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FOREWORD

By Dick Enberg

When turning the pages of Game of My Life Rams, I’m reminded of the amazing memories this grand franchise has produced. Some of the recollections came during my enjoyable stint of calling the team’s games, from 1966 to 1977, as an announcer for Gene Autry’s KMPC radio station.

What’s clear are the thrills, chills, and, yes, heartache, which Rams fans have often consumed. When those games were played in the historic Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, with more than 100,000 fans cheering, it only amplified what a special time it was in Southern California’s rich sports history.

What’s keen about the book is that the players selected which game they wanted highlighted. Their reasons for picking the game of their life were as varied as the players themselves.

From quarterback Jim Hardy trying to steal snaps from Bob Waterfield on the first Los Angeles Rams team in 1946 to Pro Bowl kicker Johnny Hekker booting the current squad out of poor field position.

From Roman Gabriel winning in consecutive weeks against Bart Starr and Johnny Unitas in 1967 to Gabriel’s trusty tight end, Billy Truax, making another clutch catch.

From Fred Dryer—who would later be known as “Hunter” to a generation of TV viewers—getting a kick out of Gabriel’s misfortune to Tom Mack breaking in a rookie named Dennis Harrah by unmercifully calling him “Bird Legs.”

And for the record, I will confirm that Mack did not move on that bogus illegal procedure call in the loss to the Vikings in the 1974 NFC Championship Game!

There’s Rod Perry illustrating how class shows no matter what the score, when he tells how close he came to knocking away Terry Bradshaw’s touchdown pass to John Stallworth, which turned the tide in the Steelers’ favor in Super Bowl XIV at the Rose Bowl.

Just maybe if Stallworth didn’t produce a catch for the ages over a leaping Perry, the Rams would have prevailed for their only Super Bowl title with Los Angeles in front of their name.

Jack Youngblood, a.k.a. Capt. Blood, speaks of playing in that Super Bowl with a broken leg. What I had forgotten is that he suited up for the Pro Bowl as well. Youngblood was often called the John Wayne of the NFL, and it’s easy to see why.

Which reminds me of the story told here of Gabriel sharing the big screen with the Duke in The Undefeated.

With their proximity to Hollywood, it seems one Ram or another was often reading cue cards. But no one had to yell “action” when Harrah and others took off to pummel the Jets’ Mark Gastineau after he broke into his sack dance at Shea Stadium. That caused a rumble that still stands among the most spirited in NFL history.

How about LeRoy Irvin bringing back two punts for touchdowns in one game! Or Mike Lansford’s game-winning kick against the Saints to cap an unlikely comeback.

And we can’t forget a high-stepping Eric Dickerson and a hard-hitting Kevin Greene, two Hall of Famers who created havoc on both sides of the ball.

I would be remiss in rewinding my Rams time machine and not mentioning my dear friend, Merlin Olsen. Not only did I have the pleasure of calling the 14-time Pro Bowler’s games, but he was later by my side in the NBC broadcasting booth, always eager to help our network team. Olsen, a TV star in the series Father Murphy, was a star in the booth, as well. An Academic All-America player, he generously shared his keen football knowledge with everyone on the broadcast team.

Considering his unselfish work with the Rams, that comes as little surprise.

What’s shocking is all these memories belong to one franchise and they’ve been collected in one book. Jay Paris, a longtime, award-winning NFL sportswriter, has brought these stories, and more, to life.

One can almost see the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum’s cauldron flickering in the distance. Or hear the roar of the L.A. crowd yelling “Charge!” as a big play is delivered by their football hero wearing horns on his helmet.

When reflecting on the unpredictable Rams, the excitement they have produced, and the compelling tales in this book, there are only two words that come to mind: “Oh My!”

So settle in and enjoy your journey into the Rams’ storied history, all presented here by one of our finest writers.

—Dick Enberg


INTRODUCTION

The Rams in Los Angeles just sounds right.

We know about their history in St. Louis and Cleveland, and no offense to those fine municipalities. That’s where the Rams called “home” when winning the Super Bowl in 2000 and the NFL title in 1945, respectively.

But with the Rams returning to the City of Angels, it seems the L.A. sports world has welcomed back a familiar friend.

The Rams planted their flag in L.A. in 1946, bringing the world of professional sports to an area that has embraced that form of entertainment from the get-go like few others.

Going to a Rams game was as much of an event as it was about final score. Hollywood stars were in the stands and when many Rams weren’t on the field, they were waiting for a director to supply their cue.

Both the silver screens and TV screens ached for Rams to fill roles, in everything from The Undefeated to Gilligan’s Island. It reinforced the players’ standing in the community and just how important it was to be a Ram, or a Rams fan.

Long before the Dodgers crowed about “Dodger Blue” or the Lakers introduced a West Virginia shooting guard with a crew cut named Jerry West, the Rams were the sports foundation in this area known for its shaky ground.

Sure, the earth shook when the Rams relocated from L.A. to Anaheim in 1980, and there was a tsunami of angst when they exited Anaheim for St. Louis in 1995.

But all that is in the memory bank, and it doesn’t diminish the snapshots of Rams moments that any booster holds dear: a pinpoint Roman Gabriel pass to Billy Truax’s reliable hands, the Fearsome Foursome pulverizing another petrified quarterback, and Tom Mack’s dominant blocking for 13 seasons, a span in which the Rams had 12 winning years.

If you squint, one can imagine animated coach George Allen, in his well-creased, short-sleeved white shirt and ramrod straight tie, roaming the sidelines making sure everyone knew the future really was now.

There’s Jack Youngblood mauling an overmatched offensive lineman, Eric Dickerson high-stepping toward another end zone, or Henry Ellard springing high in the air to snag a Jim Everett attempt.

Those recollections come rushing back, many with the historic Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum in the forefront. With the Olympic cauldron flickering and the snow-capped San Gabriel Mountains providing a backdrop to the L.A. skyscrapers, the Coliseum rocked with crowds approaching 100,000.

Those Rams patrons will soon be heading to a state-of-the-art facility in nearby Inglewood. The Rams are charging into a new era, but that doesn’t erase what this grand team has done and the good times it’s produced.

When growing up in Southern California, I fell hard for that cool helmet with the horns on it—thank you Frank Gehrke, a former Rams running back who painted the first one in 1948. And I was just like every other kid on my block.

On game days my uncle, a proud and tough marine, would gather his kids, myself, and my buddies and we would pile into his car for fall excursions to L.A.’s Exposition Park.

Back then, a military member in uniform was charged 50 cents for a ticket and he could bring in six young ’uns with him for free. On many Sundays, I got to be one of those tykes tagging along.

When approaching the iconic venue, the Coliseum always stood out. It was bigger than life to a youngster, as it dominated the landscape off Figueroa Street, which was also set aside for museums, rose gardens, and later, the L.A. Sports Arena.

But none of those things clogged the vision of a lucky kid getting to go cheer his favorite team. And if I did so while wearing my battered, single-bar Rams youth helmet, all the better.

The Rams are back, and like many, I can’t wait to see where they are headed. But they set course into the future with a treasure trove of memories, many of which are rekindled in the following pages.


Chapter 1

JIM HARDY

Rams at Lions—October 24, 1948








	BIRTH DATE:
	April 4, 1923



	HOMETOWN:
	Los Angeles



	RESIDENCE:
	La Quinta, California



	JERSEY NO.:
	21



	POSITION:
	Quarterback



	HEIGHT:
	6 feet



	WEIGHT:
	180 pounds







The Run-Up

Jim Hardy was a terrific University of Southern California quarterback, leading it to consecutive Rose Bowl victories in 1944–45.

What made those triumphs even sweeter was both times Hardy beat USC’s archrival, UCLA, to reach Pasadena. And in the first year, that meant a win over the team led by the Bruins’ fabulous quarterback Bob Waterfield.

The two players and their schools were fierce competitors in an era when college football ruled the Southern California sports landscape. The Rams had yet to arrive from Cleveland, let alone the Dodgers from Brooklyn or the Lakers from Minneapolis.

While the Rams had yet to forge their L.A. history before arriving in 1946, the same couldn’t be said about Hardy and Waterfield.

Or is it Hatfield and McCoy?

“Although Bob was a great guy, we didn’t get along,” Hardy said. “We had a clash of personalities.”

The two were intense competitors, and that same script rang true in the NFL. Waterfield got a head start on his pro career before Hardy finished his navy stint.

“Waterfield got out of the army the year before because he had a bad knee,” Hardy said. “He went back to being a civilian and then playing for the Cleveland Rams in 1945. He was the MVP his rookie season and they won the championship.”

While Waterfield was being a star, Hardy was a shining light with his brother, Don, on the USS Maryland. The battleship saw considerable action in World War II in the Pacific Theater.

Once the war ended, the friction between Hardy and Waterfield, the former BMOCs on the respective L.A. campuses, began its second act.

Hardy was selected by the Washington Redskins in the first round, but quickly made an audible he’s long regretted.

“Dumbest thing I ever did,” he said.

Instead of going to Washington, Hardy requested a trade in 1946. That was the same year the newfangled Rams planted their flag in L.A.

“When I came back home when the war was over I had been gone for over a year,” Hardy said. “We had just had our first son [James]. I decided I didn’t want to go away from home anymore.”

When word leaked about Hardy’s trepidation of leaving, Redskins owner George Marshall delivered some inside information.

“Listen, the Rams are going to move from Cleveland,” Marshall told Hardy. “I will work something out so you can sign with the Rams.”

Hardy was ecstatic about staying, but not eager about the name above him on the Rams’ depth chart: Bob Waterfield.

“Like a dummy I signed with the Rams after Waterfield had played well and led the Rams to the championship,” Hardy said. “I couldn’t get into a ball game for two years. Oh, I would play once in a while but I wanted to go somewhere where I could start.”

Those two L.A. gunslingers who had been crosstown rivals were in the crosshairs again. A patient Hardy, an ex-Pacific Coast Conference MVP, waited until his third season with the Rams before the game of his life.

“I couldn’t get a break as for two years Waterfield kept my butt on the bench,” Hardy said. “That was difficult to take. Because we beat that UCLA team with Waterfield and Don Paul, for the Pacific Coast Conference title and the chance to go to the Rose Bowl.”

While Waterfield’s career bloomed, Hardy’s had trouble taking root.

“I had to sit behind Waterfield,” Hardy said, “and it galled me something terrible.”

The Game

By Jim Hardy

After my second year I called [owner] Dan Reeves and told him that I didn’t want to come back to the Rams. I wanted to play and I wasn’t doing that much behind [Bob] Waterfield.

But we had hired a new coach, Clark Shaughnessy, and Dan told me why don’t you talk to him first. So I went out to his home in the Santa Monica area. He told me that whoever is playing the best football will start.

That was all I wanted was an even chance. And he lived up to it.

Bob would start some games and if he went sour, then they would put me in. And it was like that the other way around, too. It was like being a pitcher and if you were hot, you stayed in there. If not, [Shaughnessy] would take you out and put in the other guy.

We would alternate and each of us started half the games. We each threw 14 touchdown passes, but Bob had [11] more interceptions than I did [in 1948].

He started in this game in Detroit and we were favored to beat the Lions. But they had us down in the third quarter, 21–0. I’m sitting my butt on the bench next to the water cooler.

Bob wasn’t doing anything so Shaughnessy comes over to me and says you’re going in. From there we scored five times and won the game, 34–27.

Playing with the Rams I had some good days and some not-so-good-days. But coming from behind and getting hot to win that game was my highlight of playing with the Rams.

I threw two touchdown passes, both to Tom Keane [his only two scores of the season].

And I went a lot to Red Hickey. He was our starting left end and he was just a great receiver. He also was a basketball guy; he was a big guy and had fabulous moves.

He would come back into the huddle and say, “Jim, I’m good on this and I’m good on that.” And when he said that I knew that was like running down and putting money in the back.

He could fake and catch—he was good.

I threw a lot of passes to him that day so after the game we went out to dinner in downtown Detroit.

And I still remember what a thrill that day was and how much fun it was to bring the team back to the victory.

There are two couples in the booth next to us and it was clear they had been drinking. Detroit was dry on Sunday and you couldn’t get any booze but these people got it somewhere.

They start carrying on with each other and pretty soon there’s an altercation and it got scary.

Hickey was tougher than nails, and a big guy, and he just flies right into the middle of this thing.

Me? I head for the kitchen, find the alley, and I’m gone.

I see Hickey the next morning and he comes up to me with this big lump over one eye and he looked really bad.

Hickey said, “What happened to you?”

Look I didn’t know who the hell these people were. I wasn’t going to get killed getting involved so I got the hell out of there and went back to the Cadillac Hotel, where we were staying two blocks away.

[image: image]

Hardy was a player who stayed at home after finishing college. A star in the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum while at USC, Hardy’s battles with teammate Bob Waterfield, an ex-UCLA standout, for the starting role extended their crosstown rivalry to another level. (AP Photo)

So the game of my life had two stories to it.

But in a nutshell, that game was the highlight of my Rams career. I was the player of the game and I still have the game ball.

Then that night after the game with Hickey is one I will never forget.

The Aftermath

There’s seven days in a week. And on a majority of them, the 94-year-old Jim Hardy is training at the gym.

“I feel pretty good,” Hardy said. “I don’t have any permanent problems.”

Hardy keeps plugging away, just like he did when backing up Bob Waterfield. If not for Hardy’s perseverance, it’s possible Hardy would have never brought the Rams back in his memorable game at Detroit in 1948.

Maybe the attitude comes from Hardy’s devotion to his beloved alma mater, USC. Its motto is “Fight On,” and is there any former Trojan who’s a better example of doing just that than Hardy?

The scrappy quarterback who led USC to consecutive Rose Bowl titles is still a fixture with the program.

Despite USC’s downtown L.A. campus being some 130 miles away from Hardy’s Palm Springs-area home, he attends practice once a week.

“I’ve been in good stead with the coaches and athletic directors there forever,” Hardy said, as he rattled off their names with precision and admiration.

Hardy’s list goes back a ways and illustrates his prideful connection to USC. It’s a bond that started when Hardy was a tyke and his father, Russell, worked for Western Union.

When the elder Hardy was sending dispatches of college games, his football-loving sons were usually at his side.

“I was eight years old and my dad did the telegraph for Western Union and worked the press bowl for the USC and UCLA games,” Hardy said. “He would take the stories from the sportswriters and with his telegraph key send them out to the eastern news outlets.

“Me and my brother went to the last game in 1931 and the Trojans beat Georgia, 60–0. I fell in love with the Trojans that day.

“When I was growing up I had all their pictures all over my walls. I wanted to go to USC in the worst way. I couldn’t wait to get older and play for USC.”

It seems inconceivable the Rose Bowl could be played minus Hardy’s presence. He went to the game to cap that 1931 season and he’s been to every one in Pasadena since.

It’s believed to be the longest streak by anyone attending the Rose Bowl.

Hardy did miss the Rose Bowl in 1942, when it was moved to North Carolina during World War II because of national security reasons.

Otherwise, the kid who knelt each night and repeated the same prayer, “Please make me a USC football player,” is nearly as big a part of the Rose Bowl tradition as the parade down Colorado Boulevard.

He’s been to 85 straight contests, which are known as the Granddaddy of the bowl games. It’ll surprise few people if Hardy makes No. 86 next New Year’s Day.


Chapter 2

ROMAN GABRIEL

Packers at Rams—December 9, 1967
Colts at Rams—December 17, 1967








	BIRTH DATE:
	August 5, 1940



	HOMETOWN:
	Wilmington, North Carolina



	RESIDENCE:
	Charlotte, North Carolina



	JERSEY NO.:
	18



	POSITION:
	Quarterback



	HEIGHT:
	6 foot 5



	WEIGHT:
	220 pounds







The Run-Up

The reason Roman Gabriel would go on to win the NFL MVP award in 1969 and ultimately have his game of his life was because of one George Herbert Allen.

The coach known for his motto of “the future is now” took a flyer on an unproven Gabriel.

It was a smart move by a smart coach. Or was he really that keen?

“I remember once we went to play in Green Bay and it must have been 30 below zero,” Gabriel said.

Allen wasn’t fazed.

“This is Rams weather!” he told his chattering collection of players.

Gabriel rolled his eyes and reached for another jacket.

“I was an Academic All-American at North Carolina State,” Gabriel said. “I know the difference between cold and warm, and this was not Rams weather at all.”

But Allen was all-in on Gabriel. And the feeling was mutual.

“He was a players’ coach, and looking back on it, he never had a losing record,” Gabriel said. “He never looked at a team as having problems. Instead they were challenges waiting to be solved.

Gabriel was well-versed in cooling his jets. He had done just that in anticipating his own opportunity as a starting quarterback. When Allen replaced Harland Svare in 1966, Gabriel’s ascent to stardom received a turbo-sized boost.

“I hadn’t had a chance before that,” Gabriel said.

He did make the most of becoming friends with Rosey Grier, the team’s defensive stalwart.

“Rosey was always such a real leader,” Gabriel said.

Even if he pursued hobbies that most football players didn’t—off the field.

“I remember my rookie year [1962] I was walking through the locker room and I went by Rosey,” Gabriel said. “At that time he was a little bit bigger than 320 pounds and he was sitting there needle pointing. I just remember that and how he called me over to him and he introduced himself.

“The whole time that I knew Rosey when we were playing he was always very cordial and he is still one of the best guys that I know.”
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