another win over St. Louis. Then the Redskins lost to the lowly Patriots, and Allen pulled the plug on Kilmer.

  “I threw three touchdown passes that game,” recalls Kilmer. “I almost had a fourth. They called Roy Jefferson out of bounds on a TD catch, but the replay indicated that he was in. Then Curt Knight missed a field goal at the end of the game we lost by one point, 23-24.”

  A loss was a loss in Allen’s book, so he inserted the 38-year-old, 16-year veteran in Kilmers place. Jurgensen won the next three games. For some, it was hard to argue about the switch; there was no denying Jurgensen’s prowess as a passer. But the Redskins were no longer the pass-happy group they were in the 1960s when they had no defense. This was a George Allen team, and it had a stifling defense and a superb run game with Larry Brown and Charley Harraway.

  In Week 6, at 5-1 and facing the much-improved 4-2 Giants, Kilmer got a second chance to show Allen that he was the man to lead them to the Super Bowl. Early in the game, Jurgensen snapped his Achilles tendon and limped off the field for the last time that season.

  Kilmer came in and realized he didn’t need to throw for 300 yards to beat the Giants. “I knew we could run on the Giants, so I kept calling running plays and Larry kept hitting the holes and making a ton of yards,” says Kilmer. “I knew the defense wasn’t going to let the Giants score a lot of points.”

  They didn’t, and the Redskins won 23-16 as Brown raced for a career-best 191 yards. Said Giants defensive tackle Jack Gregory to reporters after the game: “Sonny is more dangerous, but the Redskins seem to play better with Kilmer.”

  The 6-foot, 204-pound Kilmer led the Redskins to five more victories and clinched the NFC East with two games to play. At that point, Allen rested most of the starters—except for Kilmer—and the Redskins lost the final two games, finishing 11-3.

  “I don’t blame George for doing that,” says Kilmer, “you had to rest Larry for the playoffs.”

  The first team on the Redskins playoff docket in ’72 was the Green Bay Packers. With Bart Starr retired, a young quarterback named Scott Hunter was the new leader of the Pack. Hunter became the hunted; the Redskins’ tenacious defense featured a five-man front. With nowhere to run or pass, Hunter and the Packers fell easily to the Redskins, 16-3.

  The only touchdown in the divisional playoff game came on a beautiful 32-yard scoring pass from Kilmer to Roy “Sweet Pea” Jefferson.

  That left one game to go before the Washington Redskins would go to their first-ever Super Bowl. The 53,129 patient Redskins fans in attendance on that New Year’s Eve night in D.C. got to see their archrival, the Dallas Cowboys, get humiliated.

  GAME OF MY LIFE

  BY BILLY KILMER

  The championship against Dallas was probably the highlight of my career. After all, it got us to the Super Bowl.

  Before the game, Cowboys coach Tom Landry casually said that I wasn’t the athlete that his quarterback, Roger Staubach, was. I took it personally. Our team was already fired up and that comment got me really ready to play. Early that morning I was with Diron Talbert, Ron McDole, and Pat Fischer, and we were having coffee in the morning before the pregame meal. I think we were all reading the same paper and the same article. All of a sudden our heads popped up and we just looked at each other in disbelief. For someone like me who had been through some hardships and worked so hard to get my break, those comments by Landry stuck with me and gave me even more incentive to win. I tell you, I was ready to play right then.

  A lot of people think no one hated the Cowboys as much as Diron Talbert hated them. Maybe that’s true, but he didn’t have to help me hate the Cowboys. I played the Cowboys a lot while with San Francisco, and at New Orleans we played them twice a year. I didn’t hate the players much, but I didn’t like the philosophy of Tex Schramm and the front-office people. They kind of ruled the league. They always seemed to get their way.

  Before a game, George always wrote down his goals on a chalkboard as a way to remind us of what he wanted to accomplish. He had two goals against the Cowboys. He wanted our defense to pressure Staubach because he had missed the season with a separated shoulder, before coming off the bench the week before to throw those two touchdown passes. He believed that if we pressured him enough, he wouldn’t be so effective. The second goal was that, offensively, he felt we could attack the Cowboys secondary, especially Charlie Waters’ side. One reason was because on the other side was Pro Bowler Mel Renfro.
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