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FOREWORD

By Dick Enberg

When reading through Game of My Life San Diego Chargers, I’m richly reminded of how many special and unique moments the team has produced through its heartwarming, as well as its heartbreaking, history.

Turning the pages in this book is like flipping through countless Chargers memories: some bring a championship smile while others elicit a what-might-have-been frown.

But that’s the beauty of football. And the tales of these Chargers’ most significant games—for one reason or another—reveal a different perspective of what transpired during those timeless outings.

From Paul Lowe returning the AFL Chargers’ first kickoff for a touchdown, to Ron Mix wrestling with the Rams’ Deacon Jones in their heated helmet-to-helmet combat along the line.

From Lance Alworth gracefully gliding through the air to snag another reception (which illustrated why he was called “Bambi”), to Doug “Moosie” Wilkerson providing protection for yet another Dan Fouts touchdown strike.

Ed White talks of the Freezer Bowl, when the Chargers fell to the Cincinnati Bengals in the 1981 AFC Championship Game. With the wind chill, the temperature read minus fifty-nine degrees, and I’m still waiting for my toes to thaw from broadcasting that game with Merlin Olsen.

In fact, Fouts still suffers from frostbite on the fingers of his throwing hand.

I’m reminded of the dramatic seconds in Pittsburgh as I called Dennis Gibson deflecting Neil O’Donnell’s pass that advanced the Chargers to their lone Super Bowl.

And I still get goose bumps (not to mention inspired) when reliving a sickly, but courageous, Rolf Benirschke gingerly walking to midfield for the coin flip against the Pittsburgh Steelers. It was an emotional day with many thinking in the broadcast booth, and throughout San Diego Stadium, it was Benirschke’s last time on a football field.

Football was always fun when LaDainian Tomlinson had the ball tucked under his arm near the goal line. You’ll bounce along with L. T. to the outside of the Denver Broncos’ run defense as he collects his record-breaking, single-season rushing touchdown.

Jay Paris, a longtime San Diego sportswriter, brings to light so many compelling stories. His coverage of the Chargers coincided with coach Bobby Ross’s arrival in 1992. Few know the Chargers as well as Paris, and he proves it in this fast-moving book.

So take a seat at the 50-yard line and enjoy the incredible Chargers memories, chronicled by one of our finest writers.


Chapter 1

PAUL LOWE

Titans at Chargers—August 6, 1960







	BIRTH DATE:
	September 27, 1936



	HOMETOWN:
	Homer, Louisiana



	RESIDENCE:
	San Diego, California



	JERSEY NO.:
	23



	POSITION:
	Running back/kick returner



	HEIGHT:
	6-foot-0



	WEIGHT:
	205 pounds






The Run-up

Paul Lowe wasn’t seeking gold in 1959 with the San Francisco 49ers; he just wanted a job.

Lowe had caught the eye of a 49ers official when playing at Oregon State. One day the scout slipped him a card, telling Lowe San Francisco might be interested when he was done being a scatback with the Beavers.

“He pulled me to the side and told me to get in touch,” Lowe said.

Lowe did just that and got a look by the 49ers.

“Red Hickey was the coach and he said I did really good,” he said.

But in a preseason game, Lowe went around the end. There’s still debate on which hole wasn’t blocked, but the result was Lowe’s shoulder taking the brunt of a linebacker’s blow.

“He knocked the hell out of me,” Lowe said. “He really clocked me and dislocated my shoulder. Well, the 49ers were having a cut-down and so they cut me.”

A man who would go on to lead the AFL in rushing in five of his first seven seasons was unemployed.

The player later known for his speed went about selling fast cars for a living. Hawking Dodges and Chryslers was pretty neat, but Lowe sought something more substantial to support his family.

While searching for another line of work, he borrowed one of the vehicles from his old used-car lot. Intrigued by law enforcement, he applied for a position with the Los Angeles Police Department.

“I went to take the test and I did well,” Lowe said. “But they did a background check on me. They found out the car that I drove down to take the test had gotten a ticket.

“They said, ‘We like your application, but it says here you have a warrant on a ticket.’ I said, ‘Well I don’t own the car.’”

Lowe’s pleas for leniency were met with a shrug.

“Well, you were the person driving it,” was the officer’s reply.

Talk about an interview taking a wrong turn.

“They took me to jail,” Lowe said, in a voice that was a mix of laughter and exasperation. “I come in to take the test and they put me in jail. I call my mom and she said, ‘What are you doing in jail? I thought you were going to become a policeman.’ I told her about the ticket on the car I was driving.

“We were poor. She didn’t have any money to get me out of jail. But somehow she rounded some up and got me out. That was my mom, rest in peace. I made it up to her before she passed away.”

His episode with the LAPD behind him, Lowe latched on with Carte Blanche credit, a division of Hilton Hotels. It was run by Barron Hilton, the future owner of the L.A. Chargers, as well as grandfather of Paris Hilton.

Lowe was hired to toil in the mail room. On work days, Lowe punched in at the Santa Monica Hilton, with his football-playing dreams all but forgotten.

“I was working for Frank Leahy, the old Notre Dame coach,” Lowe said. “He came up to me one day and said him and Hilton were going to start a new football team in L.A. He heard from the guys that I had done really well as a running back and on special teams. He wanted to know if I would like to play. He turned out to be the first general manager of the Chargers.

“I said, ‘Yeah, I sure would like to play.’ Then Sid Gillman got in touch with me and signed me to play football. He had seen me play with the 49ers when he had coached the Rams.”
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Carte Blanche’s loss was a gain for the Chargers and the newfangled endeavor called the American Football League.

“Frank Leahy didn’t stay there much longer after we had our talk,” Lowe said.

Neither did Lowe.

The Game

By Paul Lowe

The first one that jumps out for me was when I became a professional football player for the Los Angeles Chargers. It was against the then-New York Titans in an exhibition game at the L.A. Coliseum, the first game the Chargers ever played in the American Football League.

I was on the kickoff return team and I returned it for 105 yards. I went up the middle and headed toward the sideline and took it all on that way. That was the happiest I had ever been and that is why the Chargers kept me.

It was comical because there was hardly anybody there; they should have made a movie out of it. They had to move all the people to one side of the stadium to make it look like a lot of people were at the game.

The Rams were the team that was drawing all the people back then. So the people that came to that first game they put them all behind our bench. They didn’t show anything on the other side because there [were] no other people. And the people that were in there, they probably sneaked in.

That we even had a team was something.

When we had a tryout there, we must have had 2,000 people trying to make the Chargers. Everyone from people in the movies to plumbers, carpenters, shoe-shine boys, and real notable players like Ron Waller. We had a bunch of movie stars trying out. They wanted to have some movie stars to put on the sidelines, but these guys wanted to be linebackers.

But for that first game, that was why that return was so important because I knew I had to beat out Ron Waller.

At that time Sid Gillman was the coach, but he had been the coach of the L.A. Rams and one of his players was Ron Waller and he was on kickoffs, too.

So I had to beat out Ron Waller and sure there was favoritism. Waller was one of Sid’s guys.

In our last exhibition game, I was on kickoff return again, me and Ron Waller. Ron told me, “You take the kickoff no matter where it goes.” He wasn’t feeling well or something and I did. But I fumbled the ball. I still made a good run but I knew the Chargers had to make a cut and most likely it was going to be me.

Sid always told us we had to stay in our lane on kick returns. But Ron had told me to get it wherever it goes. Even though I fumbled it, I still returned it 34 yards.

But I had read in the papers that they were going to get rid of me. So we go back to the hotel the next day and Sid came to my room to cut me. He said, “Why didn’t you stay in your lane and block for Waller?” I told him he didn’t want to catch the ball.

Sid left the room and never came back. Instead I find out he cut Ron Waller instead of me.

I got a reprieve, but a lot of it had to do with returning that first kickoff 105 yards for a touchdown.

God had let me catch that kickoff that day and nobody could catch me. He gave me the gift to play football.

The only reason I got recognized and made the team was because of what I did on special teams. And the biggest thing I did was bringing that kickoff back 105 yards.

The Aftermath

When the Chargers beat the Boston Patriots for the 1963 AFL title—their only championship in franchise history—Paul Lowe was not the star he had become.

San Diego smoked the Patriots, 51–10, at Balboa Stadium. But Lowe, much like future Hall of Fame wide receiver Lance Alworth, was nothing but a ruse.

Instead of coach Sid Gillman leaning on his two aces, he pulled a fast one on the Patriots with fullback Keith Lincoln being the focal point. Lincoln didn’t disappoint, collecting 349 yards and two touchdowns.

But Lowe was bummed.

“I was mad that they didn’t give me the ball more,” said Lowe, whose 12 rushes for 94 yards included a 58-yard touchdown. “Then again, you have to be a team player.

“But Sid had me and Lance running as decoys. The defenders would follow us on sweeps and such and that allowed Keith to get loose. The defense was spying on me and Lance.

“Sid put together a great game plan. He was a helluva coach.”

And what a team that Chargers bunch was. Many—especially those in San Diego—believe the Chargers would have given the 1963 NFL champion Chicago Bears all they could handle.

“We had some good players,” Lowe said. “And we played hard.”

While Lowe recalls that game fondly, he also mentioned missing one of his good friends: Jack Kemp.

It wasn’t difficult for Lowe, or anyone, to form a friendship with Jack Kemp. Lowe and Kemp had come south to San Diego from Los Angeles, but Kemp’s Chargers days were behind him when the franchise won its biggest game.

“Not only was he a standout player but he was a helluva smart guy,” Lowe said. “When we were on the bus he would be reading books about politics while I was reading the playbook to make the team.”

Gillman tried to outsmart his counterparts in 1962. When Kemp broke his middle finger two games into the season, Gillman put Kemp through waivers to free up a roster spot.

Buffalo Bills coach Lou Saban got wind of Gillian’s shenanigans and claimed Kemp for $100.

“He was our quarterback until Sid tried to do something funny,” Lowe said, still steaming over Buffalo getting a star for nearly nothing. “Then he came back and kicked our butt for the 1964 [AFL] Championship.”

But Lowe never let his love for Kemp waver. Lowe’s kids would later babysit for the Kemp family. And when Kemp was Bob Dole’s running mate for the 1996 presidential election, Lowe was a tireless worker to help his buddy become the vice president.

“I campaigned all up and down the West Coast for Jack,” Lowe said. “Jack was really a beautiful person.”

As a fan of Kemp’s, Lowe had few peers. But Lowe wasn’t so big on Gillman, as they often had heated discussions regarding playing time and contracts.

Once after a practice in sultry La Mesa, a San Diego suburb, Lowe tried an end-around—with a fan.

“We were working out there and it used to get hot,” Lowe said, with a mischievous grin. “So one day I had taken a fan home from one of the meeting rooms, and it had to be Sid’s fan.

“He came out where I was living and was mad as hell. He said, ‘Where is my fan?’ One of the guys I rode with must have told him—it might have been Jim Tolbert. But one of the guys snitched on me.

“So Sid says he is going to let me go and he did a couple of years later. I told him he didn’t pay me enough to go buy one and that one was handy.”

Same goes for the AFL–NFL merger, unless you were Lowe.

Lowe told Gillman in 1966 he wanted a salary of $50,000. Gillman declined, noting that the Cleveland Browns’ Jim Brown made that much. Lowe countered that he was the Jim Brown of the AFL.

“We’ll get back to you,” Gillman said.

Lowe’s patience didn’t pay off, as he lost any leverage he may have had when the AFL and NFL merged.

“I waited for four, five weeks and then we merged with the NFL,” Lowe said. “And that was that.”


Chapter 2

RON MIX

Rams at Chargers—August 24, 1968







	BIRTH DATE:
	March 10, 1938



	HOMETOWN:
	Los Angeles, California



	RESIDENCE:
	Point Loma, California



	JERSEY NO.:
	74



	POSITION:
	Tackle



	HEIGHT:
	6-foot-4



	WEIGHT:
	255 pounds






The Run-Up

Ron Mix left the USC Trojans as one spent star.

“College football at that time was the most unbelievable grind you could ever imagine,” said Mix, an All-American in 1959. “Current players wouldn’t believe it.

There was no limit on the amount of time teams could keep you on the practice field. There was no limit of time spent in meetings. No limit to the amount of physical contact that could take place during practice.

“At the University of Southern California and probably every other major university in the country your practices were 2 ½ to 3 hours long and about four days a week it was full speed and hitting all the time.

“So if you didn’t play a skilled position, you never had any fun. You just had the satisfaction of doing your job well.”

While the Trojans’ cry was “Fight On!” in the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, for Mix it was a chore to fight through it.

“We would leave the practice field and it wasn’t enough that the practices were so long and tough,” he said. “Afterward we would run wind sprints and leave practice just completely exhausted.”

After his senior season, Mix caught the interest of the NFL’s Baltimore Colts and the upstart AFL’s Los Angeles Chargers.

The man who would become the second AFL player inducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame was looking for a quick buck and an early exit from football.

“I just wanted to play football a couple of years and make enough money to buy a car and a house,” Mix said. “College players had to play the entire game; you weren’t either an offense or defensive player. It was just a grind and I assumed pro football would be that same way.

“But it wasn’t. You only had to play on one side of the ball so some of the pleasure came back to the game. I fell in love with the game all over again and wanted to play as long as I could.”

Now a professional, Mix weighed his options.

“I was the Colts’ number one draft choice and they offered me a $1,000 bonus and a one-year contract at $7,500,” Mix said. “And the Chargers offered a two-year guaranteed contract at $12,000 a year plus a $5,000 bonus.

“I told Colts owner Carroll Rosenbloom—in those days you didn’t have agent—that I’d rather play for the Colts. If you would just give me a $2,000 bonus and a one-year contract at $10,000 that doesn’t have to be guaranteed.”

Rosenbloom then executed a block that would make Mix envious.

“Ron, that’s like John Unitas money, and that would throw off our entire salary structure,” Rosenbloom said. “Look, this new league is going to fold in a year anyway. We will see you back here next year and you will have a year of experience, which would be good for both of us.”

Mix did move after his rookie year in 1960. But it was with the Chargers as they relocated to San Diego.

Rosenbloom was left wondering what might have been.

“I heard three or four years later that Carroll Rosenbloom had commented to someone that if he knew I was Jewish, he would have signed me,” Mix said with a smile. “He said, ‘We have a big Jewish population in Baltimore and he would have been popular.’”

The Game

By Ron Mix

I know the old-time San Diego fan base would like me to say the 1963 [AFL] Championship Game because the team, as a whole, came together and each individual played the finest game of their career. It was actually an amazing display of football greatness.

Coach [Sid] Gillman and his staff did a sensational job. We had a complete offensive explosion on the one side and the defense of that team was often overlooked.

Among those on defense were two of the greatest linemen to play the game in Ernie Ladd and Earl Faison. In my opinion each of them, had they not had injuries, would be in the Pro Football Hall of Fame. They played their position as well as anyone.

But being more shallow than that, to me the most significant game in my career was the second time our team played the Los Angeles Rams.

The first time they thumped us thoroughly [50–7]. And this is going to sound immodest but for the first time in my career, and for the only time, I conceded the defensive end got the better of me and that would be Deacon Jones.

It so concerned me that I told myself that is never going to happen again.

At that time Deacon was a great player, 6-foot-5, 275 pounds, and his greatest strength was really his quickness, far more than the fact [that] he was big and strong.

I played at 255 pounds, which was somewhat about the average of a tackle’s weight in those days.

In the offseason, I increased my weightlifting training and gained 15 pounds.

I always studied the film and I figured [Jones] out. I determined that the best technique was not taking him on at the line of scrimmage.

[Offensive line coach] Joe Madro, he was the one who called me “The Intelligent Assassin” in part because I was going to law school at night. The assassin part was because unlike most tackles I was very aggressive at the line of scrimmage. But you can’t do that with Deacon. You would have to have a variety of techniques and do it very quick. I would take a drop back and then when he makes his move, I would get into him and take him into the direction he is going.

I also determined when he was reaching out for his famous head slap, that the best thing is to become the assassin again by reaching out to him because his whole body is open and I would immediately thrust into his body.

And then I also decided cutting him now and then would also be effective.

The second game we beat the Rams [35–13], and everything I had thought about in using those techniques when I played against Deacon turned out to be true.

As a matter of fact one of my teammates at the University of Southern California was Monte Clark, an offensive tackle for the Cleveland Browns.

They played the Rams the following week after we had played them and Monte wrote to me and said that he had seen the game film and it was the best game he had ever seen anyone play against Deacon.

For me that was a very important game, to know that I could play against the greatest.
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When [Jones] beat me the first time I felt that was the first time I had ever been beaten. It really shook me up.

Then we dominated them as much as they had dominated us in the first game.

The Aftermath

Ron Mix, civil rights leader?

Long after Mix retired, he’s celebrated for being a shining example off the field, but perhaps for the same reason why he excelled in the game of his life—because he stood his ground when he believed in the success behind a plan.

The scene was the 1965 AFL All-Star Game in New Orleans, to be played in Tulane Stadium. The Crescent City was primed to put its best face forward as it longed to acquire a professional football franchise.

With the Civil Rights Act just being passed the previous year, some black players were hesitant about their reception in this Southern locale. But New Orleans politicians assured them the environment was safe and welcoming, inviting the players to bring their wives and children.

“All the players arrived in New Orleans and we checked into the hotel and we were given itineraries and told to get on the bus in the morning,” Mix said. “We get on the bus and the coaches are taking the roll and everyone that is there says, ‘Here.’

“They said, ‘Bobby Bell.’ No answer. They said, ‘Earl Faison.’ No answer. They said, ‘Ernie Ladd.’ No answer.

“The coaches said, ‘Where is everybody?’”

The game’s 21 black players were absent, considering their next move. Upon arriving in New Orleans, some were stranded at the airport for hours. They were denied entrances in restaurants and bars. They were the target of disgraceful language that would make even football players blush.

“One of the guys said, ‘All the black guys are meeting. They are talking about boycotting the game because [of] the way they had been treated in New Orleans,’” Mix recalled.

While others paused, Mix sprung into action.

“I got off the bus and went to their meeting,” he said. “I was the only white guy that got off the bus and I went to them and asked what happened?

“They told me they had a very hard time getting taxis. They went to restaurants and were turned away. They went to bars and one group of players was turned away by gunpoint. They said they were just not going to stay.”

It was a tumultuous time in a shifting America and the fledgling AFL had a front-row seat to the sea change the nation was undergoing. New Orleans had promised no race-related problems, but truthfully, it was a city where segregation was still very real.

Mix, the future lawyer, reasoned with his black colleagues.

“What about staying and calling attention to all of this to the national media?” Mix said. “[Buffalo Bills fullback] Cookie Gilchrist was kind of moderating the meeting and he said, ‘No, that [is] not enough. We have got to leave this place.’”

No sports league in America had ever boycotted a city over its treatment of blacks. This was a milestone event, not only for professional football, but for the nation as a whole.

The black players had a strong supporter in Mix.

“I said, ‘OK I will go with you,’” Mix said. “Even though I was the only white guy that got off the bus, to the credit of the rest of the white athletes, I never heard one of them complain [about their missing teammates].”

The game was moved to Houston, but the reverberations from that day were lasting.

“Actually, that incident played a very important role in the desegregation history of America,” Mix said. “At that time New Orleans wanted to get an NFL franchise and it then knew that wasn’t going to happen unless it desegregated the city. So they passed legislation to desegregate the city.
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