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    Chapter 1    

THE TEAM

When I warmed up during the Super Bowl years, we averaged 80,000 fans a game. At least 20,000 were in the stadium before the game, and quite a few of them would gather behind the goal posts just to see me kick.

Kicking one from 55 or 58 yards away was new to the fans, so I would put on a show. They would cheer like it was the game itself. The fans got me up, but unfortunately at the end of the warmups, I always said to myself, “You are crazy. You went out there and made all of those field goals just to show off. Now you are dead tired.” But the more tired and loose I was, the better I kicked the ball in the game. It never bothered me until I got older and had pulled hamstrings and groin muscles. Then I had to cut down.

If I had the wind with me, I would try 60-yard field goals. If I kicked against the wind, I wouldn’t try anything longer then 50 yards. I made sure to kick against the wind to get an idea on how the wind was blowing. When I went out to kick against the wind, I reminded myself that I had made them in practice and to keep my confidence up.

My holder practiced with me in the beginning of the warmups, but if he was a quarterback, he had to leave, and I would get some young volunteers, usually a coach’s son, to hold for me. After I practiced my field goals, I would do about 25 kickoffs.

I’ve been asked, “How does it feel to be booed in a game?” I tell people I don’t know. I played in the NFL for 15 years and was never booed. I must be one of the lucky ones.

*  *  *  *

We are still a close-knit team today. There are hundreds of players in the Hall of Fame and thousands of athletes who played in the National Football League, but only 45 players went undefeated in one season. We are a family. We have reunions and our families and the coaching staff’s families are there. Everybody was a big part of the family. It seems like yesterday when we were on the field.

Coach Shula takes as much pride in our undefeated season as anybody else. We wouldn’t have had a perfect season without him leading us. He knows that without us he wouldn’t be remembered as the coach of the only undefeated team. Shula always appreciated all his players and treated us right.

When my wife thinks about the deaths of Dorothy Shula and Judi Griese, tears come to her eyes. We feel the same sadness when we remember Bob Matheson and Wayne Moore, who have passed away.

When we played, the coaches and players often didn’t see things the same way, but we do today. We are older. When we see each other, we knew we did something together that nobody else has since.

*  *  *  *

The Dolphins once had a big brawl with the Cardinals in St. Louis. Both benches cleared. It all started with Conrad Dobler, the craziest lineman ever. (He would bite guys’ fingers or go for the knees.) He got out of hand, and next thing you know, the fights broke out. It took at least five minutes to clear the field. A couple of guys were fighting, but the rest were pushing and shoving. Some were trying to break it up.

The only people who stayed off the field were the coaches, Bob Griese, Larry Seiple, and myself. The fines were announced the next day. The only ones who weren’t fined were the ones who stayed off the field.

Later Dobler was my teammate in New Orleans, and I got to know him. I thought he was quite a nice guy off the field. He had hundreds of great stories, and you didn’t have to twist his arm to hear them. By then he was beat up and couldn’t straighten his right leg because of all of the operations he had. He was in the locker room four hours before each game, lying down with hot pads underneath him and on top of him, and the trainer would work on him to loosen him up. The trainer thought Dobler would be in trouble if he didn’t get treated every day.

*  *  *  *

Coach Shula wouldn’t allow dirty play. He wanted every player to use every advantage he could get, as long as it wasn’t dirty or against the rules.

Shula went by the rules. In the nine years I was with the Miami Dolphins, we were the least penalized team in football. He made sure that every player knew the rules and knew what was allowed. If somebody did something that was really against the rules, Shula would get all over that player.

Shula was on the rules committee, and he stood by his convictions. Those were the things that I admired about him.

*  *  *  *

A few times when we got back to the airport after a game, there was a major storm, and we couldn’t take off. After a game, you want to get home, especially if the team lost, so storms were frustrating.

Other times, we left in great weather and ran into a storm halfway home. I always thought if lightening hit the plane, the team would be wiped out. I prayed, and players who didn’t believe in God prayed too.

Our longest flight was to Seattle, but in my years in Miami, we only had to go there once. The food was great on the flights. On return flights home, we were handed six- packs of beer. I could only drink one. I would pass the rest to my card-playing friends. A cold sub was passed out prior to takeoff, and later we were given a choice of steak or chicken for a meal.

*  *  *  *

I was attempting a field goal against the Jets in Shea Stadium when the ball was snapped over my head. I went after it, and the outside rushing defensive back tried to pick up the ball. I kicked it out of his hands and out of bounds in front of the Jets bench. Johnny Ebersole of the Jets plowed me over, and they got the ball deep in their own end of the field. But we did prevent them from scoring a touchdown and went on to win the game.

While I was on the bus after the game, I had trouble breathing all of a sudden. I couldn’t laugh, move or take a deep breath. I thought I was having a heart attack. I told one of my teammates what was happening, and he said that I must have cracked my ribs.

The next day the doctor verified that I had cracked two ribs. He told me to put some heat on it, and the following Sunday before our next game, the doctor gave me a shot in the area where I was hurting. I thought this was wonderful; no pain.

But after I kicked for 10 minutes during warmups, the pain was right back. I thought the doctor would give me another shot, but the trainer told me to take some aspirin and said the doctor could not give me any more shots. My kickoffs were short, and the papers wrote that I was losing it. They didn’t know I was hurt. It cleared up after six months, but by then the season was over.

Years later I was playing in a golf tournament and saw John Ebersole. The first thing he said to me was, “Garo, how are your ribs?” So that was our joke every time we saw each other for the next three or four years. Once I went to Atlantic City for a golf tournament, and I saw Johnny at the cocktail party and his head was completely shaved. A lot of players were doing this at the time, and I thought that Johnny wanted to look cool. This looked like the perfect time for me to get back at him, so as my wife and I passed by I said, “Johnny, nice hairstyle. Nice.” He told me he went through chemotherapy. I could have dug a hole and stayed in it, I felt so bad.

We wrote him a nice note and told him that we were praying for him and pulling for him to get better. Thank God he is doing well, and his cancer is in remission. He knew that I didn’t know the situation about his cancer and that we were always joking. We are still great friends. I see him three to four times a year, and he still gets on me about my busted ribs. He is a councilman in Altoona, Pennsylvania.

*  *  *  *

When we went on the road, we practiced the day before the game in that team’s stadium. There would always be kids sitting in the stands watching us work out. Every time I kicked a ball into the stands, the kids would throw the football back, except for the kids at Shea Stadium in New York. Any ball that got kicked in those stands, they grabbed it and were gone. They were the fastest kids that I ever saw. They went right out of the stadium with a $60 ball. Goodbye. After a while, we had to move to the open end of the stadium to avoid them.
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The 1972 Miami Dolphins coaching staff led the team to a perfect season. Courtesy of Miami Dolphins

*  *  *  *

If I was kicking against a team that had a great kicker, it brought the best out of me. A lot of kickers told me that they wanted to be at their best against me. In 1971, when Shula told us who was picked for the Pro Bowl, he said, “Jan Stenerud was selected as the kicker. Garo, you were robbed. You were supposed to be in that game. We can make up for it by winning the playoff game against the Chiefs in a couple of days.”

We went to Kansas City and beat them in the longest game in football history. Stenerud missed a 32-yard field goal in regulation, and in overtime Nick Buoniconti blocked his attempt at a 45-yard field goal. I missed from 52 yards before I kicked the winning field goal from 37 yards out. To this day, Stenerud won’t talk about the game. A lot of his teammates told me he still feels terrible about it. He was a great guy and sent me a nice telegram after the game congratulating me and wishing me the best in the Super Bowl. Stenerud is the only “pure” kicker to be inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame, but I was voted “Kicker of the Decade.”

*  *  *  *

Exhibition games are meaningful because you want your team to improve and get ready for the season. Sometimes, coaches don’t use all the personnel. What they do is use players to see what they can do in certain situations.

During those games, you work hard and learn all the plays. After that, you learn how to win. A lot of players from the draft came from teams that never won. They had to get acclimated to the players on the Dolphins who were used to winning championships.

In the 1972 exhibition season, we lost to Washington and beat them in the Super Bowl. The following year, we lost to Minnesota in the exhibition season and also beat them in the Super Bowl. When we played those teams in the Super Bowl, we didn’t give those early losses a thought.

*  *  *  *

Defensive coach Bill Arnsparger left in 1976 to become the head coach of the New York Giants. Vince Costello was hired to take his place. His ways were different then Arnsparger s, which was normal. During the first training camp of the new season, the defense was working on new things when  a big argument broke out. Costello called for a zone defense, and safety Jake Scott said that wasn’t the way we did it when Arnsparger was here. Costello told him that he was here and it would be done his way, while Scott told him that they would do it the old way.
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Jake Scott runs the ball down the sideline.

They had a big argument, and Shula jumped in and wanted to know what the yelling was all about. Scott told Shula, “I am not talking to you.” He kept arguing with Costello.

A week later, we had our awards banquet for the previous season, and Coach Shula wanted everybody there. Scott said he wasn’t coming, because he normally got paid to attend banquets. Shula told him that if he didn’t come he would be fined, and Scott told him to go ahead. He still wasn’t coming.

There were about 1,000 people at the banquet, and we had our wives with us. Shula was sitting at the head table, about three or four chairs down from owner Joe Robbie. They introduced us in numerical order according to our jersey numbers, and I was introduced first because I was number 1. After number 12, Bob Griese, was announced, Jake Scott, number 13, was next. They called his name, and he wasn’t there.

Robbie yelled at Shula, attacking him and asking him, “What kind of a coach are you? Can’t you teach discipline to your players?” Shula made a dive for Robbie, and they had to be separated. They had a strained relationship for the next four or five years and would only talk when there was business to be discussed.

After the banquet, Scott was traded to Washington for Bryant Salter. He only stayed four weeks. Everybody said that was the worst trade that Shula ever made, and we were only 6-8 that year.
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Mercury Morris dodges a would-be tackler on his way to a big gain.

*  *  *  *

We opened the 1972 season in Kansas City’s new Arrow-head Stadium. I kicked two field goals, from 47 and 15 yards, and we won the game, 20-10. Larry Csonka rushed for 118 yards. The streak was underway.

The next week, we played our home opener and beat Houston, 34-10. “Mercury” Morris rushed for 94 yards, Csonka ran for 79 yards and Jim Kiick picked up 55 yards. They all scored touchdowns.

Then we went to Minnesota to play the Vikings. It was freezing cold, and they were beating us 14-6.1 had kicked two field goals, from 38 and 42 yards.

With only about four minutes left in the fourth quarter, we were on the 44-yard line, and it was fourth down. I figured Coach Shula would go for the first down and make it a shorter field goal or go for a touchdown. Shula said, “Field goal.” He didn’t ask if I could make it. He was very positive. (My previous longest field goal was 47 yards.)

Shula said, “Garo, it is a 51-yard field goal. Go and kick it.” Well, if Shula had confidence in me, I might as well have confidence in myself.

On my way out to the field, I prayed, “God, don’t let me embarrass myself. Give me guidance to hit the ball well.” We lined up, and I kicked the ball. It was beautiful. It went through the goal posts to make the score 14-9 with three minutes to go.

I figured we would go for the on-side kick, but I was told to kick it deep. Everything Shula called was working because he was experienced and he was a genius.

The Vikings got the ball on the 21-yard line. Quarterback Fran Tarkenton was a little conservative and would often take some time off the clock by running the ball. They ran it twice, threw it once, and didn’t get a first down. There were about two minutes left when we got the ball back on our own 41-yard line.

Griese brought us down the field, and we got to the three-yard line. Griese got the ball, scrambled to his right, and no one was there. Griese scrambled to his left and spotted Jim Mandich, our tight end, in the end zone. Griese threw the ball with 1:28 left on the clock, and we scored a touchdown.

The following week, we played the New York Jets in New York. We were ahead, 24-17, in the fourth quarter and there was a chance they could tie it. Fortunately, I kicked a 43-yard field goal with a minute and half to go. That put the game out of reach. We won, 27-17. Csonka rushed for 102 yards.

Our next two games were in the Orange Bowl. First, we beat San Diego, 24-10, but it was a costly victory. Bob Griese suffered a broken bone in his right ankle and didn’t play again until the last game of the season against Baltimore. We thought that was it for the season, but we realized we had a great quarterback on the bench, Earl Morrall, whom Shula had claimed off waivers the previous April when the Colts released him. He came in and won the next 10 games. Morrall was older, but he knew the game and was a leader. Coach Shula had a lot of confidence in him.

During the Chargers game, Morrall threw two touchdown passes. After we beat San Diego, 24-10, we defeated Buffalo, 24-23. I kicked a 54-yard field goal, my longest. Morris rushed for 106 yards, while our defense held O. J. Simpson to 45 yards.

After we beat Buffalo, two of our next three wins were shutouts over Baltimore (23-0) and New England, which was our most lopsided victory at 52-0. We were ahead 38-0 when Shula took out Morrall and put in our third-string quarterback, Jim Del Gaizo. He went in with instructions to keep the ball on the ground. Shula didn’t want to roll up the score and embarrass the other coach and his team.
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Jim Mandich catches a pass for a big play.

At that time, the quarterbacks called their own plays. Del Gaizo called a deep post and threw a 51-yard touchdown pass to Marlin Briscoe. Coach Shula went nuts and told him to keep the ball on the ground. We got the ball back again after they fumbled, and Del Gaizo threw a 38-yard touchdown pass to Briscoe. Shula went crazy. All Del Gaizo did was showcase himself for the rest of the league.

Next we topped the Jets, 28-24, but we trailed, 24-21, in the fourth quarter when Morris scored on a four-yard run. Our final touchdown was set up when Dick Anderson recovered a fumble. When we beat the Jets, we clinched the AFC east. There was no slowing down. We defeated the St. Louis Cardinals 31-10 as Anderson recovered a fumble and had an interception. Lloyd Mumphord returned an interception for a touchdown. Csonka rushed for 114 yards, and Morrall completed 12 of 19 for 210 yards.

Our next two games were on the road. We beat New England 37-21 as Csonka went over 1,000 yards rushing for the season. Then we beat the New York Giants in Yankee Stadium 23-13 for our 13th straight win on a muddy day. I had to take my towel onto the field and wipe up the mud so I could get a good spot for the ball. I made three field goals from 37, 31 and 16 yards.

In our final regular season game, we beat Baltimore in the Orange Bowl, 16-0. I kicked field goals from 40, 50 and 35 yards. Griese came back and played part of the game, and Morris got to 1,000 yards rushing, which made the Dolphins the only team to have two players rush for 1,000 or more yards in the same season.
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Larry Csonka hammering his way through the line.

*  *  *  *

There was a lot of pressure on us when we went into the playoffs in 1972 because we were undefeated. We weren’t saying we had three games to play. We thought only of the next game, taking it one at a time. We had to win the first against Cleveland and then relax for a day.

Cleveland was very tough and led us 14-13 in the fourth quarter. I kicked a 40-yard field goal in the first quarter and a 46-yard field goal in the fourth quarter. We scored late in the fourth on Kiick’s eight-yard run to win it.

Next, we had to go to Pittsburgh and play the Steelers in Three Rivers Stadium. A week earlier, they had won their game over Oakland on a miracle catch (the Immaculate Reception) by Franco Harris at the end of the game. We had a tough time in Pittsburgh, and they were doing a better job. We were behind 7-0 in the second quarter, but fortunately Seiple got the ball to punt; then he looked and saw that nobody was there to guard him. Seiple tucked the ball under his arm and ran downfield for a big first down. That was the turning point in the game.

Morrall threw a nine-yard touchdown pass to Csonka. Griese came in for the second half and led us to two more touchdowns, and we won, 21-17, to go to the Super Bowl for the second straight year.

*  *  *  *

We went 17-0 that season, which is a great record. Now teams play 16 games in the regular season, so they have to go 19-0 to be undefeated. If a team starts out with ten or twelve wins and no losses, I like that, because it brings excitement back and people think of the 1972 Dolphins and the fact that we are the only undefeated football team in history.

If a team gets to 13-0 or 14-0, then we get nervous, thinking maybe that club can do it. We don’t have anything against them, but we start worrying and talking about it when we see our old teammates. But as soon as that team loses and their winning streak ends, we breathe a sigh of relief.

Not that we wish anybody to do badly, of course. If some team does go undefeated, I will tip my hat to them and say, “Great. Now there are two undefeated teams.” But until then, we can still say we were the best.

*  *  *  *

As a good example of how seriously we take the record, the Chicago Bears came to Miami in 1985 with a 12-0 record. Mike Ditka was their head coach, Buddy Ryan was their defensive coordinator, and they had a great defense. Jim McMahon was their quarterback, and they had a great runner, Walter Payton. They came into Miami with a head of steam for a Monday night game.

In the two previous games the Bears had shut out Dallas 44-0 and Atlanta 36-0. A lot of my teammates were on the sidelines during the game, and this made the 1985 Dolphins happy. They got excited and were focused. Coach Shula was still there, and he had the team fired up. He didn’t want his record to go down the drain. He didn’t need any phone calls, but I have a feeling a lot of the guys in Miami called anyway.
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Earl Morrall

Shula prepared his team accordingly, especially for that game, which was one of the most important in his career. They played better than they had played all year and beat Chicago 38-24. The Bears won the rest of their games and finished 18-1. We took our hats off to the 1985 Dolphins who took care of business for the 1972 Dolphins.

Miami ended any suspense for back-to-back undefeated seasons in 1973 when they lost their second game of the year, 12-7, to the Raiders in Oakland. Miami finished the regular season 14-2 and captured a second straight Super Bowl with a 24-7 win over the Minnesota Vikings in Houston. The Dolphins were the second team to win two straight Super Bowls and the first to play in the game three straight years. The following year, the Dolphins went 11-3 but the dynamics of the Dolphin dynasty was disrupted when stars Larry Csonka, Paul Warfield, Jim Kiick, Tom Foley and Bob Kuechenberg signed future contracts with teams in the fledgling World Football League. The WFL was out of business within two years and those players returned to the NFL.

Miami lost in the first round of the playoffs to the Raiders in Oakland, 28-26, in the final 24 seconds on the play that was known as “Sea of Hands” when Clarence Davis caught an eight-yard touchdown pass from Ken Stabler among three Dolphins defenders in the end zone.

It took another 22 years after the 1985 Bears before anyone made a run at an undefeated season, but when it happened, it happened big time. MVP Tom Brady threw a record 50 touchdown passes to pace a high-powered New England Patriots offense that carried the AFC East juggernaut to a 16-0 regular season record. New England, already the team of the decade thanks to Super Bowl wins overt the St. Louis Rams, Carolina Panthers and the Philadelphia Eagles, was looking for a crowning achievement that would place them in the conversation for greatest team of all-time.

During the regular season, the Patriots scored 589 points, an average of 36.8 points per game. They scored over 30 points 12 times and twice went over 50 points in a game. Their closest game was their final game in the Meadowlands as they beat the Giants, 38-35. New England trailed, 28-23 heading into the fourth quarter before scoring two touchdowns.

In the playoffs, New England pushed aside Jacksonville, 31-20, and San Diego, 21-12. The Giants, steeled by their impressive showing against the Patriots in the regular season loss, set up a rematch in the Super Bowl by winning three straight playoff games on the road as a wild card to secure their first Super Bowl berth since the 2000 season when they lost to the Baltimore Ravens in 1990.

New York’s defense stifled the Patriots for most of the game but Brady found Randy Moss late in the fourth quarter for a touchdown and a 14-10 lead. The perfect 19-0 season looked within reach but the Giants came back and won it with 35 seconds when Plaxico Burress caught a 13-yard touchdown pass from Eli Manning.

There were two teams between the 1985 Bears and the 2007 Patriots that made a serious run at an undefeated season. The 1990 New York Giants won their first 10 games and the following year, the Washington Redskins went one better to start a season than the Giants. Both teams went on to win the Super Bowl.

Only four times had a team gone into the final post-season game without a loss and the 1972 Dolphins were the only team to complete the mission. Undefeated Chicago Bears teams lost NFL Championship games in 1934 and 1942. The 1934 Bears survived some scares in three of their final four regular season games to finish 13-0. The Monsters of the Midway edged the New York Giants, 10-9, at the Polo Grounds before nipping the Detroit Lions, 19-16, on the road and 10-7 back at Wrigley Field.

The Bears were favored as they looked to best the Giants for a second straight year in the NFL Championship game. In 1933 the host Bears rallied in the fourth quarter for a 23-21 win. The 1934 title game has become known as the famous “Sneakers Game”. Chicago took a 13-3 lead on the icy Polo Grounds field but the Giants switched to sneakers in the third quarter and scored 27 points in the fourth quarter to win going away, 30-13.

The Bears went 11-0 in 1942 and had a rematch with the Redskins in the NFL Championship game in Griffith Stadium. Washington hadn’t forgotten two years earlier that the Bears had clobbered them, 73-0 in the NFL Championship game. Chicago won the 1941 Championship and was looking to make it three straight, but the Redskins posted a 14-6 win. The Bears came back to win the 1943 Championship.

Since the NFL went to a 16-game season in 1978, only San Francisco in 1984, Chicago in 1985, Minnesota in 1998 and Pittsburgh in 2004 went 15-1. The 49ers lost game seven to the Pittsburgh Steelers in Candlestick Park, 20-17. The Bears lost game 12 to Miami in the Orange Bowl, 38-24, which was one of the highest rated Monday Night Football Games. The Vikings lost their eighth game to Tampa Bay, 27-24, on the road and the Steelers lost their second game in Baltimore to the Ravens, 30-13. San Francisco and Chicago won the Super Bowl while Minnesota lost the NFC Championship game in the Hubert H. Humphrey Metrodome, 30-27, in overtime to the Atlanta Falcons. Pittsburgh lost the AFC Championship game at home to the Patriots, 41-27, ending any chance of a Keystone State Super Bowl with a showdown with the Philadelphia Eagles. New York (Giants vs. Bills) and California (49ers vs. Chargers) are the only states that have had two teams in the same Super Bowl.

The 2009 Indianapolis Colts tried to join the Dolphins with an undefeated season. They won 14 straight but lost their last two games to the New York Jets, 39-15 and to Buffalo, 30-7. The loss to the Jets ended the Colts 23-game regular season winning streak. Indianapolis led, 15-10, in the third quarter when Marques Douglas scored on a a one-yard fumble return and the Jets followed up with 11 straight points in the fourth quarter. The final game for the Colts meant nothing. They had home field advantage throughout the playoffs. The Colts and the Jets met in the AFC Championship game with Indianapolis winning, 30-13, but they lost the Super Bowl to the Saints, 31-17, as New Orleans took home the Lombardi Trophy for the first time.
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